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Introduction

It is only within the nexus of personality that we find the effective operation of 

historical, cultural, and economic factors. Unless mores somehow enter the fibre 

of individual lives they are not effective agents, for it is only individuals who can 

feel antagonism and practice discrimination.

—gordon allport, The Nature of Prejudice, 1954

If beliefs per se could subjugate a people, the beliefs which Negroes hold about 

whites should be as effective as those which whites hold about Negroes.

—oliver cromwell cox, “An American Dilemma: A Mystical Approach to the 

Study of Race Relations,” Journal of Negro Education, 1945

In the 1940s and 1950s, basic questions divided scholars and activists 
committed to racial justice: What exactly constituted “the race problem”? 
What was its primary cause? What aspects of the race problem could be 
changed and how? Four major conceptions of racism that had very different 
programmatic implications competed in midcentury social scientific and 
activist debate. Many agreed with Gordon Allport that the race problem 
was essentially psychological. The culprit, in this first view, was white preju-
dice, the flawed racial attitudes that might lead to discriminatory behaviors. 
Educational programs to improve those attitudes and planned interracial 
contacts to promote intergroup “understanding” constituted the best re-
sponse. For many others, the problem’s roots involved legal injustice, the 
state- sanctioned denial of African American rights as citizens. Legal desegre-
gation, the protection of voting rights, and legislation to prevent discrimina-
tion in employment, housing, and the distribution of public services were 
the solutions to this second way of framing the race problem. Others em-
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braced a third approach, social structural analysis, which had constituted 
the leading sociological and anthropological frameworks of the 1920s and 
1930s. In these theories racial conflict was the central issue and intergroup 
antagonism derived from totalizing cultural systems or large- scale, inevi-
table social processes of migration and intergroup competition. Since these 
evolutionary developments would subside naturally over time, there was 
little government or individuals could do to intervene. For still others, like 
radical sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox, the race problem’s sources lay in 
political economy. Power, exploitation, and oppression, according to this 
fourth framework, created the problem and challenging the structures of 
capitalism was necessary to solve it.

While all four theories circulated in the 1920s, 1930s, and first half of 
the 1940s, a framework that I have termed racial individualism proved espe-
cially influential in the postwar decades. Bringing together psychological 
individualism, rights- based individualism, and belief in the socially trans-
formative power of education, racial individualism presented prejudice and 
discrimination as the root cause of racial conflict, focused on individuals in 
the study of race relations, and suggested that racial justice could be attained 
by changing white minds and protecting African American rights. This social 
theory and agenda for change grew in influence between the publication of 
Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma in 1944 and the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act in 1964.1

Individualistic approaches were particularly evident among postwar 
psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists but also flourished among 
an expanding group of postwar “racial liberals” seeking to fight prejudice, 
ease racial tensions, and secure African American civil rights. Interwar soci-
ologists associated with the Chicago school, social anthropologists of the 
Caste and Class school, and economists concerned with southern agricul-
ture had offered robust social structural and political economic analyses of 
the race issue.2 The postwar decades, in contrast, saw less attention to the 
structural sources of racial conflict and growing concern with white preju-
dice, discrimination, and African American psychology. Not only psycholo-
gists but also sociologists and anthropologists associated with the postwar 
behavioral sciences, an interdisciplinary field that tended to prioritize the 
causal importance of individual actors, focused research on racial attitudes 
and discrimination.3 In the same period, many civil rights activists and 
proponents of improved race relations— distinct but overlapping groups— 
also adopted increasingly individual- centered theoretical and strategic 
approaches. While a Depression- era “interracial left,” which included co-
alitions of civil rights workers, communists, socialists, laborites, religious 
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advocates of social welfare, and New Dealers, joined forces with the “African 
American popular front” to root the race issue in political economy, postwar 
racial liberals prioritized educational efforts to reduce white bigotry, legal 
desegregation, and antidiscrimination legislation.4 Beginning during the 
war, efforts to fight prejudice through “education, exhortation, and negotia-
tion” expanded significantly, while concern with prejudice, discrimination, 
and individual rights played central roles in the fair employment and open 
housing movements.5 Many factors contributed to the growth of postwar 
racial liberalism, and the relationship between social theory and social re-
form proved complex.6 Still, racial individualism undergirded two tenets 
of the postwar liberal agenda on race— antidiscrimination legislation and 
antiprejudice education— and provided a set of rationales for the third: legal  
desegregation.

The legal arena also favored individualistic approaches to the race issue. 
A vision of Jim Crow as an intertwined political and economic system had 
motivated civil rights litigation in the 1930s and 1940s. After 1950, how-
ever, the NAACP dropped this view when it directly attacked Plessy v. Fergu-
son by arguing that the psychological stigma of school segregation, even if 
resources were equalized, violated African American rights.7 The landmark 
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision did lead to the redistribution of 
educational resources through integration in much of the South. Nonethe-
less, legal scholar Lani Guinier writes that subsequent courts turned Brown’s 
tendency to view “the caste system of Jim Crow narrowly, as a function of 
individual prejudice,” and the decision’s claim that “treating individuals 
differently based on the color of their skin was constitutionally wrong,” 
from a “clarion call to an excuse not to act.”8 In the last three decades of the 
twentieth century, individualistic views of racism encouraged more conser-
vative courts to make de facto separation legally “invisible,” to solidify dis-
tinctions between race and class “that lifted unequal resource distribution 
out of the constitutional cannon,” to prevent desegregation in cases where 
intentional racial animus could not be proven or had been remedied, and 
to retreat from affirmative action using “color- blind” logics.9

While historians have shown that individualistic approaches to the race 
issue became increasingly influential in the postwar years, we have a less 
clear understanding of how and why racial individualism gained the trac-
tion it did. By focusing on debates over the significance of prejudice to the 
“race problem,” this history reveals that racial individualism’s postwar de-
velopment was both complicated and contested. Various causal pressures 
intersected in complex ways to favor individualistic paradigms and inhibit 
alternative views of the race issue. Constituencies with different priorities— 
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foundation elites, behavioral scientists, religious and educational propo-
nents of antiprejudice education, civic groups concerned with urban racial 
tensions, and diverse civil rights activists— all came to favor, or at least acqui-
esce to, individualism, though often for different reasons. Racial individual-
ism’s postwar growth was also uneven, however, since behavioralism and 
antiprejudice education produced only limited enthusiasm among many 
leading African American intellectuals. Understanding how individualistic 
views of the race issue prevailed despite being challenged is important be-
cause racial individualism helped rationalize reform agendas that proved 
insufficient against the extralegal sources of segregation and the intertwined 
racial and economic mechanisms that sustained racial inequality through-
out the second half of the twentieth century.10

The case studies in this book root intellectual history in institutions 
and, in so doing, highlight the intersecting factors that shaped ideas on 
the race problem. The institutional vantage point illuminates the calcula-
tions scholar- activists employed when translating theory into reform, as 
well as the contested process by which racial individualism gained ground 
alongside— not always in lieu of— alternative views of the race issue. The 
cases here are illustrative not representative, meaning that they create win-
dows into specific influential institutions but don’t claim that these institu-
tional histories can necessarily be generalized. Rather than provide a com-
prehensive history of either postwar social science on the race issue or a 
deep chronicle of particular disciplinary approaches to racial questions, the 
institutional orientation illuminates how diverse causal pressures worked 
in conjunction, how some disciplinary paradigms obscured others, and 
how antiracist scholar- activists contended with the competing demands of 
theory and politics.

I focus on a range of institutions that were differently situated in racial-
ized academic hierarchies, intellectual agenda- setting networks, and aca-
demic/activist nexuses: the Rockefeller Foundation (RF), one of the most 
influential philanthropies setting social scientific agendas on racial issues; 
the University of Chicago’s Committee on Education, Training, and Re-
search in Race Relations ( CETRRR), a race relations department at an elite 
white research university whose sociologists had produced the dominant 
systemic approach to race relations in the 1920s and 1930s; Fisk University’s 
Race Relations Institutes (RRI), a center of African American intellectual and 
political life committed to linking social science and racial politics; How-
ard University’s Journal of Negro Education (JNE), a civil rights and educa-
tional journal produced by another elite historically black institution that 
had been a center of black radical thought in the 1930s; and the National 
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Conference of Christians and Jews (NCCJ), an organization at the forefront 
of the religious antiprejudice education movement. At all these institutions 
leading social scientists, civil rights activists, and individuals who bridged 
those roles debated the significance of prejudice to the race problem. Yet 
the Rockefeller Foundation and NCCJ’s political leanings made individual-
ism’s rise expected in those settings, while interwar theoretical and political 
tendencies at the other sites made racial individualism’s postwar successes 
surprising. This diverse set of institutional vantage points helps illuminate 
convergence among the major constituencies that supported postwar racial 
individualism, reveals the fate of postwar efforts to use social science to 
inform racial politics, and allows us to assess if and how academic segrega-
tion mattered to racial individualism’s history. These sites also expose the 
persistence of counternarratives in African American– led intellectual spaces 
and the ways dilemmas associated with the scale of scientific method and 
feasible reform complicated “social science for social action.”

Debates over the race problem in these settings share a broad history. 
Racial individualism and alternative theoretical and reformist approaches 
each flourished from the 1920s through 1939. Between 1939 and 1948, 
individualism grew in influence, but alternative frameworks had not yet 
declined. Distinct turns toward individualism and away from alternative 
theoretical frameworks occurred in 1948 and 1949 at the RF and  CETRRR 
and in reformist orientations at the RRI and JNE. This relatively abrupt shift 
ushered in racial individualism’s period of peak significance between 1949 
and the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, though theoretical alter-
natives continued to surface at the RRI and JNE in these years, and social 
scientists began turning attention to structural sources of African American 
poverty by the early 1960s.

Three sets of distinct causal dynamics shaped postwar debate on the race 
issue in these settings. Internalist pressures (1) included notions of scientific 
rigor associated with scientism (social scientific reliance on the investiga-
tive norms of the natural sciences); methodological priorities favoring indi-
vidual units of analysis, quantification, and large data sets; and theoretical 
concerns, especially enthusiasm for interdisciplinary social relations para-
digms, behavioralism, and theory generation. These were always difficult 
to separate from the politics of knowledge production (2), the federal and 
foundation funding streams and institutional hierarchies (including aca-
demic segregation) that prioritized certain scholars and research agendas 
over others. And finally, evolving externalist causes (3), including World 
War II, retreats from New Deal liberalism, shifts in civil rights legal strat-
egy, anticommunism, and the enduring appeal of uncontroversial tolerance 
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education, directly encouraged individualistic reformist approaches and 
indirectly fostered theoretical shifts toward individualism. In particular in-
stitutions, however, the three sets of causal factors reinforced one another, 
exposing the complicated ways the “the intellectual” and “the political” in-
tertwined. In the elite, white- led academic networks that moved through the 
RF and  CETRRR, political, methodological, and theoretical considerations 
together encouraged postwar racial individualism. During World War II and 
in the immediate postwar years, the jolting specter of Nazi racism, domestic 
racial disturbances, and the expansion of religious, educational, and civic 
efforts to fight prejudice and racial tensions motivated many sociologists, 
anthropologists, and psychologists to study prejudice. However, method-
ological considerations simultaneously drove scholars concerned with race 
to focus on attitudes. For example, researchers at  CETRRR turned attention 
to prejudice— rather than political economy or social structure— because 
they wanted to aid reformers and because, while they knew how to quantify 
individual attitudes, they were less sure how to measure the systemic and re-
lational sources of fraught race relations. Internalist and externalist pressures 
also converged in the late 1940s and 1950s, years when anticommunism, 
scientism, and behavioralism reinforced one another. While RF leaders were 
closely attuned to congressional investigations of foundation “subversion,” 
methodological and theoretical considerations— especially commitment to 
theory generation, generalizability, and quantification— largely led the elite 
social scientists helping the RF set its scientific agendas to favor individu-
alistic research on race. Postwar scholars thus had political, institutional, 
theoretical, and methodological reasons to embrace racial individualism.

Despite these intersecting pressures, theories that presented the sources 
of racial conflict outside individual minds did continue to circulate between 
1944 and 1964, especially in the two centers of African American intellec-
tual and political life I examine, Fisk University’s RRI and Howard Uni-
versity’s JNE. The interdisciplinary and interracial group of scholars and 
civil rights activists who met at the yearly Institutes and wrote in the JNE 
(groups that often overlapped) frequently emphasized labor exploitation, 
intergroup competition, political oppression, and patterns of institutional-
ized discrimination when describing the historical origins of racial injustice 
and its ongoing mechanisms. These thinkers expressed less enthusiasm for 
postwar behavioralism and less concern with the limits of nonquantifiable 
research methods than their colleagues at the RF and  CETRRR. After 1949, 
however, in the same years that methodological and scientistic pressures 
produced an individualistic drift at the RF and  CETRRR, postwar anticom-
munism, declining congressional support for New Deal redistributive social  
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and economic policies, and the growing momentum of the NAACP’s direct 
attack on Plessy v. Ferguson encouraged rapid shifts toward the rights- based 
components of racial individualism at the RRI and JNE. Between 1949 and 
the early 1960s, many RRI and JNE participants avoided translating social 
structural and political economic theories of the sources of the race issue 
into calls for change. Instead, at least in their politics, RRI and JNE lead-
ers embraced racial liberalism, though faint calls for positive, social and 
economic rights still occasionally surfaced. Many acquiesced to popular an-
tiprejudice education even though they understood it to be incomplete as 
a total strategy for progress toward racial justice. They also, with the main-
stream civil rights movement, prioritized antidiscrimination legislation and 
legal desegregation, frequently overlooking questions their social theories 
continued to imply about whether rights- based approaches would be suf-
ficient for securing racial justice and equality.

This pragmatism, evident throughout the academic settings I examine 
but most striking at Fisk’s RRI and Howard’s JNE, exposes tensions inherent 
in projects of “social science for social action” in which many midcentury 
thinkers placed considerable faith. Recognizing that, as sociologist Robin M. 
Williams Jr. put it, “the factors which are most important in producing hos-
tility and conflict are by no means the same as those which are most impor-
tant for control purposes,” scholars found different ways to compartmental-
ize theoretical and political commitments.11 In the end, many advocated 
reforms that did not reflect the true complexity of their scientific theories. 
The interests of pragmatic structuralists who “pulled their punches” con-
verged with those of politically conservative foundation officials, advocates 
of interdisciplinary behavioralism, religious and educational antiprejudice 
workers, and the mainstream, rights- focused civil rights movement in ways 
that favored both racial individualism and racial liberalism.

By the early 1950s, antiradicalism, rightward shifts in American liberal-
ism, mounting civil rights successes in the courts, and the appeal of po-
litically innocuous educational approaches to social problems interacted 
with scientism, behavioralism, and a commitment to quantification to fa-
vor racial individualism, even in institutions where alternative approaches 
had flourished five, ten, and twenty years before. While an understanding 
of racism that obscured class and power relations flowered in the postwar 
decades— a view at odds with the interwar interracial left’s emphases on the 
inseparability of race and class oppression— anticommunism did not work 
alone to reduce the reach of class- based theories of racial injustice.12 The 
postwar politics of knowledge production provided researchers with theo-
retical and methodological reasons to focus on individuals and encouraged 
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questions about the case- based methods, political- economic frameworks, 
and conflict- based structural theories that interwar anthropologists and so-
ciologists concerned with race had frequently employed.13 In addition, a 
movement against prejudice and for improved race relations, which had a 
less political orientation and less African American leadership than the civil 
rights movement, gained visibility during and after World War II with im-
portant consequences for postwar racial thought and politics. In fact, both 
the NAACP’s strategy against Plessy and this antiprejudice activism ensured 
that “educationalization”— the American penchant for addressing complex 
social problems through education— played a central role in the ascent of 
postwar racial liberalism.14 Antiracist scholars negotiated competing theo-
retical and political commitments, frequently delineating racial individual-
ism, the social theory, from racial liberalism, the agenda for change. Ul-
timately, however, many embraced racial liberalism while simultaneously 
raising questions about racial individualism, a form of political pragmatism 
whose long- term consequences endure.

Racial Individualism and Its Alternatives 
in Midcentury Theory and Reform

The distinctions political scientist Charles Tilly draws among dispositional, 
systemic, and relational social theories help to elucidate the various theo-
retical and reformist approaches to the race issue circulating between the 
1930s and the 1960s.15 Dispositional theories, which point to an entity’s 
“orientations just before the point of action,” usually focus on individual 
motives, incentives, and emotions.16 When applied to race relations, dis-
positional individualism suggests that individuals are the most important 
causal actor and unit of analysis. Most psychologists concerned with preju-
dice took a dispositional approach to the race issue, though some rooted 
prejudice in normal cognitive and emotional processes, others emphasized 
contextual determinants, still others tested educational interventions, and 
some explored the ties between prejudice and personality structure. Psy-
chologists generally accepted social psychologist Gordon Allport’s claim, 
however, that individuals were appropriate units of analysis because it is 
only through them that historical and sociological forces become visible to a 
scientist. From the 1920s through the 1950s sociologists like Donald Young, 
Robert Merton, and John Dollard and anthropologists like Hortense Pow-
dermaker also, at times, used dispositional frameworks by turning attention 
to prejudice, devising attitude scales, testing college race relations courses, or 
examining the relationship between prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory 
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behaviors.17 The wartime refining of the modern social survey, a research 
method that quantified individual attitudes at a large scale, ensured that 
scholars could easily translate dispositional theories into projects consid-
ered rigorous by the standards of postwar scientism.18

Systemic theories, by contrast, highlighted the causal power of social pro-
cesses; presented societies or economies as “coherent, self- sustaining enti-
ties”; situated events within a broader system or structure; and generally 
took communities, social groups, or patterns of intergroup interaction— 
not individuals— as the unit of analysis.19 In the 1920s and 1930s these 
frameworks were popular among Chicago school sociologists and social an-
thropologists associated with Lloyd Warner and the Caste and Class school 
who generally treated societies or cultures as cohesive wholes. For example, 
Chicago school sociologists, often described as social ecologists, depicted 
the social using biological, corporeal, or ecological metaphors.20 While 
some social ecologists traced patterns of racial inequality and disadvantage 
nationally, interwar systemic frameworks often led to detailed community 
studies whose rigor scholars concerned with quantification and generaliz-
ability questioned by the early 1950s.21

The relational approach conceptualized ongoing patterns of interaction 
between individuals or social groups as the key forces shaping the social 
order and producing change. Most evident in political economic theories 
of oppression and exploitation popular among the Depression- era inter-
racial left, relational approaches, in contrast to systemic, emphasized power 
and did not consider the entities in question part of a cohesive structure.22 
The lines between relational, political economic frameworks and systemic, 
social ecological theories could blur, however, since both centrally addressed 
conflict. Each also emphasized the causal importance of structures, though 
relational theories prioritized the structures of capitalism while systemic 
theories pointed to more amorphous social structures. In fact, between 
the late 1920s and the mid- 1940s, a number of Chicago- trained African 
American sociologists and anthropologists— a group including Charles S. 
Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, St. Clair Drake, and Horace Cayton whose work 
contributed to the “Golden Age of Negro Sociology”— combined the sys-
temic assumptions associated with Robert Park’s social ecology with the 
attention to capitalist exploitation, oppression, and power relations char-
acteristic of political economic thought.23 Although these thinkers did not 
ignore prejudice per se, they treated it as a derivative factor. While in Park’s 
theory prejudice was a component of the inevitable process of conflict that 
resulted from patterns of intergroup contact, in relational theories prejudice 
did not cause racial oppression but emerged to justify it.
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While dispositional, systemic, and relational frameworks all circulated in 
the interwar years, in the immediate postwar era, wartime survey research, 
experiments in interdisciplinary “social relations,” and support for research 
on prejudice by religious and civic groups encouraged dispositional ap-
proaches among not only psychologists but also sociologists and anthro-
pologists. Between 1948 and the early 1960s, moreover, growing founda-
tion support for the interdisciplinary behavioral sciences, the decline of 
Chicago school frameworks, and  McCarthyism only made this individu-
alistic theoretical orientation more pronounced, especially in sociology.24 
That mainstream economics and political science proved relatively quiet on 
racial issues in the decade and a half after Myrdal’s work may also have con-
tributed to the success of dispositional paradigms among sociologists and 
anthropologists in these years.25 Although sociologists E. Franklin Frazier 
and Robin M. Williams Jr. worried in the late 1940s about the “atomistic” 
drift in their field, Drake and Cayton’s Black Metropolis (1945) represented 
the denouement of the combination of systemic and political economic 
analysis that had characterized the African American Chicago school.26 In-
stead, sociologist Robin M. Williams Jr.’s Rockefeller- funded The Reduction of 
Intergroup Tensions (1947), which dismissed large- scale analysis of economic 
or social structures as politically disillusioning and sought to improve an-
tiprejudice educational techniques, exhibited the applied concerns and be-
havioral assumptions motivating much postwar research on prejudice and 
discrimination.27 In addition, many of the most celebrated social scientific 
statements on race of the late 1940s and 1950s, most notably work by The-
odor Adorno and colleagues and Gordon Allport that prioritized personality 
theory, proved widely influential among sociologists.28 Explicitly relational 
frameworks, in contrast, faced substantial obstacles amid postwar antiradi-
calism. When, in 1948, radical sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox published 
his enormous political economic treatise on American racism, Caste, Class, 
and Race, anticommunist pressures led the publisher to refuse a second 
printing in 1949 even though the first had sold out within the year.29

Theoretical, institutional, and political considerations, as we will see, all 
contributed to the postwar behavioral shift in research on race, but the rela-
tionship between social science and social reform was not always seamless. 
In some cases, especially with dispositional frameworks, the relationship 
appeared simple and direct. Many antiprejudice educators turned to psy-
chologists or sociologists to inform their reform agendas; when reformers 
proceeded without expert advice, well meaning though frequently conde-
scending scholars intervened; and scientists often turned scholarly attention 
to racial attitudes because they believed beliefs seemed easily malleable. 
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Especially for proponents of systemic and relational frameworks, however, 
efforts to use social science in the service of social action proved quite com-
plicated. One reason for this complication, as chapter five will show with 
respect to school integration, was that activists often relied on more than 
one theoretical paradigm to champion a reform.

Linking social science and social reform also proved complicated because 
dilemmas of scale— in which politically available reforms were theoretically 
insufficient but theoretically sanctioned reforms were too grand to be politi-
cally practical— hampered efforts at scientific application.30 Dispositional 
theories raised one type of dilemma of scale: the issue of inadequacy. Many 
scholars of prejudice, including Allport and the authors of The Authoritarian 
Personality, recognized that antiprejudice education was limited as a total 
paradigm for progress in race relations. Nonetheless, the popularity of this 
reform, which derived in part from tolerance education’s political innocu-
ousness, led scholars to advocate research on the topic even when skepti-
cal.31 Systemic and relational theories raised different dilemmas of scale: 
issues of programmatic and political feasibility. Because systemic theories 
envisioned the root causes of racial conflict in large- scale social, economic, 
or cultural forces, they implied that change in race relations would be very 
difficult, if not impossible, to engineer. As Robin M. Williams Jr. argued in 
1947, a “total orientation” to the race problem might disillusion activists 
since it prompted “the feeling that intergroup tensions are so deeply embed-
ded in the nature of our whole social system that only a major alternation of 
the system could bring adequate solutions.”32 In contrast, relational perspec-
tives had more precise but also more politically controversial implications 
for change. Radicals called for challenges to liberal capitalism as essential 
components of the struggle against white supremacy while political liber-
als employed relational logics when proposing state engineering of labor 
markets, New Deal– style jobs programs, and expansive, racially sensitive 
welfare programs in the 1930s and mid- 1940s. Both types of reform became 
increasingly unlikely, however, in the early Cold War era.

The midcentury projects of “social science for social action” that many 
activist social scientists championed were thus fraught with tensions. While 
the systemic and relational theories that highlighted the large scope and 
great complexity of the race issue were either programmatically challeng-
ing or politically impractical, scholars recognized that more easily imple-
mented, dispositional, and even rights- based, reforms were insufficient as 
total programs for progress toward racial justice. The most radical critics of 
racial liberalism— who quickly took aim at Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 focus 
on prejudice and democratic rights— suggested that individualistic theories 
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themselves had conservative political consequences. Sociologist Oliver 
Cromwell Cox and historian Herbert Aptheker presented Myrdal’s moral 
dilemma thesis as a “mystification,” an aspect of the ruling ideology “cal-
culated” to perpetuate racial oppression and exploitation.33 While postwar 
racial liberals like Charles S. Johnson, Charles H. Thompson, Robert Weaver, 
or Louis Wirth, whose theories acknowledged the limits of the liberal para-
digm they favored politically, remained more restrained, using social science 
in the service of racial reform proved far from simple.

Scientism and Behavioralism in  
the Midcentury Intellectual Context

Debates over the significance of prejudice to the race problem emerged dur-
ing decades of transformation and expansion in American social science. 
Key themes in twentieth- century American intellectual history and the his-
tory of social science— the separation of science and reform associated with 
arguments surrounding “scientism,” the growing institutional strength of 
psychology, the refining of individualistic social survey methods, and ex-
panded support for the interdisciplinary behavioral sciences amid Cold 
War antiradicalism— marked the terrain that nurtured racial individualism. 
Social reform and social science had been difficult to disentangle in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, years when Progressive reform-
ers in the United States and Europe, often with support from foundations, 
responded to problems associated with urbanization, industrialization, 
and immigration with large- scale social surveys produced for the purpose 
of social amelioration.34 And yet by the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, countervailing trends would also have important implications for the 
social science of race relations: the rise of “scientism,” a commitment to 
objectivity in scientific method and purpose; the professionalization of the 
social sciences; and their movement into the university. Proponents of scien-
tism favored theory development (the production of generalizable analytic 
frameworks especially those that identified natural, universal laws of the 
social world), empiricism (the application of experimental techniques as-
sociated with the natural sciences to human interaction), and objectivity as 
evidence of professional status.35 Indeed, as historian Sarah Igo argues, “This 
putatively definitive split between amateur social investigation and scientific 
research performed by professionals served as the modern social sciences’ le-
gitimizing myth.”36 Early twentieth- century social scientists in the emerging 
disciplines of political science, history, economics, sociology, anthropology, 
and psychology established institutional homes in the university; developed 
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professional organizations, journals, and credentialing processes; and re-
jected the reformist traditions from which many of their fields had grown as 
“amateur” and “value- laden.”37

Challenges to scientism endured, nonetheless, throughout the first half 
of the twentieth century. Social scientific technologies moved easily between 
“basic” and “applied” realms as social surveys, opinion polls, community 
studies, and mental tests proved their utility to politicians, advertisers, in-
dustrial managers, educators, and the federal government, especially in 
wartime.38 Some academics suggested that social science was inescapably 
ethical because scholars could not truly separate political and scientific 
commitments, and social science, ideally, informed public engagement in 
democratic processes.39 In fact, debate over scientific purpose— in this case 
over whether scientists should aim to produce useful research rather than 
advance knowledge for its own sake— divided many of the disciplines, espe-
cially in the 1930s. These disagreements led to the establishment of organi-
zations like the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues (SPSSI) 
and the Society for the Study of Social Problems (SSSP) that embraced po-
litically engaged research and, in so doing, challenged mainstream disciplin-
ary authorities.40 Nonetheless, a version of instrumental scientism, in which 
scholars engaged in basic, value- free investigations that would help “leaders 
from other sectors of society, such as politics and business, to make better 
decisions and take more effective action,” provided the model for scientific 
involvement in World War II.41 By the early 1950s, when this view prevailed 
among many scholars hoping to receive some of the new federal research 
funding as well as among many foundation executives, scientism pushed 
more politically engaged visions of scientific purpose to the margins.42

Concerns related to the intersections of science and politics had par-
ticular implications for scholars of color examining the race issue from in-
side a segregated academy. While many prominent African American schol-
ars wrote for both scholarly audiences and a broader “black reading public,” 
many foundation leaders and white academics expected black social scien-
tists to be inherently biased on racial issues, producing added pressure for 
African American social scientists to prove their objectivity.43 In addition, 
philanthropists often funded black colleges as part of their social welfare 
not their social scientific initiatives and assumed HBCUs (historically black 
colleges and universities) would not produce cutting- edge research. The ra-
cialized politics of knowledge production ensured that HBCUs saw little of 
the defense- related federal research money that poured into leading white 
research universities after World War II.44

While debates over scientism broadly shaped the theoretical and insti-
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tutional landscape in which racial individualism competed with alternative 
theories, the rising stature of twentieth- century psychology more directly 
encouraged social scientists to turn to individuals when studying the race 
issue.45 Between 1920 and 1946, historically unprecedented growth “trans-
formed psychology from an emerging academic specialty into a mammoth 
techno- scientific profession.”46 With ever- increasing federal and founda-
tion support, midcentury psychologists and social psychologists discussed a 
host of politically charged topics, from civilian morale, to soldiers’ attitudes, 
to the mindsets of developing nations that might “fall” to communism, 
though psychological expertise was especially influential on racial issues.47

Methodological developments also help to explain why individualistic 
logics became influential in postwar research on race. Quantitative attitude 
measures improved significantly in the 1930s and 1940s, as the modern 
social survey, an instrument initially developed in the Progressive Era to 
quantify community life for the purpose of amelioration, was refined and 
separated from its reformist roots. In addition to psychologists and social 
psychologists, many sociologists were involved in midcentury survey re-
search. Many learned survey techniques working for Harvard’s Samuel 
Stouffer on the colossal, War Department– sponsored The American Sol-
dier.48 While postwar surveys could examine subjective information (atti-
tudes or self- reported behaviors) and objective statistics (income, residence, 
or health), the method was inherently individualistic. As historian Jean 
Converse shows, surveys investigated “anything that could be stored and 
analyzed by the individual record, as reported by or observed of individuals.” 
Wartime and postwar survey researchers tended, however, to examine the 
subjective realm and were best at measuring attitudes.49 After World War II, 
with significant federal and foundation support, modern social surveys 
moved to the institutional outskirts of universities, further helping to insti-
tutionalize the approach.50

In addition, beginning in the mid- 1940s and accelerating by the decade’s 
end, enthusiasm for two types of interdisciplinarity, “social relations” para-
digms and behavioralism, added to the collection of intellectual and in-
stitutional forces encouraging individualistic approaches to the race issue. 
Established in 1946, Harvard’s Department of Social Relations (DSR) re-
placed the university’s Department of Sociology, housed half of the Depart-
ment of Psychology, and sought to foster exploration of the convergences 
between sociology, social psychology, cultural anthropology, and clinical 
psychology.51 In addition, beginning in 1949 with the Ford Foundation’s  
behavioral sciences initiative, new funding streams encouraged not only an-
thropologists, psychologists, and sociologists, but also a few “political scien-
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tists, economists, and statisticians to reinvent themselves as ‘behavioural 
scientists.’”52 While behavioralism had a more strongly dispositional slant 
than social relations frameworks, advocates of both types of interdisciplinar-
ity prioritized the intersections of psychology, culture, and society, and de- 
emphasized the political, economic, and institutional.53 In so doing, each 
directed attention away from the intersection of social structure and political 
economy that had flourished among interwar African American sociologists.

Postwar anticommunism also certainly encouraged racial individual-
ism by providing added incentives for both scientism and behavioralism. 
In many cases  McCarthyism and scientism directly supported each other. 
Debates over social scientific inclusion in the National Science Foundation 
from 1945 to 1950 and congressional investigations into the subversive ten-
dencies of social scientists and their funders from 1952 through 1954 each 
gave scholars added reasons to model their methods and rhetorical style on 
the purportedly apolitical investigative norms of the natural sciences. These 
controversies also encouraged scholars to distance themselves from both 
political- economic analysis and politically divisive topics like race.54 It is 
not coincidental, moreover, that behavioral rather than political economic 
approaches to racial issues came to prominence precisely as anticommu-
nism restructured the priorities of American liberals. While behavioralism 
did generate some suspicion from the most ardent anticommunists, behav-
ioral theories proved considerably more acceptable than overtly political 
economic frameworks.55 Still, the relationship between the Cold War state 
and the human sciences was complex. Although postwar scholars of race 
maneuvered around increasingly taboo issues of class, economics, and 
statism, antir adicalism intersected with the theoretical and methodologi-
cal pressures just discussed, and with a host of other political pressures (to 
which we turn next), in aiding the growth of postwar racial individualism.56

Methodological and theoretical considerations internal to the social 
sciences, as well as institutional and financial dynamics associated with the 
politics of knowledge production, helped to set the intellectual landscape 
of midcentury debates on race in ways that encouraged racial individualism 
and created obstacles for proponents of systemic and relational theories. 
While scientism, survey methods, and the growing stature of psychology 
were all evident during World War II, these dynamics gained influence in 
the following decade and intersected with antiradicalism and behavioral-
ism after 1948 to further encourage racial individualism. This intellectual 
and institutional context was of course deeply intertwined with politics 
traditionally defined, as War Department support for survey research and 
 McCarthyism’s impact on foundations and universities reveals. Still, scien-
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tism and behavioralism worked independently of but in ways that con-
verged with antiradicalism to favor theories that framed the race issue in 
terms of individual perpetrators and victims.

From Redistribution to Rights in 
the Midcentury Political Context

The evolving midcentury political landscape simultaneously shaped scien-
tists’ sense of what kinds of research were useful and what types of reforms 
were worth pursuing. In addition to internalist dynamics and the politics 
of knowledge production, traditional political pressures also marked the 
terrain in which racial individualism took root. These included mounting 
African American protests against a segregated war for freedom and democ-
racy, increasing concerns with prejudice and domestic racial tensions, declin-
ing congressional commitment to the reformist and redistributive elements 
of New Deal liberalism, the movement of racial issues onto the postwar 
“liberal agenda,” the civil rights movement’s successful use of legal strategies 
and rights discourse in the fight against segregation, and  McCarthyism. At 
times, as when wartime concern with prejudice encouraged antiprejudice 
education and research on how to improve it, externalist pressures directly 
shaped evolving research priorities. In other cases, when, for example, de-
clining support for New Deal liberalism, the success of court- based civil 
rights strategies, and  McCarthyism coincided, the midcentury political con-
text encouraged racial individualism indirectly by discouraging alternative 
reformist priorities.

Relational theories that rooted racial oppression in labor exploitation, 
interracial competition, and class struggle— and associated agendas for 
change that either challenged liberal capitalism outright or envisioned an 
expansive state regulating its excesses and making up for its inequalities— 
flourished during the Depression and in the first half of the 1940s among 
civil rights activists, an interracial left, and New Deal liberals. How cen-
tral the class struggle was to the race struggle had been a point of debate 
throughout African American political and intellectual life, though many 
African Americans had long seen access to gainful employment as an es-
sential element of racial justice.57 The 1930s, however, saw a “proletarian 
turn” in African American politics and social thought whose repercussions 
lasted through the mid- 1940s and beyond. During the Depression, African 
American intellectuals sympathetic to socialism and communism empha-
sized the links between race and class oppression, Justice Department and 
NAACP lawyers included agricultural and industrial workers’ demands in 
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their legal strategies, civil rights activists associated with the Amenia Con-
ference and the National Negro Conference linked calls for racial and eco-
nomic justice, and traditionally middle- class organizations like the NAACP 
expanded their working- class membership. Both the African American 
“popular front” and the “interracial left,” groups that often overlapped, situ-
ated demands for civil rights within broader calls for interracial unioniza-
tion, collectivist agricultural experiments, an expanded welfare state, and, at 
the extremes, challenges to liberal capitalism.58 In addition, while President 
Roosevelt was not progressive on racial issues, his early New Deal had a re-
distributive orientation, seeking to reform not just stabilize capitalism, regu-
late production, produce (rather than simply train individuals for) jobs, and 
provide social insurance.59 Still, the interracial left was politically diverse. 
Many prominent scholars of race, including sociologist Charles S. Johnson, 
economist Robert Weaver, and sociologist Louis Wirth remained liberal in 
political orientation in the 1930s, but others, like political scientist Ralph 
Bunche, economist Abraham Harris Jr., sociologist E. Franklin Frazier, and 
sociologist/historian W. E. B. Du Bois, flirted with socialism.60

During World War II and in the immediate postwar years, the Depression- 
era tendency to link race and class oppression slowly began to decline. A wa-
tershed moment in the “long civil rights movement,” World War II saw civil 
rights activists capitalize on democratic rhetoric when protesting segrega-
tion and discrimination and the social scientific interracial left consistently 
highlighted this theme.61 Sociologist Charles S. Johnson, Rosenwald Fund 
executive Edwin Embree, and philosopher Alain Locke, to name just a few, 
emphasized the discrepancy between American democratic rhetoric and 
reality and drew parallels between the African American freedom struggle 
and international anticolonialism.62 These years also saw the federal govern-
ment and the courts emerge as allies for proponents of racial justice, fur-
ther encouraging rights discourse and discouraging class- based approaches. 
Northern African American voting blocks, wartime democratic rhetoric, and 
African American protest eventually led the executive and judicial branch 
to respond directly to black demands for change. In the late 1940s, as the 
NAACP scored decisive victories in the struggle against disenfranchisement 
and segregation in higher education, transportation, and housing, Truman 
desegregated the military and civil service, and both the Democratic and 
Republican Parties issued civil rights planks.63

Efforts against prejudice and discrimination saw explosive growth dur-
ing the war, as religious, civic, labor, and educational organizations waged 
a domestic “war on intolerance.” Interwar intercultural educators and re-
ligious proponents of intergroup “goodwill” had used educational tech-
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niques to ease intergroup tensions, reduce prejudice, and aid the assimi-
lation of second- generation immigrants.64 However, both the Nazi specter 
and well- publicized incidents of racial violence between 1943 and 1946 
made the need for activism to alleviate domestic racial tensions seem an 
increasingly pressing national concern.65 Groups specifically committed 
to improving race relations, intergroup relations, or human relations— 
many requesting scientific expertise to inform their efforts— sprouted in 
the mid-  and late 1940s, especially in northern and western cities where 
wartime African American migration pushed at the boundaries of already 
overcrowded, segregated neighborhoods.66 A new sort of professional, the 
race relations practitioner, was born, along with the National Association of 
Intergroup Relations Officials.67 Some advocates of improved race relations 
joined forces with state and local civil rights activists to pursue legal and 
legislative change, especially in the North and West where multiracial coali-
tions for unity waged successful campaigns for fair employment legislation 
and generally less successful campaigns for open housing in the 1940s and 
1950s.68 Still others, like the National Conference of Christians and Jews, 
focused largely on changing white attitudes.69 Although many groups, like 
the Federal Council of Churches or the American Jewish Congress, opposed 
legal discrimination, segregation, and prejudice, there were crucial distinc-
tions between the civil rights and race relations movements. Civil rights 
activists had long emphasized that antiprejudice work— such as the accom-
modationist politics of southern interracialists who called for improved 
racial understanding but accepted legal segregation— could provide an ex-
cuse for avoiding legal, legislative, and direct action strategies for change. As 
E. Franklin Frazier put it in a 1924 article criticizing efforts to secure racial 
justice by gaining white allegiance: “The Negro does not want love. He wants 
justice.”70 This theme emerged in wartime and postwar civil rights activists’ 
debates about how to respond to the rise in race relations activism.

Concerns with Nazi racism and wartime domestic unity also fueled a 
wave of research on prejudice and the sources of racial tensions that reached 
a crescendo with The Authoritarian Personality (1950) and The Nature of Preju-
dice (1954).71 The American Jewish Committee’s Department of Scientific Re-
search funded the Studies in Prejudice series, while many national religious 
groups— including the American Jewish Congress, the Anti- Defamation 
League, the Society of Friends, the American Missionary Association, and the 
Federal Council of Churches— increased their support for scholarship on 
the foundations of racial conflict, the sources of prejudice, and the best ways 
to alter racial attitudes “scientifically.”72 Moreover, foundations, religious 
organizations, and civic groups turned to sociologists, psychologists, and 
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anthropologists for expertise. The University of Chicago– based American 
Council on Race Relations (ACRR, founded 1944), the Social Science Re-
search Council’s Committee on Techniques for Reducing Group Hostility 
(established 1945), and the Rockefeller Foundation helped leading sociolo-
gists publish compilations of existing research to inform activist work.73 At 
the request of religious, civic, or educational groups, social scientists also 
produced many pamphlets— some with snappy titles like Race Riots Aren’t 
Necessary or If Your Next Neighbors Are Negroes— to educate the public about 
the dangers of prejudice and discrimination.74

Shifts in American liberalism also aided racial individualism’s postwar 
appeal. The wartime employment boom, postwar economic growth, and 
new alliances between labor and the Democratic Party generated “a new 
kind of liberalism” that was less critical of the economic order and less re-
distributive in emphasis than the early New Deal.75 Congressional support 
for the redistributive, statist, and reformist elements of New Deal liberalism 

1. “If Your Next Neighbors Are Negroes,” courtesy of Fisk University, John Hope and Aurelia E. 
Franklin Library, Special Collections, Race Relations Institutes Collection.
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had begun declining toward the end of the war and continued to decline 
after Republican victories in the midterm elections of 1946. Even liberal 
commitment to full employment was unreliable after World War II, as the 
passage of “the ‘badly watered down’” Employment Act of 1946 revealed.76

In addition, the language with which many proponents of racial justice 
pursued desegregation and antidiscrimination legislation— a language of 
rights— increasingly had an individualistic ring. Of course rights discourse 
was quite malleable, since it could have negative (civil and political) or posi-
tive (social and economic) iterations. Thinkers associated with the postwar 
social scientific interracial left at times demanded jobs, education, health 
care, housing, and welfare using notions of positive rights.77 Still, many 
postwar efforts to secure “civil rights” in housing and employment relied 
on theories that envisioned the social good arising from many individuals 
pursing their private goals in an unfettered marketplace, views with a long 
though contested history in American political culture.78 In fact, advocates 
of open housing and fair employment frequently assumed that discrimina-
tion in the distribution of these resources, not insufficient supply, was the 
crux of the problem.79 For example, while economist Robert Weaver clearly 
understood de facto housing segregation as rooted in both law and market 
processes, much of his work against housing segregation in the 1940s and 
1950s sought to remove the legal obstacles, like restrictive covenants, to 
open occupancy.80 Negative rights played a central role in state and federal 
efforts for “civil rights in employment” in the 1940s and 1950s as well. 
State fair employment laws embodied this individualism by putting the 
onus on the individual victim to begin the proceedings, suggesting that the 
only actionable racial inequality was intentionally produced, and requiring 
attempts at conciliation before sanctioning offending employers.81

The Cold War only exacerbated retreats from structural, especially 
political economic, explanations of racial injustice. As congressional com-
mittees searched for domestic subversion in universities, foundations, 
Hollywood, and even the military after 1947, statism, redistribution, and 
class analysis generated suspicion throughout both the academy and the 
civil rights movement. Certainly the Cold War provided a resource to civil 
rights activists, as African American intellectuals emphasized the interna-
tional importance of domestic racial injustice and forged an anticommunist 
anticolonialism that drew links between the struggle for human rights at 
home and abroad.82 In this context, postwar antiradicalism ensured that 
psychological and rights- based approaches to the race issue— frameworks 
that challenged racism without questioning capitalism— proved especially 
useful.
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Individualistic logics also aided the postwar legal fight against de jure 
segregation, helping to explain why psychological and rights- based indi-
vidualism, as well as assumptions about the socially transformative power 
of education, proved central to reformist debate among integrationist social 
scientists in the early 1950s. Certainly challenges to legal segregation re-
sisted a structural impediment, though one rooted in legal and institutional 
structures as opposed to the economic structures Marxists discussed or the 
social structures Chicago school sociologists identified. In addition, much 
of the Brown v. Board legislation and subsequent implementation involved 
financial, organizational, and institutional considerations, especially ques-
tions of district boundaries, the use of school facilities, pupil placement, 
and teacher assignment. And yet psychological and rights- based individu-
alism aided the fight against Plessy because the legal realm tends to rely 
on complaints of harm from an aggrieved individual, because NAACP law-
yers needed to prove that equally funded segregated schools could never 
be equal, and because psychological research constituted the new evidence 
that allowed the case to be reconsidered. Although Charles Houston, Thur-
good Marshall, and their colleagues did not advance arguments about white 
prejudice per se, they employed key components of postwar racial individ-
ualism in emphasizing violated rights, opportunity- based egalitarianism, 
intentional racial animus, and the psychological harm segregation inflicted 
on African American school children.83 The postwar racial liberalism that 
scored a great victory in Brown v. Board relied, moreover, on educational-
ization, the long- standing American tendency to expect education to solve 
social problems that were too complex and expansive for schools to effec-
tively address alone.84 In fact, since both school integration and civil rights 
legislation redistributed resources but could be justified without redistribu-
tive logics, that varied social theories could be used to defend these civil 
rights priorities may well have enabled these civil rights gains in the politi-
cally conservative 1950s.

Aspects of the political and intellectual context converged between the 
end of World War II and the early 1960s in ways that encouraged the psy-
chological, rights- oriented, and educational components of racial individu-
alism and discouraged both systemic and relational thinking on race and 
redistributive or structural reform. Between 1939 and 1948, wartime sup-
port for survey research methods and growing interdisciplinary interest in 
noneconomic social relations paradigms intersected with subtle rightward 
shifts in postwar liberalism, civil rights activists’ embrace of rights discourse, 
and expanded antiprejudice activism to encourage sociologists and anthro-
pologists to join the growing ranks of social psychologists bringing scholarly 
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attention to racial attitudes and discriminatory actions. After 1948, while 
anticommunism favored scientism and behavioralism and dissuaded pro-
ponents of racial justice from pursuing redistributive racial reforms, legal 
successes convinced the NAACP that attacking Plessy using rights- based and 
psychological discourses was timely. Although dispositional, systemic, and 
relational approaches to the race issue continued to compete after 1944, and 
even after 1948, they did not compete on equal footing.

My chapters explore how these contextual factors intersected to influence 
arguments over the significance of prejudice to the race issue in a series of 
institutions that nurtured the postwar social scientific interracial left but 
were differently situated in the politics of knowledge production. In all but 
one setting challenges to racial individualism surfaced but did not fully suc-
ceed. The history of these incidents of competition between theoretical and 
reformist paradigms illuminates the different causal pressures— scientistic, 
methodological, theoretical, institutional, and political— shaping postwar 
debate on the race issue, and shaping it differently depending on institu-
tional location.

To situate the case studies that follow, chapter one depicts the rise of racial 
individualism in postwar psychology, social psychology, and sociology— 
and the ways the psychology of prejudice, rights- based individualism, and 
antiprejudice education reinforced one another. The chapter describes how 
sociological, anthropological, and political economic theories circulated 
alongside individualistic research on prejudice during the interwar years, 
how dispositional individualism and the political economy of race relations 
rested together uncomfortably in Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma 
(1944), and how scientism, behavioralism, and antiradicalism shaped the 
psychology of prejudice and the sociology of race relations from the late 
1940s through the early 1960s.

The second chapter examines the ways scientism, antiradicalism, and 
behavioralism intersected to shore up racial individualism at the Rockefeller 
Foundation (RF). Chronicling the foundation’s evolving approach to the 
race issue between the late 1920s and the mid- 1960s, chapter two traces 
changes in RF assumptions about the appropriate relationship between 
science and politics, disciplinary diversity on the race issue, and who should 
be involved in social scientific agenda setting. By 1950, as foundation lead-
ers retreated from increasingly contentious racial politics, weathered inves-
tigations into their own “subversive activities,” and embraced scientism, the 
RF supported only individualistic research on the race issue and treated the 
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topic as a small subset of larger theoretical interest in the study of “human 
relations.”

Chapter three investigates how two postwar dynamics— the favoring of 
individualistic social survey methods amid postwar scientism and urban 
race relations commissions’ concerns with the “racial tensions”— together 
encouraged racial individualism at the University of Chicago’s Committee 
on Education, Training, and Research in Race Relations ( CETRRR) between 
1947 and 1952.  CETRRR was a surprising place for individualism to take 
root, since Chicago sociology produced the leading systemic approach to 
race relations in the 1920s and 1930s. In the postwar years, however, al-
though some at  CETRRR questioned individualistic approaches to the race 
issue, methodological considerations and the interests of antiprejudice ac-
tivists together discouraged critics of racial individualism from pursuing al-
ternative frameworks.

Focusing on Fisk University’s yearly Race Relations Institutes (RRI), chap-
ter four shows that racial individualism did not set the terms of theoretical 
debate in all postwar intellectual arenas. Given the interwar interests of RRI 
leader sociologist Charles S. Johnson and the social scientific interracial left 
who attended the yearly meetings, racial individualism was unlikely to take 
hold in this center of African American intellectual life. Indeed, individual-
istic survey methods and interdisciplinary behavioralism had only limited 
influence at the RRI. Still, amid declining support for New Deal liberalism, 
postwar antiradicalism, and civil rights successes in the courts, pragmatic 
scholar- activists had a hard time translating systemic and relational theories 
of the race issue into reform agendas. While theoretical alternatives to racial 
individualism endured more robustly at the RRI than at the RF or  CETRRR, 
after 1949, RRI scholar- activists acquiesced to brands of racial liberalism 
about which they articulated theoretical reservations.

Chapter five highlights the importance of political pragmatism to debate 
on the race issue at Howard University’s Journal of Negro Education (JNE). 
Since theories that presented race and class as inseparably intertwined flour-
ished at Howard in the 1930s, the JNE was also an unexpected location for 
individualistic theories of or political approaches to the race issue to take 
root.85 Like participants in Fisk’s RRI, JNE authors challenged individual-
istic theories of the race problem from the mid- 1930s through the 1960s. 
However, two factors encouraged racial individualism to make limited in-
roads at the JNE: the widespread popularity of psychologically informed 
antiprejudice education during World War II and, after 1950, the NAACP’s 
shift in strategy against legal segregation. Chapters four and five together 
highlight the fate of the social scientific interracial left, the endurance of 
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theoretical alternatives to racial individualism, and the dilemmas of scale 
scholar- activists who understood the race issue in terms of oppression and 
exploitation negotiated in the postwar decades.

An analysis of the National Conference of Christians and Jews’ stance 
toward race relations between the late 1920s and the mid- 1960s, chapter six 
does not describe competition between individualistic and systemic theories 
of the race issue. Instead, it reveals the politically conservative implications 
of racial individualism, especially the educational techniques it encour-
aged. While religious antiracists were important proponents of individual-
ism in racial research and reform, many combined antiprejudice education 
with support for civil rights legislation and desegregation.86 The NCCJ, in 
contrast, legitimated by scientifically imprecise theories of prejudice, used 
antiprejudice education to justify disengagement from more contentious 
political work. When “massive resistance” against Brown v. Board emerged 
between 1950 and 1956, both the NCCJ’s religious purpose and its focus 
on educational methods helped leaders rationalize “moderation” on school 
desegregation.

Racial individualism was often combined with alternative theoretical 
and strategic approaches and faced competition, even in the years of the 
paradigm’s growth between 1944 and 1964. Dispositional, systemic, and 
relational approaches to the race issue were never fully mutually exclu-
sive. Psychologists of prejudice acknowledged the importance of context, 
while economists identified the ways attitudes contributed to the political 
economy of Jim Crow. The relationship between theory and practice, more-
over, was rarely neat and direct. Theoretically sound reforms were not nec-
essarily practical, and most activists called, at least rhetorically, for a multi-
pronged approach to both research and reform. Alternative theoretical and 
even programmatic visions of the race issue also circulated in the postwar 
decades. Radical thinkers situated racial oppression and inequality in capi-
talist structures and suggested that reforms to American capitalism— and 
frequently global capitalism and imperialism— were necessary to programs 
for racial justice.87 Although they frequently relied on rights- based individ-
ualism and opportunity- based egalitarianism to do so, many civil rights 
activists who leaned toward liberalism also targeted the economic manifes-
tations of employment discrimination and housing segregation through-
out the rightward moving postwar decades.88 As we will see, the intellectual 
undergrounds that moved through Fisk’s RRI and Howard’s JNE nurtured 
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theoretical challenges to racial individualism whose political implications 
would move onto the national stage in the decade after the passage of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Nonetheless, theories of and programmatic approaches to the race issue 
evolved between the end of World War II and the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act in ways that had lasting consequences for the American movement for 
racial justice, the American left, American education, and the variously de-
fined pursuit of racial equality. This evolution involved the expanding popu-
larity of both psychological assumptions about the causal importance of in-
dividual beliefs and individualistic survey research methods among postwar 
psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists. Sociologists simultaneously 
began expressing uncertainty about how to rigorously measure “the general 
situation” in which race relations developed. In the reformist arena, the 
postwar years saw many activist scholars and civil rights workers emphasize 
prejudice, individual acts of discrimination, and violated rights, a rhetorical 
shift that made racialized inequality and the extralegal sources of segregation 
difficult to fight. The most extreme manifestation of postwar racial individu-
alism involved growing support for scientifically legitimized antiprejudice 
education, efforts that gained popularity among religious, civic, and edu-
cational workers beginning during World War II and fell within a long his-
tory of educationalizing social problems.89 Post- Brown civil rights litigation 
and legislation did redistribute educational resources by integrating many 
southern schools and directed much federal educational funding to poor and 
minority children.90 Nonetheless, conceptions of racism rooted in postwar 
racial individualism— which reduced racial oppression to prejudice, high-
lighted questions of intent, and dismissed evidence of inequality of results as 
inconsequential— had negative consequences. These ideas obstructed educa-
tional equalization, blocked much desegregation outside the South, helped 
roll back southern desegregation, and aided color- blind iterations of racial 
conservatism in the last three decades of the twentieth century.91

Because racial individualism was a framework that many who favored 
justice and equality supported, because its conservative potential was often 
hard to see, and because even those who recognized its limitations often ac-
quiesced to its core elements, the paradigm’s postwar growth deserves care-
ful examination. The intersecting intellectual, institutional, and political 
pressures that contributed to the narrowing of debate on the race issue in 
the two decades following World War II, and the reasons why many scholar- 
activists who rejected racial individualism in theory felt compelled to sup-
port it in practice, are the subject of the chapters that follow.



Gunnar Myrdal’s training in economics and experience constructing Swe-
den’s welfare state led many to expect a political- economic analysis from 
An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy (1944). To 
a large extent Myrdal delivered. The race problem’s roots, he suggested, lay 
squarely in political economy. African American status as a statistical minor-
ity and the fact that “practically all the economic, social, and political power 
is held by whites” created a situation, Myrdal held, in which “Negroes do 
not by far have anything approaching a tenth of the things worth having 
in America.”1 The economist emphasized systemic and relational factors— 
exploitation, disenfranchisement, and the intricate, violent politics of white 
supremacy— when explaining African Americans’ low economic, political, 
and social status. His major recommendations for change followed this 
combination of social structural and political economic logic, as the social 
engineer called not only for effectively enforced civil rights laws but also for 
state- led economic planning, industrial restructuring, and political mobili-
zation of northern African American communities.2

However, the postwar trajectory of the ambitious synthesis exposes how 
a study focused squarely on the politics and economics of racial injustice 
came to be remembered as an investigation of the white conscience. De-
spite the weight of Myrdal’s evidence, the book would be best known for 
“the American dilemma” thesis, which held that the conflict between the 
American creed of democracy and equality and the reality of racial dis-
crimination created a mental and moral crisis for white Americans.3 Myrdal 
chose the individualistic framing because he wanted to emphasize that the 
race problem’s roots lay in white America to a public used to equating “the 
race problem” with “the Negro problem,” because he worried about of-
fending his sponsors, and because his experience in wartime Sweden made 

O N E

Attitudes, Structures, and “Levers  
of Change”: The Social Science of 

Prejudice and Race Relations



Attitudes, Structures, and “Levers of Change”  / 27

the political importance of irrationality difficult to overlook.4 The effects of 
this choice were far- reaching. A clear example of the contested but decisive 
ascent of racial individualism, many postwar social scientists, religious and 
civic activists, and philanthropists paid attention to Myrdal’s psychological 
and moral framing and overlooked the political and economic analysis at 
the heart of the volume.5

Myrdal’s work came to be known as a study of the white conscience in 
a particular intellectual, institutional, and political landscape. To situate 
the case studies that follow, this chapter chronicles the growth of individu-
alistic paradigms for conceptualizing the race issue, and the contexts that 
nurtured them, in the fields where that growth was especially pronounced: 
psychology, sociology, and the interdisciplinary behavioral sciences. Racial 
individualism slowly emerged in psychology and sociology in the 1920s 
and 1930s, in step with a relatively small antiprejudice education move-
ment whose reformist efforts were often justified by and helped to legiti-
mize research on prejudice. The interwar years also, however, saw the robust 
flowering of systemic and relational frameworks, especially in sociology and 
anthropology, which largely overshadowed racial individualism’s interwar 
development. While Myrdal sought to integrate dispositional, systemic, and 
relational frameworks, his volume represents a turning point in racial in-
dividualism’s expansion, as psychological and rights- based individualism 
reinforced each other and drew attention away from his political economic 
theorizing. In the decade and a half following An American Dilemma, the 
individualism so celebrated in Myrdal’s analysis of the race issue took root 
in academic debate more broadly. Personality- based theories of prejudice 
gained widespread popularity among psychologists, sociologists associated 
with structural functionalism presented prejudice and discrimination as ab-
errations to consensual social norms, and interdisciplinary social relations 
and behavioral sciences frameworks drew scholarly attention away from 
political economy.

During and immediately following World War II rightward shifts in 
American liberalism, advances in survey research, accelerating scientism, 
the presence of émigré scholars, and antiprejudice activism— and then, 
after 1949,  McCarthyism and behavioralism— intersected to alter scientific 
agendas on the race issue. In addition, theoretical shifts toward personal-
ity theory in psychology and from social ecology to structural functional-
ism and large- scale quantitative work in sociology favored individualistic 
approaches to racial research.6 While in many cases a rightward moving 
political context made individualistic theories of the race issue increasingly 
useful in the civil rights struggle, the relationship between social theory 
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and social reform was not always clear- cut. The impracticality of large- scale 
political economic restructuring led activist- scholars away from reforms that 
reflected systemic and relational logics. At the same time, the psychology of 
prejudice did not always support racial liberalism as seamlessly as liberal 
integrationists might have hoped.

The Psychology of Prejudice and  
the Sociology of Race Relations, 1920– 44

Research on prejudice expanded in the 1920s and 1930s as psychologists, 
sociologists, educators, and religious workers responded to the discredit-
ing of theories suggesting prejudice was instinctive, to advances in attitude 
testing methods, and to religious and educational reformers’ ameliorative 
interests. Although in the first two decades of the twentieth century many 
social scientists had viewed prejudice as a natural and instinctive response 
to racial difference, two interwar theoretical developments raised new ques-
tions. Columbia University cultural anthropologist Franz Boas’s view that 
racial differences were culturally and historically not biologically deter-
mined gained widespread acceptance among racially liberal social scientists, 
while John Broadus Watson’s behavioralist views of psychology suggested 
that children’s beliefs and behaviors were not innate but shaped by stimuli. 
Both theoretical developments left many scholars searching for explanations 
for racial prejudice, inequality, difference, and conflict that reached beyond 
the rejected biological and instinct- based explanations.7 In addition, begin-
ning in the Progressive Era and continuing through World War I, northern 
urban reformers sought to assimilate “provisionally white” southern and 
eastern European immigrants, responded to spikes in nativism, and worried 
about interracial conflict as the Great Migration accelerated.8 In this context, 
psychologists, social psychologists, and sociologists interested in prejudice 
addressed the sources, nature, and malleability of racial attitudes and built 
on innovations in quantitative attitude scaling techniques.9 In contrast, so-
ciologists and anthropologists of race relations (often in dialogue with work 
by economists, historians, and political scientists concerned with sharecrop-
ping, Jim Crow, and southern white supremacy) examined patterns of inter-
group interaction and the social, cultural, economic, and political structures 
that influenced them.Although many scholars of prejudice addressed how 
the social or cultural context shaped attitudes, the study of prejudice, in con-
trast to the sociology or anthropology of race relations, required individual 
units of analysis. Moreover, while interwar studies of prejudice often tested 
and legitimated educational interventions, the sociology and anthropology 
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of race relations frequently suggested that larger- scale, and often less pre-
cisely defined, reforms were needed.10

Advances in attitude- based survey research methods encouraged not only 
psychologists but also many sociologists and anthropologists to focus on 
racial attitudes in the interwar years. Scholars distinguished attitudes from 
instincts, ideas, and feelings. They also disagreed about the relationship 
between private attitudes and publicly expressed opinions and argued about 
whether attitudes reliably predicted behavior. Nonetheless, survey- based 
attitude research expanded considerably among academics and pollsters 
working for government and private corporations during and after World 
War I.11 Surveys in contrast to other types of statistical research were orga-
nized around “the individual record” and, since it was easier to find large 
enough “N’s” for the study of individuals rather than communities, cities, or 
corporations, surveys usually measured individual people or households.12 
The refining of attitude scales in the late 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s— 
especially advances by Emory Bogardus, L. L. Thurstone, Rensis Likert, R. F. 
Sletto, and Louis Guttman— provided psychologists and sociologists with 
better means and added incentives to examine prejudice quantitatively.13

Focusing on prejudice did not preclude interest in how the social, eco-
nomic, and political context, the immediate institutional setting, or the cul-
tural milieu mattered to attitude development, however. In fact, one strand 
of psychological research on prejudice focused on “contextual effects.” 
The earliest comprehensive social scientific study of prejudice, New York 
social worker Bruno Lasker’s Race Attitudes in Children (1929), found that 
children were “born democrats” but their feelings toward other racial or 
ethnic groups reflected what they learned from the adults and institutional 
norms they encountered.14 In a 1938 survey of literature on racial attitudes, 
Columbia- trained psychologist Eugene Horowitz (later Hartley) described 
“sociometric” analyses that assessed at what age school children exhibited 
preferences for their own racial group and studies of how “community pres-
sures” contributed to prejudice in children.15 Other psychological (and 
some sociological) work correlated demographic variables such as region, 
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, religion, or political affiliation with pat-
terns of prejudice.16

Another strand of interwar research on prejudice investigated whether 
and how education could alter racial attitudes; this work tended to be less 
concerned with social or cultural context. Educators and religious or social 
welfare workers produced much applied work on prejudice, although many 
scientists who were well known for their “basic” scholarship, including Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania sociologist Donald Young, University of Chicago 
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psychologist L. L. Thurstone, and Harvard University social psychologist 
Gordon Allport, also studied educational interventions. Published in edu-
cation, social psychology, sociology, and psychology journals between the 
1920s and the mid- 1940s, much research tested subjects’ racial attitudes 
before and after exposure to various types of education: factual material 
on the achievements of minority groups or “scientific facts” about the con-
structed nature of racial categories; emotional material such as movies or 
literature; college, high school, or elementary school courses; informational 
pamphlets; cultural performances; tours of minority neighborhoods; or 
planned interracial contacts. Drawing correlations between attitudes toward 
and knowledge about minority groups, assessing changes in racial attitudes 
over time, and comparing the effects of different types of “stimuli” were also 
popular research topics.17

Research on the malleability of prejudice emerged in step with edu-
cational and religious efforts to reduce prejudice. Although intercultural 
educator Rachel Davis DuBois recognized that economic inequality and 
disenfranchisement represented basic sources of racial injustice, she pro-
moted a decidedly dispositional approach to fostering intergroup under-
standing that celebrated minority “cultural gifts.” Focused largely on school 
children, the intercultural education movement that DuBois, Hilda Taba, 
and a few others led beginning in the late 1920s employed cultural per-
formances, curricular interventions, and planned interracial contacts to 
encourage white tolerance and minority self- esteem.18 Also gaining steam 
in the 1920s, religious organizations such as the National Conference of 
Christians and Jews, the American Jewish Congress, the American Jewish 
Committee, the Federal Council of Churches, the Fellowship of Reconcilia-
tion, and the American Friends Service Committee sponsored antipreju-
dice educational initiatives and research on their effectiveness.19 Although 
professional networks linked researchers to this nascent movement for 
intergroup goodwill, the relationship between antiprejudice education 
and scholarship on prejudice was not always direct. Many well- known 
scholars of race— not only those who studied prejudice but also many 
who approached the issue from a social structural or political economic 
perspective— attended Race Relations Institutes run jointly by DuBois and 
the American Friends Service Committee at Swarthmore College in the 
1930s, while others wrote instructional materials for the Bureau for In-
tercultural Education or pamphlets for the National Conference of Chris-
tians and Jews.20 Research on prejudice often generated findings that were 
inconsistent or inconvenient for reformers, moreover, while many anti-
prejudice activists used social science only loosely or selectively.21 Still, the  



Attitudes, Structures, and “Levers of Change”  / 31

simultaneous rise of research on and educational efforts to alter prejudice 
was hardly a coincidence. The psychology and sociology of prejudice and 
education for tolerance reinforced each other as activists frequently relied 
on scholarship to legitimize their programing and scholars claimed that 
activist groups needed their research. Together the two grew through the 
1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Each would generate much new interest as the 
nation entered World War II.

The individualism of interwar scholarship on prejudice is particularly 
evident when assessed alongside the broader range of social scientific work 
on race relations circulating in the 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s. Prejudice- 
based theories of the race problem coexisted with robust alternative— 
systemic and relational— approaches in the interwar years and as war started 
in Europe. While sociologists and anthropologists had long defined race as 
a central interest, it was race relations, especially racial conflict and inequal-
ity, not prejudice, that these disciplines prioritized.22 A number of debates 
divided proponents of the leading interwar approaches to the race issue, the 
Caste and Class school of social anthropology and the Chicago school of 
social ecology. Both frameworks, however, took cities, communities, or col-
lectivities as units of analysis and shared a tendency— in contrast to scholar-
ship on prejudice— to de- emphasize the causal importance of individual 
attitudes.23

A cohesive caste system that linked culture, politics, and social mores 
caused racial oppression and intolerance in Caste and Class theories. Associ-
ated with Lloyd Warner, John Dollard, and their students, social anthropolo-
gists produced many well- known community studies of southern race rela-
tions, including John Dollard’s Caste and Class in a Southern Town (1937), 
Allison Davis, Burleigh B. Gardner, and Mary B. Gardner’s Deep South: An 
Anthropological Study of Caste and Class (1941), and Hortense Powder maker’s 
After Freedom: A Cultural Study in the Deep South (1939). Warner argued that 
the American South exhibited the uncommon combination of a caste struc-
ture that existed alongside a class structure, while Davis, Powdermaker, Dol-
lard, and the Gardners corroborated these findings empirically. The Caste 
and Class school described southern white supremacy as a “system of racial 
subordination” reinforced by “interlocking mechanisms of economic, 
political, and legal control” and further empowered by sexual taboos that 
became “ingrained” in the personalities of white and black southerners. 
Psychology played an important role in Caste and Class thinking, and John 
Dollard would move toward psychological frameworks by the 1950s, when 
he explicitly theorized the relationship between economic dislocation and 
prejudice in Frustration and Aggression (1950). In the social anthropology of 
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the 1930s, however, prejudice was part of a multicausal system but not an 
independently acting, primary source of racial conflict or oppression.24

Chicago school social ecologists approached the race issue differently, 
presenting impersonal, large- scale, social- structural forces, namely tech-
nological, economic, and demographic transformations as key agents of 
change.25 The University of Chicago’s Department of Sociology led the dis-
cipline in the 1920s and early 1930s, and Robert Park and Ernest Burgess 
trained many prominent African American sociologists of race relations, in-
cluding Charles S. Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, and Oliver Cromwell Cox.26 
In Chicago school theories, the increasing interdependence of world society 
amid colonialism, international trade, and migration provided the basic 
sources of racial conflict and inequality. Arguing that “in the relations of 
races there is a cycle of events which tends everywhere to repeat itself,” Park 
envisioned an “apparently progressive and irreversible” race relations cycle. 
Technological and economic changes, he suggested, produced migration, 
conflict resulting from competition over employment and space, race preju-
dice as a result of minority efforts to improve social status, and eventually 
accommodation, assimilation, and the development of a new social equi-
librium.27 The Chicago school did not dismiss attitudes entirely, especially 
since psychologist W. I. Thomas, social psychologist L. L. Thurstone, and 
sociologist Emory Bogardus (all of whom devised early quantitative attitude 
testing methods at the University of Chicago) ensured that their colleagues 
in the Department of Sociology were familiar with these techniques. Social 
ecologists, nonetheless, downplay the causal importance of prejudice.28

Since interwar social ecology and social anthropology provided tools 
for conceptualizing the macrosocial, economic, and cultural processes pro-
ducing racial oppression and conflict, one might expect these views to lead 
seamlessly to calls for large- scale social restructuring or political economic 
reforms, as Myrdal did when synthesizing this work in 1944. And yet nei-
ther framework gave activists much help because each presented social, 
cultural, and political- economic structures as existing at such a large scale 
that they were resistant to change by individuals or the state. Since tech-
nological progress, demographic transformation, or closed cultural systems 
determined American race relations, social ecology and social anthropol-
ogy frequently implied that gradualism was the best course of action. Park, 
who was strongly committed to distinguishing objectively produced social 
science from social reform, was largely untroubled by the fact that his theo-
ries suggested change in race relations would occur through the inevitable 
but gradual process of conflict and accommodation rather than government 
intervention.29
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Between 1922 and 1945, however, a number of Park’s African American 
students would root black subordination in what E. Franklin Frazier called 
“economic and social forces,” reject Park’s naturalizing of racial oppression, 
and question his political disengagement. Analyses of northern, urban 
racial violence by Charles S. Johnson (1922) and E. Franklin Frazier (1935) 
carefully chronicled evidence of African American exclusion from employ-
ment in public and private organizations and relegation to low- paid menial 
work. Both Johnson and Frazier’s interwar analyses of urban rioting exem-
plified the slippery way discussions of discrimination could combine rela-
tional, systemic, and dispositional thinking. Frazier suggested that African 
American economic exclusion resulted not only from the impersonal social 
structures Park highlighted but also from many deliberate acts of discrimi-
nation that, when institutionalized in workplaces, unions, housing markets, 
health care systems, schools, and public policy, produced systemic obstacles 
to black progress. The “extraordinary record of discrimination against the 
Harlem Negro in the matter of employment” was especially destructive, he 
argued, since “a denial of the fundamental rights of a people to a liveli-
hood,” undergirded “every other problem in the community.”30 While John-
son and Frazier recognized that white racial attitudes were important since 
they motivated discriminatory actions, it was the institutionalized, systemic 
character of discrimination that mattered most. Both Park’s gradualism and 
intercultural education were inappropriate responses in this view, since 
changing law and social policy, not attitudes, was necessary.31

Those with a relational leaning also put structures at the center of their 
causal models, but a focus on economic not social structures distinguished 
systemic from relational frameworks. In addition, political- economic 
thought on race emphasized the power, and often the violence, behind 
white supremacy more fully than Park’s vision of naturally developing, in-
evitable processes of conflict and accommodation. Exploitation theories 
had a long history in African American social thought, and many scholars 
like Johnson, Frazier, and economist Robert Weaver integrated social eco-
logical and political economic frameworks. Escalating during the Depres-
sion but continuing through World War II, a broad group of non- Marxist, 
left- leaning social scientists— including many involved with Fisk Univer-
sity’s Race Relations Department and Howard University’s Journal of Negro 
Education— described economic competition as the source of racial conflict; 
pointed to the roots of racialized labor exploitation in the histories of slav-
ery, colonialism, and Jim Crow; and conceptualized interracial unionization 
as essential for racial progress.32 Prejudice played a role in these theories, but 
not a primary causal role; instead, prejudice was a rationalization, a series of 
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ideological justifications for exploitation whose primary motivations were 
economic and political.

In the two decades before Myrdal’s An American Dilemma, most studies 
of prejudice acknowledged that larger- scale economic and political forces 
shaped the norms that contributed to bigotry, but these functioned beyond 
the range of the analytic lens. The political implications of the psychology 
and sociology of prejudice were also of a small scale. This was a benefit in 
the programmatic arena because much research on prejudice led to reform 
recommendations that were fairly easy to conceptualize, cheap to imple-
ment, and not very controversial. In contrast, while systemic and relational 
theories recognized racial attitudes to be one cog in larger sociological, cul-
tural, and political economic systems, these approaches provided a much 
broader view that emphasized the causal importance of entities other than 
individuals. Systemic and relational frameworks also had much more com-
plicated reformist implications. They suggested either that change in race 
relations could not be engineered or that reform was necessary on a much 
larger scale than dispositional theories acknowledged. The reforms systemic 
and relational theories suggested to be necessary included desegregation 
and civil rights legislation, around which many activists were mobilized but 
also considerable opposition in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as large- scale 
social engineering that would become even more fully associated with radi-
calism in the postwar years.

Political Economy and Racial Individualism 
in Myrdal’s An American Dilemma

Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma (1944) exemplified and aided a shift 
in research on the race issue that brought individual prejudice and discrimi-
nation to the center of analysis in much social scientific, as well as popular 
and social policy, discourse.33 While the Swedish economist and social 
democrat was most familiar with political economy, An American Dilemma 
synthesized interwar sociology, anthropology, political science, economics, 
history, and to a limited extent psychology on the race issue. The project’s 
sponsors, Carnegie Corporation leaders Newton Baker and Frederick Keppel, 
chose Myrdal to lead the giant undertaking on the assumption that neither 
white nor black Americans nor scholars from colonial countries would be 
sufficiently objective.34 A “who’s who list” of American scholars of race con-
tributed, however, including sociologists E. Franklin Frazier, Charles S. John-
son, Horace Cayton, John Dollard, and Arnold Rose; anthropologists Lloyd 
Warner and Allison Davis; historians and economists of slavery and Recon-
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struction W. E. B. Du Bois, Rupert Vance, and T. J. Woofter Jr.; political scien-
tist Ralph Bunche; and psychologists Kenneth Clark and Eugene Horowitz.35 
Like the research he integrated, and much wartime, foundation- promoted, 
team- based social science, Myrdal’s final product was pulled in multiple 
directions.36 Myrdal’s central thesis linked psychological individualism and 
rights- based individualism. It did so by arguing that the denial of civil rights 
and economic opportunity to African Americans violated American demo-
cratic, egalitarian ideals and created much psychological and moral distress 
for white Americans. The bulk of the volume’s evidence, however, as well 
as much of its theoretical framing and most reformist recommendations, 
conceptualized the race issue as a question of political economy.

Myrdal essentially presented the race problem as an issue of politics and 
economics, of power and exploitation. To do so, he synthesized work by 
economists, political scientists, historians, sociologists, and anthropolo-
gists on plantation economies, the Jim Crow South, and discriminatory 
northern housing and employment markets. The economist carefully de-
scribed black disenfranchisement, lack of court protection, and exclusion 
from public services as essential components of southern white supremacy. 
Presenting a “structure of racial subjugation,” he emphasized how vigi-
lante violence enforced black political exclusion and economic exploita-
tion, made clear that lynching was “only the most spectacular example of 
extralegal violence and intimidation” white southerners employed, and 
emphasized that African Americans could not depend on court protec-
tion.37 The race issue essentially involved civil and political rights denied, 
but some of its most pernicious consequences were economic. “The eco-
nomic situation of the Negroes in America is pathological,” Myrdal pro-
claimed, beginning the discussion of economics, by far the longest seg-
ment of the book, by explaining that only a very small proportion of the 
black population could be considered upper or middle class and the vast 
majority of African Americans were “destitute.”38 When focusing on the 
South, he drew together economic literature on southern agriculture and 
tenancy by Rupert Vance and T. J. Woofter Jr. as well as studies of share-
cropping by Charles S. Johnson, Will W. Alexander, and Edwin Embree. 
Much of this research, as historian Walter Jackson notes, used traditional 
economic explanations: soil erosion, the overproduction of cotton, short- 
term credit, little African American land ownership, and African American 
concentration in the depressed cotton economy. And yet discrimination, a 
concept economists rarely used before 1944 but that many of the African 
American sociologists whose work he synthesized employed, was central 
to Myrdal’s analysis.39
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Myrdal’s vision for social engineering also pointed to political, economic, 
and legal levers for change. The architect of Sweden’s welfare state called for 
the expansion of New Deal labor market regulations, social welfare provi-
sions, and unionization among industrial and agricultural workers.40 Em-
phasizing the national dimensions of the race issue, he recommended the 
planned migration of displaced black agricultural workers to industrial areas 
in the North and West and expressed hope about postwar full employment. 
He also envisioned New Deal labor legislation aiding black workers as well 
as white and antidiscrimination legislation being applied to unions.41 An 
American Dilemma advocated legal mechanisms for combating discrimina-
tion in housing, voting, social services, and criminal justice and suggested 
increased federal oversight of education and public services in the South 
to ensure nondiscrimination. Myrdal also recommended the desegrega-
tion of northern public housing, challenged discriminatory federal hous-
ing policies like redlining, and supported the NAACP’s legal efforts against  
Jim Crow.42

Despite Myrdal’s political- economic orientation, An American Dilemma 
would be best known for bringing together rights- based individualism and 
psychological individualism while envisioning an American value con-
sensus. These themes featured centrally in the volume’s two most famous 
concepts: “the American creed” and “the American dilemma.” Articulated 
clearly in the nation’s founding documents, the “American creed,” as Myrdal 
defined it, grew out of Enlightenment thinking, British law, American com-
mitment to rationality, and Christianity. This political ideal emphasized in-
dividual dignity, equality of all men, and the inalienable rights of “freedom, 
justice, and a fair opportunity.”43 “The American dilemma” arose when 
white Americans confronted discrimination that violated the creed but to 
which they acquiesced and from which they benefited. The psychological 
and rights- based logics central to the dilemma thesis shared an astructural 
orientation. Both depicted the social world as the cumulative product of 
many individual actors’ behaviors, suggested the social whole was best con-
trolled by altering the beliefs and behaviors of discriminating individuals 
or protecting individual rights, and sat uncomfortably alongside Myrdal’s 
political economic concerns.44

One place where this disjunction emerged involved Myrdal’s treatment 
of rights. Although Myrdal’s vision for social engineering echoed wartime 
calls for positive rights, the rights Myrdal saw at the heart of the American 
creed were negative ones.45 “In principle the Negro problem was settled long 
ago,” Myrdal argued, suggesting that political exclusion and the obstruction 
of equal opportunity, not economic inequality per se, violated the American 
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creed, but “in practice . . . the Negro in America has not yet been given the 
elemental civil and political rights of formal democracy.”46 The American 
dream, Myrdal held further, promised only individual opportunity:

The ordinary American does not, and probably will not within the survey-

able future, raise the demand for full economic equality in the meaning of a 

“classless society” where individual incomes and standards of living would 

become radically leveled off. Such an ideal would be contrary to the basic 

individualism of American thinking. It could hardly be realized while up-

holding the cherished independence of the individual. . . . It would thus bury 

the American Dream.47

Myrdal’s concept of the American creed thus distanced his analysis from the 
Depression- era interracial left and contrasted with much of his political eco-
nomic analysis. Suggesting that the race problem was separable from ques-
tions of the inequality produced by capitalism, Myrdal argued that if equal 
opportunity were secured and negative civil rights were protected, “there 
would no longer be a Negro problem,” though “many other pressing social 
problems would, of course, still remain.”48

While Myrdal’s attention to the white conscience also resonated amid 
wartime activism for tolerance, Myrdal actually paid relatively little atten-
tion to reforming white attitudes. The dilemma thesis was largely evident in 
the introduction and conclusion of the enormous volume and had emerged 
late in the project’s development. As Walter Jackson has shown, Myrdal de-
veloped the thesis only after he had returned home to a Sweden braced for 
a German invasion. Since he was not familiar with psychological research 
on prejudice and did not have time to commission a full study, Myrdal only 
added an appendix by psychologist E. L. Horowitz.49 Prejudice did play an 
important role in Myrdal’s explicitly multicausal explanation of how racial 
injustice was perpetuated— the theory of the “vicious circle” that described 
a reciprocal relationship between prejudice, discrimination, and African 
American economic, social, and political conditions.50 Still, prejudice was 
much more important to the volume’s theoretical framing than to the ma-
jority of the research it synthesized. Myrdal did call for publicity to make 
whites aware of employment discrimination and supported the expansion 
of antiprejudice efforts in American churches, schools, and media, at least 
in theory. He also criticized the “fatalism” of some sociologists who be-
lieved education was irrelevant without far- reaching economic and political 
change and argued that a substantial and meaningful “educational offensive 
against racial intolerance” had never actually been tried. And yet education 
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was a relatively small part of Myrdal’s vision for reform. He recommended 
challenging prejudice by altering institutional norms rather than gearing 
antiprejudice efforts to individuals directly.51 Myrdal’s work would be best 
known for its moral dilemma thesis, but the social democrat and social 
engineer clearly believed that institutions, labor markets, and social welfare 
programs, not individual minds, were the best tools for producing needed 
changes in race relations.

In the postwar political and intellectual context, however, reviewers, 
policy makers, and social scientists interpreted the book as a call for further 
research and action on the white conscience. Even Myrdal’s critics narrowed 
in on the American dilemma thesis. Oliver Cromwell Cox called Myrdal’s 
focus on “the American Creed” a “mystification,” while Marxist histo-
rian Herbert Aptheker appreciated the political economic components of 
Myrdal’s analysis but argued that his individualistic framing was not simply 
ignorant but “vicious.”52 Ralph Ellison also drew attention to the dilemma 
thesis, suggesting the volume’s main “virtue” was its attention to “how the 
mechanism of prejudice operates to disguise the moral conflict in the minds 
of whites produced by the clash on the social level between the American 
Creed and anti- Negro practices.” He saw a “danger in this very virtue,” how-
ever, since in a true democracy African Americans would not be at the mercy 
of white benevolence.53 Among Myrdal’s supporters, the project set the 
terms of discourse on race relations in social scientific, popular, and policy 
settings for the next two decades. While the American dilemma thesis was 
not the only factor encouraging individualistic shifts in the social science of 
race relations, much new research on race in the fifteen years following An 
American Dilemma tended to be social psychological in orientation. Even 
many sociologists and anthropologists leaned in psychological directions, 
emphasizing white hearts and minds rather than intergroup conflict, power 
relations, or the economic sources of racial inequality.54

The psychological and rights- based individualism in An American Di-
lemma may have resonated more strongly than Myrdal’s political economic 
analysis because rightward shifts in American liberalism and civil rights 
politics had begun during and continued immediately following the war.55 
As support for New Deal liberalism declined and many civil rights activists 
dropped the class- oriented, redistributive notions of racial justice popular 
during the Depression, Myrdal’s work reflected and helped to usher in a 
postwar racial liberalism that prioritized nondiscrimination, opportunity- 
based egalitarianism, and education for racial understanding, in addition 
to legal desegregation.56 Since Myrdal’s enormous, complicated blueprint 
for state- led social engineering drew on so many different theoretical para-
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digms, readers could choose which ones seemed most useful. For those who 
read An American Dilemma in a political context that was becoming more 
conservative than the setting in which Myrdal had written it, the American 
dilemma thesis likely appeared more actionable than his expansive blue-
print for social engineering.

“To Control a Disease Even Though We Cannot Cure It”: 
The Psychology of Prejudice and the Sociology of  

Race Relations after Myrdal, 1944– 60

Research on prejudice and race relations expanded between the publication 
of An American Dilemma and the early 1960s but also narrowed in focus. 
The postwar years saw “a flood” of scholarship on prejudice by psycholo-
gists, sociologists, and a few anthropologists that initially addressed anti- 
Semitism but eventually came to focus on antiblack attitudes and African 
American psychology.57 While much applied psychology and sociology 
continued to test antiprejudice education, basic psychology still explored 
the cognitive and emotional sources of racial attitudes. However, the pres-
ence of émigré scholars, wartime support for survey research methods, 
and activist concern with prejudice contributed to a major psychological 
innovation— personality- based theories of prejudice. This approach to the 
race question implied that racial animus originated in intertwined cogni-
tive and emotional structures and could be examined regardless of social or 
political economic context. Concern with prejudice, a tendency to present 
discrimination as aberrational, and declining interest in the political eco-
nomic sources and conflictual bases of race relations permeated important 
new sociological frameworks as well.58 The decline of the Chicago school, 
debates over the scientific stature of the social sciences, and interest in social 
relations paradigms encouraged these shifts in the sociology of race rela-
tions in the immediate postwar years. By the late 1940s,  McCarthyism and 
behavioralism provided added incentives for sociologists concerned with 
race to focus on prejudice and discrimination. Although theories of the prej-
udiced personality at times suggested that racial tolerance might be difficult 
to engineer, generally postwar psychological and sociological approaches to 
the race issue aided postwar racial liberalism.

The wartime institutionalization of survey research and this method’s 
movement into universities immediately after the war provided financial 
and institutional incentives for scholars of race to focus on prejudice. The 
demands of war mobilization, the constraints of War Department work, and 
technocratic impulses associated with improving morale had all encour-
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aged quantitative studies of attitudes during World War II.59 When survey 
researchers returned to their universities after the war, they brought with 
them new experience in constructing measures, a new knowledge about how 
to secure federal support, new professional networks, and new appreciation 
for the ways applied work could enhance basic scholarship.60 While soci-
ologist Samuel Stouffer, who ran the War Department’s production of The 
American Soldier, had warned that the volume might prove dangerous “if the 
survey methods on which it relies for so much of the data are regarded as the 
ideal,” university- based survey researchers often engaged in a type of “socio-
logically (or demographically) informed applied psychology” that drew on 
statistical methods from applied psychology, polling, and market research.61 
And yet as postwar survey research centers received considerable founda-
tion, federal, and industry support, some sociologists worried that these 
large- scale “number crunching” organizations too often depicted society as 
“‘a mere aggregation of disparate individuals’” and turned attention away 
from important questions of social structure.62 Organizations like Columbia 
University’s Bureau of Applied Social Research (BASR, established 1940); 
the University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center (NORC, es-
tablished 1941); and the University of Michigan’s Survey Research Center 
(established 1946) and Institute for Social Research (established 1949) only 
paid occasional attention to racial issues. Nonetheless, all exhibited the turn 
toward individual measures, quantification, and even a tendency to focus on 
attitudes rather than behaviors that would influence postwar psychological 
and sociological research on race.63

University and foundation support for interdisciplinary social science, 
social relations, and the behavioral sciences also aided the individualizing 
of the race issue and its separation from questions of political economy 
among psychologists, sociologists, and some anthropologists. Based on the 
assumption that “interdisciplinarity was closely related to creativity,” many 
centers for interdisciplinary social science emerged during and after World 
War II, including at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Berkeley, UCLA, Illinois, Min-
nesota, and Washington State.64 As part of this war- generated enthusiasm 
for interdisciplinarity, concern with the study of social or human relations 
coalesced, most notably in Harvard’s Department of Social Relations (DSR). 
Led by sociologist Samuel Stouffer, psychologist Gordon Allport, and soci-
ologist Talcott Parsons, the DSR differed from most interwar experiments 
in interdisciplinarity in its commitment to theory generation (identifying 
comprehensive, generalizable, law- like patterns when describing the social 
world) and interdisciplinary theoretical integration.65 And yet it was theo-
retical synthesis within a limited set of disciplinary perspectives that experi-
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ments in “social relations” pursued. As historian of sociology Howard Brick 
has shown, the emergence of social relations paradigms among sociologists 
represented a theoretical transition in which newer social scientific disci-
plines of sociology, cultural anthropology, and social psychology gained 
prominence at the expense of politics and economics.66 Providing added 
institutional and financial support for theoretical tendencies already un-
derway, the major foundations encouraged the behavioral shift the DSR 
exhibited. The Ford Foundation, which made the behavioral sciences one 
of its five program areas and established the Center for the Advanced Study 
of the Behavioral Sciences in 1949, took the lead, but the Carnegie Corpo-
ration, Social Science Research Council, and Rockefeller Foundation also 
aided interdisciplinary programs in human relations, social relations, or the 
behavioral sciences in the early 1950s.67

While the institutionalization of survey research, social relations, and 
behavioralism all provided postwar psychologists and sociologists with rea-
sons to prioritize attitudes, wartime reformist concerns with prejudice and 
racial tensions legitimized much action- oriented psychological and socio-
logical research on the race issue into the postwar years. Psychologists and 
sociologists of prejudice continued to investigate many of the applied topics 
that had occupied them in the 1920s and 1930s, examining school- based 
and mass media programs to fight prejudice and expressing new interest 
in planned interracial contacts.68 As residential and school desegregation 
occurred in some northern communities and in the military during World 
War II, scholars, especially sociologists, also conducted “natural experi-
ments” by studying integration in workplaces, housing projects, social ser-
vice agencies, schools, and churches.69

Much applied psychology focused on the malleability of racial attitudes, 
but the discipline’s predisposition to investigating individual minds also 
led psychologists with “basic” interests to root prejudice in cognitive and 
emotional processes that could be investigated with minimal reference to 
sociological, political economic, or historical contexts.70 For example, Gor-
don Allport made clear in his 1954 The Nature of Prejudice that many large- 
scale political economic and social structural factors contributed to the race 
problem, aimed to highlight “plural causation,” and noted that “realistic 
conflict of interests” motivated intergroup conflict. He nonetheless saw indi-
viduals as the most important— and explainable— causes of racial injustice 
and inequality.71 The Nature of Prejudice defined prejudice as “an antipathy 
based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization” and excluded discrimina-
tion from the definition, though emphasizing that it was the most damaging 
result.72 Allport claimed that “it is possible to hold the individualistic type 
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of theory without denying that the major influences upon the individual 
may be collective,” but some critics were not convinced.73 Sociologist Ar-
nold Rose worried that Allport naturalized prejudice by overemphasizing 
its acontextual cognitive and emotional roots.74

These theoretical commitments led Allport to contribute to the major 
new postwar development in psychological thinking on prejudice: theories 
of prejudiced personalities. The approach was most clearly exhibited in the 
American Jewish Committee– sponsored The Authoritarian Personality (TAP, 
1950), which was coauthored by émigrés Theodor Adorno (a sociologist) 
and Else Frenkel- Brunswik (a psychologist), as well as US born psychologists 
Daniel Levinson and R. Nevitt Sanford. Another émigré, Frankfurt school 
sociologist Max Horkheimer helped conceptualize the project.75 TAP drew 
on longitudinal, clinical research that some émigré psychoanalysts favored 
and new quantitative cross- sectional approaches in which investigators re-
lated prejudiced attitudes to other aspects of an individual’s social outlook 
using scaling devices.76 And yet reformist concerns shaped the project’s ori-
gins as much as theoretical ones. When explaining why the Studies in Preju-
dice series focused on the personal and psychological rather than the social 
or political origins of prejudice, series editors Max Horkheimer and Samuel 
H. Flowerman suggested that the desire to improve popular antiprejudice 
educational techniques led researchers to a psychological approach. They 
admitted that they may have “placed undue stress upon the personal and the 
psychological rather than upon the social aspect of prejudice” but empha-
sized that this was not as a result of personal preference or “failure to see that 
the cause of irrational hostility is in the last instance to be found in social 
frustration and injustice.” Instead they chose a psychological approach be-
cause their aim was to eradicate, not just to explain, prejudice. “Eradication 
means re- education, scientifically planned on the basis of understanding 
scientifically arrived at,” Horkheimer and Flowerman noted, “and education 
in a strict sense is by its nature personal and psychological.”77

Adorno and his colleagues de- emphasized the social, economic, or 
political context of prejudice, instead suggesting that the sources of racial 
attitudes lay in a coherent structure of personality. The authors established 
quantitative scales for measuring ethnocentrism, authoritarianism/fascism,  
and anti- Semitism and found that prejudiced individuals tended to express 
hostility toward many minority groups. They also emphasized the im-
portance of hierarchical parenting styles to tendencies towards prejudice, 
adding this characteristic to the host of emotional and cognitive traits that 
prompted bigotry.78 Prejudice in this view was not primarily a social prob-
lem but a psychic disorder, one that was closely tied to other personality 
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traits and cognitive characteristics.79 While some criticized its psychological 
structuralism (a term psychologists used disparagingly to denote theories 
that rooted belief and behavior entirely in the psyche), The Authoritarian 
Personality received widespread publicity and generated a wave of research 
on the topic.80 In a 1953 survey of scholarship on racial and ethnic conflict, 
sociologist Robin M. Williams described work on the “personality correlates 
of prejudice” as the largest research area in this broad field.81

Synthesizing TAP, his own mid- 1940s research on prejudice in college 
students, as well as studies of prejudiced children and adults by many other 
psychologists, Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice also emphasized the impor-
tance of prejudiced and tolerant personalities.82 The most critical finding 
of recent psychological research on prejudice, he argued, was that for those 
for whom prejudice served a crucial function within the personality struc-
ture, prejudice was interwoven into “a single and unitary style of life,” and 
a “whole habit of thinking.”83 Theorists of the prejudiced personality made 
clear that not all individuals who exhibited prejudice could be characterized 
as prejudiced personalities; for some prejudice involved “blind conformity 
with prevailing folkways.”84 In addition, Allport’s interest in prejudiced per-
sonalities may also have represented an effort to add factors like family and 
community socialization to arguments about the cognitive and emotional 
bases of prejudice. Still, since they generally focused on personality structure 
and family practices with only very limited attention to the social, political, 
or economic context, personality- based theories of prejudice represented 
the most individualistic of the range of approaches to the race problem 
circulating in postwar America.

At the same time, these theories actually disrupted the neat fit between 
psychological individualism and antiprejudice education. Neither Allport 
nor the TAP authors were willing to estimate the precise number of preju-
diced personalities, but they suggested that change in racial attitudes would 
be very difficult to engineer for the most bigoted.85 In fact, a great irony of 
The Authoritarian Personality is that though researchers chose a psychological 
approach in order to inform educational practices, they concluded that the 
most prejudiced were unlikely to respond to education. While Allport held 
out hope that psychotherapy might be useful, Adorno and his colleagues 
believed authoritarian personalities would not respond well to therapy and 
efforts to alter child- rearing patterns might also fail.86

Writing as committed racial liberals amid a flurry of antiprejudice activ-
ism and mounting progress toward desegregation, however, Allport and the 
TAP authors supported these central elements of racial liberalism. They ma-
neuvered around complicated dilemmas of scale— in which their theories 
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suggested that popular antiprejudice efforts were too limited to be effective 
at combating not only the full extent of the race issue but even individual 
prejudice— by compartmentalizing scholarly and political identities. The 
TAP authors noted that most of the measures employed by race relations 
organizations “are concerned with the treatment of symptoms or particular 
manifestations rather than with the disease itself.” They still supported these 
partial solutions, however, because they did not want “a grasp of the true 
enormity of the fundamental problem” to discourage activists. “Some symp-
toms are more harmful than others,” Adorno and his colleagues concluded, 
“and we are sometimes very glad to be able to control a disease even though 
we cannot cure it.”87 Allport also compartmentalized theoretical and practi-
cal priorities when supporting antiprejudice education. He produced anti-
prejudice pamphlets such as “Bigots in our Midst” (1944), “The ABC’s of 
Scapegoating” (1948), and “The Resolution of Intergroup Tensions” (1952) 
for B’nai B’rith, the Anti- Defamation League, and the National Conference 
of Christians and Jews.88 When surveying literature on prejudice for an NCCJ 
pamphlet, he acknowledged the utility of reforming attitudes, even by using 
facts (an approach he found theoretically faulty), as part of a broader civil 
rights agenda. “Change must begin somewhere,” he explained, resisting 
“the irrationalist position that invites us to abandon entirely the traditional 
ideals and methods of formal education.” “Facts may not be enough,” he 
argued, “but they still seem indispensible.”89

In the case of civil rights law and desegregation, theories of the preju-
diced personality proved more useful than they did for advocates of anti-
prejudice education, though Allport was also strategic in linking research 
and activism on this issue. The Authoritarian Personality found that antidis-
crimination laws might be effective in reducing prejudice since the preju-
diced generally accepted authority.90 Allport’s support for legal desegrega-
tion was especially ardent. He helped prepare statements of social scientific 
evidence used in school desegregation litigation and dedicated a chapter 
of The Nature of Prejudice to the topic.91 As evidence of his willingness to be 
theoretically strategic in the political realm, Allport largely drew on socio-
logical and legal theories— not on his own research—  to legitimize desegre-
gation. He emphasized that antidiscrimination law and desegregation were 
necessary to secure African American rights not to reduce prejudice. He also 
cited sociological research on the negative effects of discrimination on mi-
nority groups, the tendency for resistance to civil rights law to be short- lived, 
and the possibility of smooth transitions to desegregation in military units 
and public housing.92 When psychology provided ammunition in the battle 
for desegregation, he certainly emphasized this too. Allport suggested that 
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segregation made equal status planned contacts impossible, that education 
might reduce prejudice in individuals who did not exhibit prejudiced per-
sonalities, and that law could affect “inner habits of thought and feeling” by 
controlling their outward expression.93 Seeing some feasible reform as pref-
erable to none at all, Allport and the TAP authors dismissed the challenges 
character structure theories of prejudice posed to antiprejudice education, 
especially when talking to reformers, and drew selectively on research when 
discussing legal desegregation.

Sociologists also directed increased attention to prejudice and discrimi-
nation, and revealed declining concern with the political economic sources 
of fraught race relations, in the decade and a half after the publication of An 
American Dilemma. A theoretical shift in the discipline was largely respon-
sible for this new attention to the individual. Structural functionalism, the 
consensus- oriented framework associated with Harvard sociologist Talcott 
Parsons and his students, replaced Chicago school conflict- based theories 
of social change as the leading sociological paradigm by the early 1950s. 
Structural functionalism, as the name suggests, did have a systemic orienta-
tion since it presented discrete social processes in terms of their utility in 
and contribution to the functioning of a larger social system. When applied 
to racial issues, however, the approach tended to encourage individualism 
by minimizing intergroup conflict, obscuring political economy, and pre-
senting prejudice and discrimination as individual aberrations to otherwise 
cohesive, integrated social systems.94

Although some sociologists had questioned social ecology in the 1930s, 
by the early 1950s sociologist more broadly moved away from the hall-
marks of Chicago school approaches: attention to the intertwined nature of 
social structure and political- economy, community study methods, and the 
assumption that intergroup conflict was inevitable and necessary for prog-
ress in race relations. Historians debate why the Chicago school paradigm 
declined. Some point to problems of succession in the department, others 
emphasize wartime- generated demographic shifts among sociologists, and 
still others suggest Chicago school theories and methods were out of step 
with the emphases on scientism, quantification, and the search for general 
laws among federal and private funders.95 The Society for the Study of Social 
Problems still provided a home for the “residue of reformists, ethnogra-
phers, radicals, and critics,” but these thinkers functioned outside new cen-
ters of sociological power at Harvard, Columbia, and the big foundations.96 
Where Chicago school style social ecology did continue, as we will see, was 
in second- tier colleges and universities— a designation that for foundation 
executives included even the most elite HBCUs.97 Still, by the early 1950s 
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sociology’s “self- proclaimed mainstream” of Talcott Parsons and Samuel 
Stouffer at Harvard and Robert Merton (a student of Parsons) and émigré 
Paul Lazarsfeld at Columbia “rejected ethnographic and institutional anal-
ysis and . . . embraced big project sociology . . . emulating the paradigm- 
shaping big science” of the emerging military- scientific establishment. This 
shift involved an embrace of large- scale quantitative survey research on the 
one hand and DSR style theory development on the other, both of which 
had implications for the study of race relations.98

A related factor contributing to growing interest in prejudice among soci-
ologists by the late 1940s and early 1950s was that structural functionalism 
emerged in step with commitments to theoretical integration that brought 
sociologists and psychologists more fully into one another’s theoretical or-
bit. Sociologists did not simply parrot social psychological approaches to 
racial issues after World War II, but social psychology influenced the postwar 
sociology of race relations more strongly than previously.99 In the 1950s, 
two of the most widely cited volumes on race relations in sociology journals 
were Adorno and colleague’s The Authoritarian Personality and Allport’s The 
Nature of Prejudice.100 At Harvard’s DSR, Parsons’s commitment to theoretical 
synthesis contributed to this interdisciplinary borrowing.101 While Parsons 
had expressed concern with socioeconomics in the interwar years, by 1946 
the sociologist had shifted his emphasis from the “region where politics and 
economics met sociology to that marked by the ‘boundary’ sociology shared 
with culture and personality.”102 Parsons wrote little about race early on, but 
his attention to the subject in the early 1950s drew strongly on Allport. The 
essay on race in Toward a General Theory of Action, the 1951 edited volume 
by Parsons and Edward Shils that stood as an attempt at theoretical integra-
tion by the DSR faculty, was an overview by Allport of many of the themes 
addressed in The Nature of Prejudice. Even as late as 1965, when Parsons and 
psychologist Kenneth Clark edited The Negro American, Parsons’s analysis 
of racial issues began with a social psychological orientation and echoed 
Myrdal’s dilemma thesis in suggesting that discrimination diverged from 
more characteristic American democratic values.103

Structural functionalism also had an individualistic tendency when 
turned to the race issue because the framework— in distinct contrast to Chi-
cago school emphasis on conflict— postulated a consensual social order. 
Presenting social processes in terms of their utility in and contribution to 
the functioning of a larger social system, structural functionalism depicted 
society as a coherent and self- regulating system that “tended toward equilib-
rium.”104 The framework emphasized social stability, shared values, and in-
tegration as both the social norm and the objective.105 Elements of the social 
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order that defied integration— in this case prejudice and discrimination— 
were treated as exceptions to the norm. Functionalists therefore tended 
to assume that change in race relations was possible without substantial 
social disruption. Representing, as sociologist Howard Winant notes, “the 
paradigmatic expression of the civil rights movement in the sociology of race,” 
functionalists suggested that racial stability and justice were possible with 
a reorientation of American values, a lessening of prejudice, and an end to 
discrimination, rather than a restructuring of the American economy or the 
relationship between social groups.106

The major contribution that functionalist sociologists made to the study 
of race relations in the late 1940s and early 1950s involved analyses of dis-
crimination. Columbia sociologist Robert MacIver, who was partially identi-
fied with the paradigm, argued that discrimination, “the action itself,” must 
be clearly distinguished from prejudice, “the disposition to act,” since re-
forms in the “moral or ideological arena” were insufficient without legal and 
legislative change.107 And yet MacIver, his Columbia colleague Robert Mer-
ton, and fellow functionalist Robin M. Williams Jr. all ultimately remained 
constrained by individualism. Merton sought to expand scholarly attention 
beyond the psychological focus on prejudice by showing that the preju-
diced did not always discriminate, that some who engaged in discrimina-
tory actions were not prejudiced, and that institutional context determined 
whether prejudice was translated into discrimination.108 Williams’s work, as 
we will see in chapter two, challenged Adorno’s and Allport’s narrow focus 
on personality by examining prejudice and discrimination with a careful 
eye to the ways different situational contexts shaped belief and behavior.109 
Still, this line of analysis, in contrast to interwar social ecology or political 
economy, ultimately sought to understand why individuals thought and 
behaved as they did. In fact, in its treatment of discrimination, structural 
functionalism exemplified broader shifts in postwar sociology toward non-
economic, apolitical “social relations” frameworks.110

One factor contributing to this noneconomic, apolitical leaning in the 
sociology of race relations involved economists’ and political scientists’ ap-
proaches to the race issue. With the notable exception of African American 
labor and housing economist Robert Weaver, who criticized his discipline’s 
disengagement from racial questions, economists tended to be quiet on the 
topic in the late 1940s and 1950s. This reticence was due in part to anti-
communism, in part to the field’s turn toward macroissues, and in part to 
the discipline’s retreat from historicism and institutionalism, approaches 
that had been popular in the 1920s and 1930s and might have been profit-
ably applied to the study of discrimination.111 Mainstream political scien-
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tists also disengaged from racial issues, again with some exceptions, such as 
African American political scientist Ralph Bunche.112 In fact, developments 
in economics and political science combined with shifts away from Chicago 
school paradigms and the prioritizing of large- scale theoretical integration 
and quantitative survey work to create a situation that troubled many soci-
ologists of the race issue. While many rejected Chicago school and social 
psychological models as insufficient and called for attention to social struc-
ture, power relations, and the foundational role of intergroup conflict, it was 
not until the mid- 1960s that sociologists would successfully develop new 
systemic and relational frameworks.113

Theoretical currents that challenged racial individualism did exist in the 
1950s, though these often circulated outside new centers of sociological 
power. One strand of thought built on Johnson and Frazier’s interwar work 
on the urban North to articulate a budding concept of institutional dis-
crimination in which harms could be perpetuated by institutions regard-
less of individual actions or intentions. MacIver’s edited volume Discrimi-
nation and National Welfare highlighted the slipperiness of the concept of 
discrimination, since it included essays that treated discrimination through 
dispositional and systemic lenses. While Merton exemplified a dispositional 
approach, essays by Robert Weaver on housing discrimination and by an-
thropologist Ira de A. Reid on legal segregation exposed the ways many indi-
vidual acts of discrimination functioned systemically— like a market— to 
exclude African Americans from whole sectors of the economy or entire 
neighborhoods.114 A number of young sociologists associated with the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s  CETRRR would also, following Weaver’s lead, emphasize 
the importance of collusion between real estate interests and federal hous-
ing loan programs that systematized housing discrimination.115 Relational 
thinkers like sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox and Marxist historian Her-
bert Aptheker continued to present the race problem as rooted in capitalist 
exploitation, though they worked from the margins of the academy. Like 
Cox, Aptheker criticized Myrdal for “deciding that the all- important item in 
the Negro question is the state of mind of the white man” and for ignoring 
the ways “the oppression and super- exploitation of the American Negro” 
as well as the prejudice it generated existed because it profited “America’s 
propertied interests.”116 The main problem with An American Dilemma, Ap-
theker held, zeroing in on what distinguished structural functionalism from 
social ecology, was that Myrdal assumed “an identity of interests and values 
as between the Negro people and the ‘accepted standards of the control-
ling class.’”117 Although admitting communist sympathies was professional 
suicide in the early 1950s, as we will see, many non- Marxist social scientific 
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proponents of civil rights also assumed that prejudice derived from political 
and economic sources and fundamental conflicts of interests.

Frazier had called for attention to the structural components of the race 
issue in 1948, Williams identified the problem of atomism in research on 
racial issues in 1947 and again in 1953, and Herbert Blumer raised the issue 
in 1958, but the tide of mainstream sociology would only begin to turn in 
the late 1950s. By then, Arnold Rose, Pierre L. van den Berghe, Lewis Killian, 
and R. A. Schermerhorn began criticizing psychological reductionism, called 
for sociologists to return to the field’s traditional attention to structures and 
systems, and drew attention to power, revealing the direction the field would 
move in the mid- 1960s.118 Another factor that may have contributed to the 
return of structural thinking on racial issues by the mid- 1960s among so-
ciologists is that economists and political scientists reentered the conver-
sation. After University of Chicago economist Gary Becker published The 
Economics of Discrimination in 1957, African American urban unemployment 
began gaining widespread national attention by the mid- 1960s, and some 
economists started emphasizing the importance of “automation” to black 
joblessness, economists reemerged at the center of conversations about 
racial inequality.119 It was not until the late 1960s that political scientists 
also reentered the debate in force.120

In the decade and a half following Myrdal’s monumental work, institu-
tional, methodological, and theoretical pressures converged with postwar 
antiradicalism to encourage racial individualism in psychology, where this 
emphasis was expected, and in sociology, where it was more surprising. The 
dynamics favoring racial individualism among psychologists and sociolo-
gists had sources in both wartime concern with prejudice and in models of 
interdisciplinary, survey research, whose quantifiable character proved ap-
pealing amid the maturing of postwar scientism. In the immediate postwar 
years, moreover, calls for theoretical integration from elite research centers 
like Harvard’s DSR helped to explain why sociologists concerned with race 
increasingly took on psychological assumptions. Enthusiasm for noneco-
nomic, apolitical social relations paradigms, combined with social ecology’s 
decline, also shifted sociological attention away from the intersections of 
social structure and political economy so central to the interwar “Golden 
Age of Negro Sociology.” Focused on individual prejudice and acts of dis-
crimination, much postwar sociological and psychological thought on race 
fell neatly within new behavioral paradigms and provided a language for 
discussing the race issue that avoided anticommunist suspicion. Alternative 
currents persisted, especially in HBCUs, in interracial networks of activist 
social scientists, and among radical thinkers, but it would not be until the 
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mid- 1960s that social conflict, power relations, or the economic sources 
of racial injustice would permeate mainstream social scientific thought on 
race.121 Although the fit between racial individualism and racial liberalism 
was not always seamless, generally psychological and sociological turns 
toward prejudice and discrimination aided a postwar racial liberalism that 
in its focus on white discrimination and violated black rights also leaned 
toward individualism.

While Allport clearly admitted his psychological leanings, The Nature of Prej-
udice warned against the dangers of all kinds of “structuralism” or “closed-  
system” theories.122 Arguing for a “multi- causal” analysis and a “many- 
pronged attack” on both prejudice and discrimination, the social psycholo-
gist presented the relationship between different disciplinary approaches to 
the race issue as sequential:

A person acts with prejudice in the first instance because he perceives the 

object of prejudice in a certain way. But he perceives it in a certain way partly 

because his personality is what it is. And his personality is what it is chiefly 

because of the way he was socialized (training in family, school, neighbor-

hood). The existing social situation is also a factor in his socialization and 

may also be a determinant of his perceptions. Behind these forces lie other 

valid but more remote causal influences. They involve the structure of society 

in which one lives, long- standing economic and cultural traditions, as well as 

national and historical influences of long duration. While these factors seem 

so remote as to be alien to the immediate psychological analysis of prejudiced 

acts, they are, nonetheless, important causal influences.123

Allport suggested that dispositional, systemic, and relational frameworks 
did not necessarily compete, since most theories called attention to an im-
portant component or causal factor “without implying that no other fac-
tors are operating.”124 Instead, various theoretical frameworks, including the 
economic determinist’s position, worked in a complementary, sequential 
fashion to explain a multifaceted problem. In contrast to Myrdal’s interdisci-
plinary synthesis, however, Allport believed it was impossible to blend these 
alternative theories into one. “There is no master key,” he argued. Instead, 
“what we have at our disposal is a ring of keys, each of which opens one gate 
of understanding.”125 What this view of theoretical complementarity did not 
acknowledge, however, was the ways some theories could obscure others. 
This could occur within the same work, as the reception of An American 
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Dilemma shows. This pattern could also emerge among hierarchically ar-
ranged and unequally funded scholars and disciplines. By presenting Oliver 
Cromwell Cox’s relational approach, which received such scant attention 
when it was published in 1948, as simply one of many explanatory “keys” 
on a crowded ring, Allport obscured the political, financial, and institutional 
factors that favored some views over others.

Dispositional, systemic, and relational theories of the race issue all circu-
lated in the interwar years and were brought together, albeit uncomfortably, 
in Myrdal’s An American Dilemma. Highlighting the ways psychological in-
dividualism, rights- based individualism, and antiprejudice education rein-
forced one another, however, Myrdal’s dilemma thesis had a wider influence 
than the political economy at the heart of his volume in the decade and 
half following the book’s publication. Between 1944 and the early 1960s 
racial individualism expanded among psychologists and sociologists while 
conflict- oriented social structural paradigms and relational theories faced 
significant obstacles. The postwar setting in which An American Dilemma 
shaped subsequent research was as important to the volume’s reception as 
the text itself. Intellectual pressures, including scientism, the decline of social 
ecology, support for social relations paradigms, concerns with theoretical 
integration, and behavioralism proved decisive in this setting. Political dy-
namics, notably antiradicalism and enthusiasm for antiprejudice education, 
were simultaneously important to racial individualism’s expansion.

In fact, as the chapters that follow will reveal more precisely, the political 
and intellectual incentives favoring racial individualism frequently rein-
forced one another. In part this was because while not all causes of a social 
problem represented appropriate levers of change, assumptions about which 
levers were available often shaped research agendas.126 The scale of reform 
that systemic and relational theories implied to be necessary did not seem 
feasible as congressional politics moved rightward and anticommunist sen-
timents raised questions about state- led redistribution and class- oriented 
politics in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Considerations related to scale 
also favored reforms, like antiprejudice education, that were uncontroversial 
because of their limited scope. Allport made clear in the conclusion to The 
Nature of Prejudice that American support for educational solutions to social 
problems ensured that these approaches might be effective, regardless of 
what social science found. As he explained:

Americans, for example, seem to have great faith in the changeability of at-

titudes. The goliath of advertising in this country is erected on this faith; and 

we are equally confident in the power of education. Our system itself rejects 
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the belief that “you can’t change human nature” . . . American science, philos-

ophy, social policy incline markedly toward “environmentalism.” While this 

faith may not be entirely justified, the point is that the faith itself is a factor 

of prime importance. If everyone expects attitudes to change through educa-

tion, publicity, therapy, then of course they are more likely to do so than if no 

one expects them to change. Our very gusto for change may bring it about, if 

anything can.127

An increasingly popular strain in postwar thought on the race problem— 
one that also generated considerable resistance— rested on this assumption.



In 1930 Charles S. Johnson published a Rockefeller- funded survey of sta-
tistical material on African American life titled The Negro in American Civili-
zation. The Chicago school– trained sociologist adhered carefully to stan-
dards of scientific objectivity. He presented enormous amounts of statistical 
data and de- emphasized the relationship between legal segregation, labor 
exploitation, and the social problems the research exposed. And yet not all 
readers considered Johnson’s compilation apolitical. In “Mute Facts about 
the  Negro,” labor leader Benjamin Stolberg criticized Johnson’s research for 
being “correlated to each other but to no social issue, and above all steril-
ized of all significance.” Accusing Johnson of being “the ablest sociologi-
cal diplomat in the country, certainly in the colored world,” Stolberg knew 
the reason for Johnson’s reticence. Having worked tirelessly to interest great 
foundations in the problems facing African Americans, Johnson was well 
aware that the “secretariat of this noblesse oblige wants data and not trouble.”1

Between the 1920s and the early 1960s Rockefeller philanthropy 
struggled to delineate “data” from “trouble” by supporting social science 
and social reform on the race issue while avoiding involvement in racial 
politics. In the 1920s and 1930s, Rockefeller philanthropy encouraged 
applied social science and underwrote diverse disciplinary approaches to 
the study of race relations in part because a desire to confront the social 
problems affecting black communities influenced scholarly agendas. The 
foundation’s long history of ties to southern moderates ensured that inter-
war Rockefeller philanthropy consistently accommodated segregation. Still, 
both the Laura Spellman Rockefeller Memorial (LSRM) and Social Science 
Research Council (SSRC), two Rockefeller subsidiaries, developed an action- 
oriented approach to race relations scholarship that generated careful inves-
tigations of the cultural, sociological, economic, and political forces affect-
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ing black life.2 Rockefeller philanthropy also involved activists in scientific 
agenda setting and assumed interracial collaboration was essential.3 And 
yet an organizational separation of social science and social reform within 
Rockefeller philanthropy, which the LSRM’s disillusion made concrete in 
1928, disrupted the interwar action- oriented model of race relations social 
science.4

The immediate post– World War II years saw behavioral frameworks and 
antiradicalism increasingly shape Rockefeller research agendas on race. Pro-
duced for the Rockefeller Brothers Fund (RBF) in 1946, the Creel Report 
recognized that multiple factors caused racial injustice, but assumed philan-
thropy could only appropriately intervene in apolitical issues. Widespread 
wartime concern with prejudice also led the RF to establish a Committee 
on Techniques for Reducing Intergroup Hostility in 1945 that employed 
Robin M. Williams Jr. to publish The Reduction of Intergroup Tensions (1947). 
Although this volume acknowledged that the sources of the race issue rested 
in politics, economics, culture, and social organization, Williams presented 
white racial attitudes as more easily amenable to reform than large- scale 
social or economic structures. Exposing the parallel trajectories of postwar 
behavioralism and antiradicalism, in the same years that Williams zeroed 
in on the psychological and interpersonal roots of prejudice, Dana Creel 
warned RBF leaders to maintain distance from civil rights groups making 
demands on government.

The RF’s treatment of the race issue transformed even more markedly 
by the early 1950s when the social science of race relations was subsumed 
into the interdisciplinary, theoretically oriented, behaviorally focused field 
of “human relations.” One reason for this shift in approach is that scientism 
took on newfound importance amid debates over social scientific inclusion 
in the National Science Foundation (NSF) and congressional investigations 
into foundation “subversion.”5 In addition, following Harvard’s Depart-
ment of Social Relations and the Ford Foundation, the RF joined the cho-
rus of postwar sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists enthusiastic 
about interdisciplinary behavioralism, an amorphous set of theories that 
tended to emphasize the causal importance of individual actors.6 Both scien-
tism and behavioralism ensured that leaders of a 1953 RF agenda- setting 
Conference on Research in Human Relations assumed only researchers at 
the most elite, white research universities should set scientific agendas and 
receive support. Conference leaders also prioritized theory generation and 
quantification— and overlooked the political economic theories and case- 
based methods that had been the hallmark of the interwar African American 
Chicago school. Of course some sociologists in the RF orbit urged the foun-
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dation to support work on the social structural sources of fraught race rela-
tions. Nonetheless, subsequent RF research on race generally avoided these 
suggestions. From the late 1940s through the early 1960s behavioralism, 
scientism, and antiradicalism worked alongside one another to ensure that 
the political economic concerns central to interwar Rockefeller research and 
reform on the race issue retreated almost entirely from view.

Applied Science and Multicausal Explanations:  
Race Relations and Interwar Rockefeller Philanthropy

The Negro in American Civilization developed out of research Johnson com-
piled for two Rockefeller- sponsored committees: the National Interracial 
Conference (NIC) and the Advisory Committee on Interracial Relations 
(ACIR). Established by the LSRM in 1926, the NIC brought together scholars 
and organizations working on African American social welfare or interracial 
relations to compile and publicize existing knowledge on the race problem.7 
Formed in 1925, the SSRC’s interracial committee, the ACIR, set an agenda 
for social scientific research on interracial relations and African American 
social problems. Both deliberately interracial committees included scholars 
and activists in social scientific agenda setting. Alternatives to racial indi-
vidualism were also centrally featured, as each committee brought varied 
theoretical approaches— including political economy— to bear on the race 
problem. A number of factors contributed to this action- oriented and multi-
disciplinary orientation of interwar Rockefeller- supported research on race: 
broader interwar enthusiasm for social science geared toward the ameliora-
tion of social problems, the importance of economic explanations of racial 
inequality to scholars who took an accommodationist stance toward Jim 
Crow, and the breadth of reformist issues under consideration. At the same 
time, the two committees exposed the challenges foundation leaders faced 
as they sought to explain “the race problem” while avoiding racial politics.

Rockefeller philanthropy’s interwar approach to the race issue grew out 
of both the organization’s long history of support for accommodationist 
black leaders in the South and concern with race relations as a national 
issue. Beginning in the 1880s, Rockefeller philanthropy built African 
American schools and universities in the South, supported social welfare 
and public health initiatives in black communities, and encouraged the de-
velopment of moderate black leadership. Interwar Rockefeller leaders as-
sumed segregation would be permanent and rejected civil rights activists’ 
demands for legal and political action.8 Instead, the Memorial (LSRM) and 
the General Education Board (GEB) largely addressed the race issue by urg-
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ing the development of segregated African American economic, educational, 
and social institutions and supporting the pursuit of interracial understand-
ing through groups like the Commission on Interracial Cooperation that 
accepted segregation.9 The LSRM was especially careful when dealing with 
organizations, like the NAACP, with clear political agendas.10 At the same 
time, the Great Migration and interwar racial violence in northern cities 
drew Rockefeller, and many other northern urban foundations, to acknowl-
edge the national dimensions of the race issue by the 1920s.11

The NIC and ACIR’s action- oriented approach to the race issue also drew 
on the LSRM’s mission to encourage simultaneously empirically grounded 
and socially relevant social science. Established in 1918 to aid social and 
child welfare organizations, the Memorial emphasized the development 
of empirical work in psychology, economics, sociology, and anthropology 
and prioritized social science that could help “resolve pressing social prob-
lems.” The LSRM supported university social science departments, worked 
to facilitate contact between social scientists and community settings, and 
advocated interdisciplinary research.12 The LSRM was in good company in 
this effort. A tradition of social scientific research that, while committed 
to objectivity in method, focused on the amelioration of social problems 
and involved reformers actively in research efforts, flourished in leading 
interwar foundations.13 Moderation on questions of segregation, however, 
affected the LSRM’s stance toward African American educational institu-
tions and scholars. While Rockefeller philanthropy supported the training 
of many leading African American social scientists at early points in their 
careers, LSRM leadership believed that true scientific research could only 
be produced at “the most elite white male universities.”14 The Memorial 
funded black colleges— extensively supporting Fisk’s Department of Social 
Science, the study of law at Howard University, and programs in business at 
Morehouse College. But, historian John Stanfield argues, the LSRM generally 
aimed to train politically moderate black leaders not to further the produc-
tion of rigorous scientific knowledge.15

The LSRM’s National Interracial Conference exemplified the Memorial’s 
action- oriented approach to social scientific agenda setting on the race issue. 
In addition to social scientists, representatives of leading religious, social 
welfare, and political organizations working in African American communi-
ties or involved in efforts to improve interracial relations— notably a group 
that included strong opponents of segregation and disenfranchisement like 
the NAACP and also those with more moderate political orientations like 
the Commission on Interracial Cooperation— were included on the NIC’s 
executive committee.16 The NIC prioritized dialogue between scholars and 
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activists and emphasized the social utility of scientific research.17 In prepa-
ration for the conference, the NIC conducted an exhaustive survey of re-
search on the race issue. This survey, executive committee leaders hoped, 
would allow activists already working in the field of race relations to study 
existing social scientific findings, become accustomed to using scholarship 
to inform program development, and show the absence of data on press-
ing social questions.18 And yet expertise would also move from activists to 
scientists, research director Charles S. Johnson noted, since activists would 
be able to “check the results of investigations by comparison with their own 
experience” at the same time that “their own experience and methods can be 
checked and improved by study of the results of investigations.”19

The SSRC’s ACIR also envisioned social science and social welfare as mu-
tually dependent and included both scholars and activists when proposing 
a research agenda on interracial relations and African American social prob-
lems.20 The ACIR focused more explicitly on directing the course of social 
scientific investigation than the NIC, but leaders assumed that social welfare 
and religious agencies should be involved. In addition to philanthropic or-
ganizations like the Phelps Stokes Fund and the Russell Sage Foundation, 
African American– led academic and social welfare organizations, such as 
the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, the Urban League, 
and the National Association of Teachers of Colored Schools, represented 
important resources for producing new knowledge on interracial relations 
and black life.21 A list the ACIR compiled of universities engaged in im-
portant work on race relations also prominently featured African American 
colleges and universities, while African American scholars were well repre-
sented on both the ACIR and NIC.22

In addition to being action oriented, the model of race relations social 
science the NIC and the ACIR developed promoted varied theoretical ap-
proaches to the study of interracial relations: psychological, sociological, 
anthropological, political, and economic. That both committees took the 
problems affecting black communities rather than a disciplinarily specific 
set of questions as their analytical starting point contributed to this theo-
retical diversity.23 During a discussion of research goals in 1927, the NIC’s 
executive committee emphasized that economic, political, psychological, 
and sociological views all needed to be brought to bear on the study of race 
relations because these factors produced the race problem concurrently.24 
Economic frameworks were especially well represented. Will Alexander 
of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation argued that “race trouble” 
derived from economic causes. “A great many of these things . . . that we 
dump into the general pile of race,” he emphasized, “need to be restud-
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ied in a most thorough way . . . to discover the economic groups out of  
which they grew.”25 James Weldon Johnson of the NAACP, Eugene K. Jones 
of the National Urban League, Robert R. Moton of Tuskegee Institute, and 
Charles S. Johnson echoed Alexander’s economic concerns. They raised 
questions about a possible “rural revolution” in the South and emphasized 
that economic patterns— especially southern industrialization, the displace-
ment of agricultural workers, and the shift from tenancy to a wage system— 
were essential for understanding the race problem.26

The more scientifically minded ACIR also recommended studies of the 
political, economic, sociological, cultural, and legal forces affecting black 
life. In an attempt to establish a “logical arrangement” of the field of race 
relations, the ACIR recommended studies of a wide range of issues: African 
American culture and folk life; the social- ecological forces shaping black 
life; psychological approaches to African American families, child- rearing, 
and child welfare; “legal justice,” criminal justice, prisons, reform schools, 
and African American lawyers; and economic issues such as agriculture, 
business, industry, credit unions, labor relations, financial institutions, and 
African American business. Racial attitudes were part of the SSRC’s research 
interests, but only a small part.27 Due to Rockefeller philanthropy’s exper-
tise in medical issues, the popularity of intelligence testing during World 
War I, and enduring interest in the relationship between race and biology, 
the ACIR also called for empirical analyses of public health and African 
American intelligence, which it proposed in conjunction with a National 
Research Council committee focused on “racial differences.”28 Even when 
the ACIR consolidated its interests in 1930, political and economic con-
cerns remained central. Alexander outlined the three major fields in which 
the committee believed research on interracial relations was necessary: “the 
relation of Negroes to government and politics in this country”; a similar 
analysis of “negro economics”; and “psychological measurement of race 
characteristics.”29

While the interwar NIC and ACIR supported many disciplinary ap-
proaches to the race problem, they also exposed the difficulty of avoiding 
racial politics while engaging in reform- oriented social science on such a 
controversial issue. Charles S. Johnson and the NIC compiled enormous 
amounts of data on African American life and race relations. Published as 
The Negro in American Civilization: A Study of Negro Life and Race Relations 
in the Light of Social Research (1930), Johnson’s charts, graphs, and tables 
intended to provide an objective view but put African American oppres-
sion in bold relief.30 Johnson cataloged many troubling aspects of black 
social, economic, medical, and cultural life. He exposed vast racial inequi-
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ties in access to medical care and standards of living, the difficulties black 
workers faced in the labor market, and the inequalities that resulted from 
segregated housing and education.31 The Negro in American Civilization even 
reprinted the conference proceedings, which at times ventured squarely into 
the political realm. For example, W. E. B. Du Bois (who reviewer Benjamin 
Stolberg described as “the only fly in the ointment”) made a powerful case 
for the immediate need for African American voting rights and warned of 
the danger of interracial dialogue without political action.32 “All of this is 
going to be of no avail in the crisis approaching,” Du Bois concluded refer-
ring to the conference, “unless we take advantage of the present desire for 
knowledge . . . and attack the main problem, which is and has been the 
question of political power for the Negro citizens of the United States.”33

Mary Van Kleeck, Russell Sage Foundation official, proponent of work-
ers’ rights, and chairman of the NIC’s executive committee, took a middle 
position between Du Bois’s bold political advocacy and Johnson’s restrained 
objectivity in her foreword to the volume.34 Writing for a public where many 
still blamed racial inequality on African American biology or psychology, 
Van Kleeck made clear that social policy could reverse the patterns of in-
equality and suffering Johnson exhibited:

As to the findings and their significance, this book will speak for itself. One 

result only need be emphasized here. The synthesis of available data revealed 

a sound basis for planning programs of improvement. That the Negro is ra-

cially susceptible to disease, racially incapable of education or racially apt to 

violate laws, is a case not proved. . . . Change in conditions which produce 

ill health and crime and improvement in opportunities for education have 

demonstrated the capacity of the Negro to profit by these changes. . . . The 

causes of many of the unfortunate conditions which prevailed several years 

ago and still exist in some parts of the country, at least, are actually removable 

causes.35

She noted that economic opportunities were restricted, educational facilities 
for black children were inadequate, and disenfranchisement ensured that 
African Americans, in many states, were unable to “secure an equal measure 
of justice from the state” or share in “the responsibilities or the privileges 
of citizenship.”36 Still, perhaps because of the RF’s hesitance on issues of 
segregation, Van Kleeck also failed to make clear policy recommendations, 
the oversight for which Stolberg criticized Johnson.37

The NIC’s choice to publish Du Bois’s conference paper must surely 
have angered Rockefeller- affiliated racial moderates, but Johnson’s and 
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Van Kleeck’s avoidance of policy recommendations offended some on the 
emerging interracial left. This stance of disinterestedness even raised ques-
tions among SSRC leaders. A September 1930 report on projects by the 
president of the SSRC suggested that Johnson’s work was useful to SSRC 
leaders, “in view of our discussion of the importance of evaluating work 
and the impossibility of adequately discharging our obligations to policies 
if we are too scientific to be willing to evaluate.”38 The report provided a copy 
of Stolberg’s review in which he accused Johnson of being “a very shrewd 
man who can make his facts shut up.” According to Stolberg, The Negro in 
American Civilization exemplified “a certain type of very bad book,” since “it 
deals with one of our major social issues exhaustively, very ably in its way, 
with a great air of scrupulous objectivity and ‘scientific’ modesty, without 
ever indicating or implying the reason for the problem.”39 “Like the Negro 
in reconstruction days,” Stolberg accused Johnson of serving as “ward, in 
a more sophisticated relation, of big northern philanthropy.”40 Stolberg’s 
review even encouraged some self- reflection among SSRC leaders, whose 
comments suggested they had urged Johnson’s objective tone. In response 
to Solberg, SSRC officials wondered if they should, in the future, avoid “lay-
ing too much stress on fact- finding as against interpretation” since it might 
be “safer to let the competent investigator interpret his facts than to leave 
that to others.”41

The NIC and the ACIR thus not only highlighted the multidisciplinary 
and action- oriented character of interwar LSRM-  and SSRC- supported work 
on the race issue but also the complexity of attempts to sharpen the fuzzy 
line between social science, social reform, and racial politics. Beginning 
from an interest in addressing social problems in African American com-
munities, the NIC and the ACIR promoted varied disciplinary approaches to 
the race issue, including political economy. Building on broader foundation 
interest in applied social science, they also included both African American 
scholars and representatives of activist groups in scientific agenda setting. 
At the same time, developing an applied but apolitical social science of race 
relations proved challenging. As The Negro in American Civilization revealed, 
evidence of African American social, economic, and political conditions 
raised politically troubling questions about causes whose implications for 
the politics of discrimination, disenfranchisement, and segregation were 
difficult to ignore. Even as the interwar NIC and ACIR embraced reform- 
oriented social science, commitment to scientific objectivity helped agenda 
setters like Johnson and Van Kleeck avoid the more politically controversial 
implications of their findings.

Efforts to use social science to shape social reform on the race issue 
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proved relatively short- lived, moreover, within Rockefeller philanthropy. 
By 1932 both the NIC and the ACIR had been disbanded. Highlighting 
the close relationship between incidents of racial unrest and foundation 
responses, ACIR members lost interest in early 1931 partly due to a sense 
that the racial tensions of the mid- 1920s had “quieted.”42 In addition, in-
stitutional restructuring among the different branches of Rockefeller phi-
lanthropy contributed to the shift away from applied social science on the 
race problem. After the LSRM was folded into the RF in 1928, the GEB took 
over its work on black education and social welfare while the RF took up 
its social scientific initiatives. This separation of applied and basic concerns 
largely undermined the action- oriented race relations social science the NIC 
and ACIR had promoted, especially because the RF avoided “projects involv-
ing the application of scientific knowledge to contemporary problems” and 
prioritized “top- notch white universities.”43 By the mid- 1930s Rockefeller 
philanthropy had reduced support for social scientific initiatives at HBCUs. 
Neither the RF nor the GEB were involved in innovative social scientific 
analyses of African Americans in the 1930s, years when the Carnegie Corpo-
ration, Russell Sage Foundation, and Julius Rosenwald Fund helped produce 
“the Golden Age of Negro Sociology.”44

Antiradicalism and Education, 1945– 47

In the immediate postwar years, while the RF continued to remain aloof 
from racial issues, growing pressure to address prejudice and racial ten-
sions amid Nazism, accelerating civil rights protest, and northern urban 
racial unrest drew other branches of Rockefeller philanthropy toward racial 
questions. Rockefeller Brothers Fund advisor Dana Creel’s “The Negro in 
New York City” (1946) and Robin M. Williams Jr.’s SSRC- commissioned 
The Reduction of Intergroup Tensions (1947) each relied on multidisciplinary 
explanations of the race issue. Both pieces also highlighted tensions between 
scientific theories of the causes of the race problem and notions of the scope 
and scale of possible reform. Creel’s sense of the limits of appropriate phil-
anthropic reach and Williams’s assumption that “structural reform” was of 
too grand a scale to be feasible, led each to recommend educational and 
social welfare initiatives, Rockefeller philanthropy’s traditional specialty 
when it came to race.

Creel’s “The Negro in New York City” chronicled the endurance of mul-
tidisciplinary explanations of the causes of racial injustice and the founda-
tion’s desire to improve African American status without stepping into the 
arena of racial politics. The foundation officer pinpointed African American 
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poverty, delinquency, poor health, and low social, economic, and educa-
tional status as demanding intervention. Although Creel didn’t cite his 
sources, he echoed social ecological and Myrdalian logic in suggesting that 
a variety of factors combined to produce these problems: individual preju-
dice; institutionalized discrimination in housing, employment, education, 
and health care; and social pathologies endemic to black communities.45 
Employment discrimination was especially important since Creel, like E. 
Franklin Frazier, recognized that “the Negro’s ability to maintain himself as 
an individual, or as a family group or as a part of the community . . . depends 
upon his ability to obtain a job with a steady and adequate income.”46 As 
evidence of the shifting bounds of appropriate politics by 1946, Creel also 
held that black advancement in the South would only occur when legal 
barriers to political equality were dismantled. In New York City, however, 
he believed that there were few legal questions about “the Negro’s political 
status” and that government already protected African American economic 
and political rights.47

Creel articulated a complex, interdisciplinary analysis of the causes of 
racial injustice, inequality, and black poverty. He nonetheless drew a sharp 
line between the social and the political and assumed that philanthropy 
could only successfully address social problems. The discrimination he 
identified as a key cause of many other social problems African Americans 
faced in Harlem lay outside the range of issues he believed philanthropists 
could productively tackle.48 Instead, Creel thought the RBF should expand 
social welfare and health services in Harlem and work to improve African 
American education. Creel recommended the foundation fund vocational 
guidance and training for the unemployed, increase support for black col-
leges, expand church- based leadership development initiatives, combat 
child neglect and delinquency, and (echoing the more paternalistic compo-
nents of the tradition of black uplift) improve the hygiene and behavior of 
black migrants.49

Worries about the radical potential of mainstream civil rights protest also 
motivated Creel’s narrow attention to education and social welfare, despite 
his complex understanding of the sources of racial inequality. Among the 
new race relations organizations, Creel carefully distinguished between “ag-
gressive and militant organizations exposing and attacking discriminatory 
barriers,” which he did not recommend the foundation support because 
“discriminatory barriers, legal and practical, have been broken to such an 
extent in New York City that programs demanding drastic and immediate 
reforms are unnecessary and frequently harmful,” and others. In contrast, 
“organizations conducting programs to determine the nature of inter- group 
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tensions and develop techniques for the prevention of interracial and inter-
cultural friction” might benefit from foundation backing.50 The NAACP, the 
National Negro Congress, the Southern Conference for Human Welfare, the 
Southern Regional Council, and City- Wide Citizen’s League of Harlem were 
“of such a radical nature” that he advised the RBF against supporting them.51 
One reason for this caution was that communist attempts to capitalize on 
black dissatisfaction worried Rockefeller leaders.52 In fact, concern with off-
setting communist gains in Harlem led Creel to recommend the RBF con-
centrate much of its programming there. He also encouraged church- based 
leadership development and citizenship programs, based on the assump-
tion that African Americans too frequently turned to government “as the 
immediate cure of the ills of the colored population, with little thought to 
the bilateral obligations of citizenship.”53

The antiradicalism that shaped Creel’s recommendations for racial re-
form, which notably appeared six years before congressional investigations 
into foundation “subversion,” substantially influenced postwar Rockefeller 
reform initiatives on race. While the RF, the RBF, and the Office of the Messrs. 
Rockefeller funded social welfare initiatives for African American commu-
nities throughout the postwar period, all avoided supporting militant or-
ganizations and treated activists seeking legislative change or engaged in 
“propagandistic” activities as aggressive. The Rockefeller family’s direct in-
volvement in the RBF (in contrast to its insulation from the SSRC) may have 
made the RBF especially wary of political controversy. After 1950 the RBF 
contributed to cultural, educational, and social welfare groups that served 
African American communities, including the National Urban League and 
the United Negro College Fund, but would not fund groups like the NAACP 
or the American Council on Race Relations that were “tending to look to 
federal and state legislative, executive, and judicial action as the most desir-
able approach to the problems with which they are dealing.”54

While the desire to distinguish its work from political agitation con-
strained the RBF’s approach to the race issue, a mid- 1940s SSRC project 
revealed other factors encouraging Rockefeller leaders away from structural 
reform on the race issue. The SSRC’s Committee on Techniques for Reduc-
ing Group Hostility (1945– 47) sponsored a study by sociologist Robin M. 
Williams Jr. of programming to reduce tensions between racial and cultural 
groups. This project, published as The Reduction of Intergroup Tensions: A Sur-
vey of Research on Problems of Ethnic, Racial, and Religious Groups (1947), ex-
posed not only the political but also the practical difficulties of translating 
structural or political- economic theories into feasible reform proposals.55 
The project stood on the precipice between interwar and early Cold War– 
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era approaches to the race issue. On the one hand the committee— which 
due to its applied orientation was under the direction of the SSRC not the 
RF— looked back to the action- oriented social science of race relations of 
the interwar ACIR and NIC. On the other hand its focus on interpersonal 
relations and the transformation of racial attitudes reflected the emerging 
behavioral orientation of much postwar RF research on human relations.

The SSRC’s Committee on Techniques for Reducing Group Hostility 
emerged in 1945, prompted by widespread wartime efforts to improve in-
tergroup understanding and enthusiasm for research at the intersection of 
psychology and sociology. The National Research Council originally for-
warded a proposal to study psychological approaches to combating hostil-
ity between individuals and groups to the SSRC, but SSRC program officers 
accepted the proposal because they worried that “practically nothing” was 
being done to evaluate wartime efforts to reduce intergroup tension.56 SSRC 
leadership were concerned, however, that psychological views “overempha-
size the individual’s tendency to hostility” and therefore appointed an inter-
disciplinary committee and chose sociologist Robin M. Williams Jr., rather 
than a psychologist, to conduct the study.57 Nonetheless, the emerging im-
portance of behavioralism was evident in the committee’s acceptance of “the 
interpersonal approach,” a view that assumed “that all conflicts and hostili-
ties whether among individuals, groups, classes or nations may in part at 
least reduce to hostilities and conflicts on a personal level.”58 In addition, 
while the committee originally proposed two studies, one on techniques 
employed in industrial relations and one on techniques in intergroup rela-
tions, it dropped the more economically oriented project in favor of the 
behavioral study.59

Williams’s 1947 synthesis of activist approaches to improving intergroup 
relations was also pulled between dispositional and systemic paradigms, 
though it ultimately erred toward the dispositional based on a sense of 
what kinds of reforms could be practically implemented. It was because 
“the efforts which go into education and propaganda constitute a very 
high proportion of all current activities” that Williams focused consider-
able scholarly attention there.60 Williams set the tone of most postwar race 
relations research by focusing on racial attitudes, by attending to socioeco-
nomic forces only when they helped to explain prejudice, and by suggesting 
that carefully planned intergroup interaction could reduce racial hostility.61 
And yet The Reduction of Intergroup Tensions acknowledged that intergroup 
conflict had roots in economic and social forces. “It is known,” Williams 
argued, “that there is a minimum of group conflict, however difficult to 
specify, which arises from relatively permanent features of our society, such  
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as the type of economic system, certain patterns of child training, and the 
way in which our distinctive family system is related to the competitive oc-
cupational structure.”62 Williams worried, however, about the practical im-
plications of theories, especially sociological and economic, that rooted race 
relations in entrenched structures:

An alternate reaction to the results of present action programs is the feeling 

that inter- group tensions are so deeply imbedded in the nature of our whole 

social system that only a major alteration of the system could bring adequate 

solutions. To this, again, the verdict of “not proven” is appropriate; and in 

some instances this “total” orientation toward the problem may block con-

structive action in the present. On the whole it appears that naïve optimism 

is becoming less and less a major handicap in the efforts being made to im-

prove group relations in this country. Of greater import is the disillusionment 

which can come from frustrated effort and from unchecked judgments as to 

the possibilities of control.63

Since structural theories could not be translated into realistic reform agen-
das, psychological theories motivated the sociologist’s recommendations for 
local “action programs,” which advocated interracial cooperation around 
shared tasks.64 In fact, The Reduction of Intergroup Tensions provided as clear 
a statement on the challenges of translating social science into reform as 
it did an agenda for progress in intergroup relations. As Williams noted 
in summary, “Research is not magic. It can not be expected invariably to 
produce solutions to immediate problems, nor to formulate panaceas for 
social ills.” Well- conceptualized research generally involved extended time 
lines and produced “tentative, limited, and qualified findings,” he explained, 
characteristics “not always appreciated by persons grappling with practical 
problems and strongly convinced of their seriousness and urgency.”65 While 
the committee’s initial psychological and interpersonal framing of the issue 
in part explains why Williams leaned toward the individual, The Reduction 
of Intergroup Tensions also made clear that dilemmas related to the scale of 
practical— not simply politically acceptable— reform limited activist agendas.

Williams and Creel recognized that economic, political, and social- 
structural forces, as well as individual prejudice and acts of discrimination, 
produced intergroup tensions and disadvantaged African Americans. Both, 
however, avoided elaborating the programmatic implications of social struc-
tural, political, or economic theories of the race problem. Dana Creel’s “The 
Negro in New York City” exposed how central the avoidance of divisive,  
militant racial politics was to Rockefeller philanthropy’s midcentury ten-
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dency to prioritize education and social welfare when fighting the race prob-
lem. In contrast, it was not a sense of limited political possibility or philan-
thropic reach but the assumption that large- scale political- economic reform 
was programmatically unrealistic that constrained the reformist scope of 
Robin M. Williams Jr.’s study of intergroup tensions.

Human Relations and the “Atomistic” Approach, 1950– 53

By the early 1950s, not only reformist agendas but also the theoretical frame-
works many Rockefeller associates used to examine the race issue narrowed 
as the study of race relations was incorporated into the interdisciplinary field 
of “human relations.” A number of forces converged in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s to separate Rockefeller scientific and reformist agendas on race, 
to eliminate activist groups and scholars working outside the elite white 
academy from scientific agenda setting, and to ensure that attention to the 
political and economic sources of racial conflict and inequality nearly disap-
peared from debate within Rockefeller philanthropy. The postwar separa-
tion of scientific and reformist impulses had sources in the foundation’s 
1928 reorganization. In the early 1950s, however, behavioralism and the 
Cold War’s incentivizing of scientism exacerbated the apolitical and indi-
vidualistic drift of RF- funded research on race.66 Behavioralism encouraged 
scholarly attention to individuals while pressures toward scientism led RF 
leaders to prioritize theory generation and generalizability as scientific ideals, 
to favor quantifiable research methods, and to remain aloof from applied 
work. Two sociologists in the RF’s orbit, Robin M. Williams Jr. and Arnold 
Rose, questioned the individualistic orientation of midcentury research on 
intergroup relations and the stark distinction between basic and applied 
research. Nonetheless, few challenged the tendency to overlook political 
economy. In addition, worries about generalizability left even critics of “at-
omism” unsure about how to produce studies of intergroup relations that 
examined social structures while avoiding methodological “particularism.”

Growing interest at the Ford Foundation and Carnegie Corporation, 
and in leading research universities, in behavioral science and social rela-
tions paradigms that favored noneconomic visions of the social prompted 
RF concern with human relations.67 In fact, the SSRC had received a grant 
from the Ford Foundation that led to the establishment of a Committee 
on Social Behavior in 1951, an initial foray into many of the themes that 
would occupy the RF at its 1953 Conference on Research in Human Rela-
tions.68 However, Rockefeller philanthropy distinguished itself from its peer 
institutions by sponsoring research on race relations as part of its behavioral 
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sciences initiative. Although the Carnegie Corporation encouraged the be-
havioral sciences after 1946, it avoided race relations and largely ignored An 
American Dilemma after it was published.69 The Ford Foundation, the major 
supporter of the behavioral sciences between 1949 and the early 1960s, also 
distanced itself from (or at least avoided admitting to sponsoring) research 
on race relations— a topic Ford head Milton Katz described as “Verboten terri-
tory.”70 While the Julius Rosenwald Fund had remained supportive of racial 
research, the fund was dismantled shortly after World War II (due to an 
initial charter intended to avoid philanthropic funds existing in perpetu-
ity), removing one of the largest twentieth- century supporters of African 
American social scientists from the philanthropic scene.71

RF leaders’ inclusion of the race issue in the abstract, theoretical field of 
human relations also occurred in a context where the politics of desegrega-
tion were proving increasingly regionally divisive, where debate over social 
scientific inclusion in the National Science Foundation (NSF) encouraged 
postwar scientism, and where antiradicalism constrained foundations that 
supported liberal social science. The RF turned attention to human relations 
the year before the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, 
when southern segregationists were already threatening to resist a court de-
cree and segregationist factions in the Democratic Party had inched both 
parties rightward on racial issues.72 With its long history of support for segre-
gated African American education and ties to southern moderates, it is little 
surprise that Rockefeller officials felt pressure to treat the race issue with 
care. In addition, debate over social scientific inclusion in the NSF between 
1945 and 1950 had pitted SSRC- affiliated scientists who sought to convince 
Congress, natural scientists, and the public that the social sciences were as 
objective as the natural sciences against those who rejected the possibility 
and desirability of value neutrality and political disengagement.73 Congres-
sional opponents of social scientific inclusion often used scholarship on 
race and political economy as examples of the social sciences’ inescapably 
political content. In fact, the NSF debate, historian Mark Solovey argues, ul-
timately “gave a central boost to the scientistic impulse and simultaneously 
helped to marginalize the trenchant critique of scientism that had emerged 
on the (noncommunist) political left.”74 Proponents of racial justice could 
also be branded as communists, an increasingly meaningful designation for 
RF leadership between 1952 and 1954 when the foundation was among the 
tax- exempt organizations under congressional investigation for “subversive 
activities.” The Reece Committee assessed whether leading foundations like 
Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Ford had “used their resources for purposes con-
trary to those for which they were established,” including “un- American,” 
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“subversive,” or “political” purposes, or had “resorted to propaganda” to 
achieve their objectives. In fact, the committee’s final report criticized Carn-
egie’s funding of Myrdal’s work, which it claimed “led to the publication of 
statements which were most critical of our Constitution.”75 When the RF 
and SSRC convened the 1953 human relations conference, pressure to treat 
any work on the race issue with care was palpable.

Theoretical ambitions shaped the conference’s scholarly objectives and 
which participants were invited. Joseph Willits, director of the RF’s Division 
of Social Sciences, planned the conference for twenty- five of the most well 
known scholars associated with the emerging interdisciplinary behavioral 
sciences (largely psychologists, anthropologists, and sociologists) to assess 
the state of the field and guide future RF programs.76 In addition to a session 
on intergroup relations, topics included child socialization, communication 
and attitudes, the social organization of large and small groups, anthropo-
logical approaches to human relations, and research methods.77 The roster 
differed markedly from the interwar NIC and ACIR, since RF leaders chose 
the attendees not to understand a social problem from a variety of scholarly 
and practical perspectives but to set a research agenda for a theoretically 
defined scholarly field. As a consequence, the group featured only scholars 
from elite, white research universities— including many from the new survey 
research centers, human relations labs, and social relations departments— 
already receiving foundation funds.78 During a discussion of how founda-
tions could foster scientific innovation, in fact, some of the participants 
noted the limited number of institutions represented at the meeting. “You 
people give too much money to the universities around this table,” Harvard 
anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn stated to the foundation officers, “and this, 
is, to use a cliché, a vicious circle.”79 It was “no coincidence,” Columbia 
sociologist and head of the BASR Paul Lazarsfeld told Willits, that all of the 
conference participants “seem to know each other so well.” Innovation in 
the social sciences “centers around a dozen institutions . . . the same names 
show up at all of these conferences.” The RF’s strong commitment to basic 
rather than applied work ensured, however, that little discussion occurred 
about the theoretical blind spots that might emerge if scientific agenda set-
ting was not more inclusive.80

As race relations became a subset of foundation interest in human re-
lations, moreover, scholars approached the issue through a more limited 
set of analytic lenses, though purely psychological approaches to the race 
issue generated criticism. Williams’s paper on “race and culture conflict” 
criticized the “atomism” of research on prejudice, as he had in his 1947 The 
Reduction of Intergroup Tensions.81 Much work on prejudice produced from the  
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1920s through the late 1940s had been “static and sheerly descriptive,” treat-
ing “prejudice as an unanalyzed aggregate of individual attitudes, divorced 
from the functioning of real personalities and from enduring social relations 
and the structural properties of groups and communities.” Between 1948 
and 1953, individualistic approaches had expanded further, since the largest 
research area in the whole field of intergroup relations involved personality- 
based approaches to prejudice.82 At the same time, the RF human relations 
conference provided a setting where an emerging sociological critique of the 
psychological drift of research on race relations reached foundation ears. 
This critique had two central tenets. One called for fuller elaboration of how 
personality and context interacted. The other built on E. Franklin Frazier’s 
1948 suggestion that sociologists return to the structural emphases of inter-
war sociology on the race issue. 

Williams, whose own work used community study methods to examine 
attitudes in context, prioritized the first approach. He noted some move-
ment—much of which involved sociological efforts to reclaim the race issue 
from psychologists— away from prejudiced personalities and toward “in-
creased interest in patterns of discrimination (or differential behavior) as 
over against individual attitudes.”83 The work he praised did not completely 
reject individual units of analysis; instead, it situated individual belief, be-
havior, or interpersonal interaction in a situational context.84

The second approach, which suggested that the relations among social 
groups— not interpersonal interaction— served as the defining feature of 
race relations, revived a central tenet of interwar social ecological thought 
on race and even provided some room for an analysis of power and institu-
tions. A sociologist at the University of Minnesota who had been a central 
contributor to An American Dilemma, Arnold Rose (who served as discus-
sant for Williams’s paper) called explicitly for analysis of the “structural” 
aspects of race relations. He recommended planning research such that it 
would “bring us back to an initial interest among sociologists in discovering 
the social conditions under which inter- group conflict arises and contin-
ues.”85 Williams agreed, suggesting that social structures— the ways social 
situations were set up, the process of social categorization, and the ways 
social settings encouraged behavior— had been defining elements of the 
study of race relations earlier but needed to be reintegrated into an increas-
ingly psychologized field.86 Traditionally, sociological interests in hierarchy 
and power relations, the two suggested, raised important questions about 
the social dynamics character structure theories of prejudice obscured. Wil-
liams’s research on intergroup relations in Elmira, New York, had found, for 
example, that the most extremely prejudiced individuals tended to be uned-
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ucated, middle aged or older, and of low socioeconomic status. “Obviously 
the total situation would be very different,” Williams emphasized, “were the 
‘bigots’ to be found concentrated in positions of leadership and power.”87 
Both sociologists also emphasized the importance of law and interest- group 
politics to the structural nature of intergroup relations, a development that 
was hardly surprising given civil rights activists’ successes in the courts.88 
Williams cited sociologist E. Franklin Frazier’s claim that race relations were 
most strongly shaped by the “organized actions of special- interest groups.” 
He also pointed to analyses by Joseph Lohman and William C. Bradbury 
that exposed the importance of “power relationships as these determined 
law, administrative regulations, and formal operating practices” related to 
de facto segregation in many workplaces.89 Thus when suggesting where the 
field of intergroup relations was and should be going, Williams and Rose 
applauded calls for a return to social structural analysis and noted some 
interest in law and interest- group politics.

At the same time, both Williams and Rose recognized that a number of 
factors impeded the research agenda they proscribed. Methodological con-
siderations were paramount. Although Williams envisioned “an organized, 
interdependent series of studies moving from phenomena of individual 
personality through small groups to larger social structures, and permeated 
throughout by the incorporation of cultural content,” available methods 
determined which questions could be effectively answered.90 “In making 
the preceding review and appraisal, it is striking,” he noted, “how frequently 
one finds that the fulfillment of crucial research needs depends upon ad-
vances in research methods— upon more valid and reliable measuring instru-
ments, more ingenious and better controlled study designs.”91 In particular, 
while scholars knew how to examine the relationship between prejudice, 
discrimination, and individual personalities, they faced more difficulty mea-
suring the social structural components of race relations. The challenges of 
observing “important real life situations” and relating survey data to actual 
lived situations, the “clumsiness” of available techniques for recording data 
on social interaction, and ethical dilemmas associated with contriving situ-
ations for the sake of research worried Williams.92 Comparative studies of 
race relations in different communities or cultural settings appeared promis-
ing, but very large sample sizes were essential. Cross- community compari-
sons were often difficult to develop, Williams noted, “simply because there 
were not enough cases for statistical analyses.”93

Williams’s methodological worries were also related to commitment to 
theory generation, a clear priority at the RF’s human relations conference. 
That Talcott Parsons had prioritized interdisciplinary theoretical integra-
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tion when developing Harvard’s new Department of Social Relations may 
have shaped this orientation, though the RF’s long- standing focus on basic 
research also contributed. Historian Joel Isaac argues that while survey re-
search centers, programs in area studies, and institutes like Stanford’s Center 
for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences (CASBS) encouraged inter-
disciplinarity without prioritizing theory development, what distinguished 
the DSR’s approach was an “insistence that the widely touted integration of 
the social- scientific disciplines should be guided by a comprehensive sys-
tem of theory.”94 Parsons was not at the RF 1953 conference, though his 
DSR colleague Samuel Stouffer and students Merton and Williams were a 
strong presence. Attention to theory generation was widely evident nonethe-
less. In fact, letters by participants in response to the conference described 
theory production as a first priority of foundation support for research on 
human relations. As psychologist Lee Cronbach put it, “Breakthroughs de-
pend chiefly on conceptualization. When a single man or small groups suc-
ceeds in reorganizing his field so as to bring a point of view to bear, we 
get significant and coherent results.”95 Many conference participants recom-
mended that in a context where government and business sponsored much 
applied work, the RF could help “balance the books” by funding explicitly 
theoretical research. Others emphasized that the RF should commit itself 
to fostering theoretical breakthroughs, not simply encourage a buildup of 
empirical work.96

In this context, a project’s ability to abstract from rather than carefully 
explain the particular determined its scientific value, a consideration that 
incentivized quantifiable methods and raised questions about applied re-
search. Although Rose and Williams tried to convince their colleagues that 
the line between applied and basic work was too stark, each still empha-
sized that the short- term demands of applied research did not encourage 
the cumulative work that would build theory.97 While Rose was the strongest 
defender of applied research at the conference, even he argued that studies 
that were so wedded to the particular that they could not be generalized 
should be avoided. “There is much to be gained,” he held, “by studying race 
and culture conflict in a broad context of group conflict generally, and of 
considering the processes involved in inter- group relations as characteristic 
sociological processes that apply in all sorts of human situations.”98 Wil-
liams emphasized that one should assess scholarship— basic or applied— 
based on its generalizability, that is, “whether the results of a study are dated 
and localized and specific and concrete to such a degree that you can’t clamp 
them down anywhere else in the universal reality and have them work.”99 
The most useful studies of race relations, both suggested, were the most 
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abstract: those that elucidated universal patterns that could be applied to 
any type of intergroup relations. Eventually, Williams argued, scholars “shall 
not be studying Negro- white relations, Catholic- Protestant relations, Irish- 
Polish relations— but we shall be analyzing the relations between differently 
situated and differently categorized persons, and selecting our cases wherever 
found on the basis of strategic interest to social science.”100

Of course, systemic or even relational theories of race relations could 
have also been made generalizable if scholars pursued them using large- 
scale, quantifiable methods. Scientism was combined with behavioralism at 
the 1953 conference, however. Together the two priorities obscured political 
and economic orientations to social problems and left the voices most likely 
to promote those approaches— the reformers who had been centrally in-
cluded in the NIC and ACIR and scholars outside the behavioral sciences— 
out of scientific agenda setting on the race issue.101 While interwar Rockefeller 
discussions of “the Negro problem” employed a wide range of disciplinary 
perspectives in part because thinkers examined concrete problems in African 
American communities, the 1953 conference started and ended with a be-
havioral orientation that elided the economic and the political. That Wil-
liams and Rose emphasized the need for research on the social structural 
and noted increased attention to the legal and political aspects of the race 
issue remains significant. The research agenda the RF would pursue, how-
ever, one chosen amid not only enthusiasm for scientism and behavior-
alism but also concerns with radicalism and increasingly divisive integra-
tionist politics tended to ignore their suggestions. Moreover, even Rose and 
Williams agreed that the scale of viable available research methods— most 
notably the dangers of “particularism”— impeded the development of the 
structural approaches they recommended.

“One of the Major Social Changes of Our Generation”: 
The RF and Race Relations, 1953– 63

The one Rockefeller- funded initiative that took Williams’s and Rose’s cri-
tiques of atomism and calls for a social structural approach to the race issue 
seriously were the Cornell Studies in Inter- Group Relations. Led by Wil-
liams and his colleagues in the Department of Anthropology and Sociol-
ogy, the Cornell projects received support from the RF between 1950 and 
1956.102 The initial research, begun in 1948, used Elmira, New York, as a 
case study to examine prejudice, discrimination, and the situational context 
of race relations. Reflecting Williams’s concerns with generalizability and 
securing a large “N,” by 1956 Cornell researchers had conducted detailed 
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analyses of four mid- sized industrial cities and had surveyed race relations 
in twenty- five other cities, using this information to assess the typicality 
of the case studies. They also correlated their findings with questionnaires 
sent to community leaders in 250 cities.103 In contrast to much midcen-
tury research on prejudice, the projects examined racial attitudes in their 
“situational context” and prioritized nonwhite as well as white attitudes.104 
Despite Williams’s concerns with the limits of applied work, research on 
intergroup relations at Cornell used “action programs” as a basis for scien-
tific investigation, though Cornell researchers emphasized repeatedly that 
scientific analysis, not evaluation, was their primary goal.105

The Cornell studies both complicated and developed an individualistic 
approach to the study of intergroup relations. On the one hand, the projects 
distinguished clearly between racial attitudes and discriminatory behaviors 
and examined both within a social, cultural, and often institutional con-
text.106 Williams and his colleagues used attitude surveys to expose corre-
lations between prejudice, socioeconomic status, and other demographic 
variables and devised questions that highlighted the differences between 
public and private attitudes. They also pointed to the ways individuals’ per-
ceptions of the attitudes of their family and friends affected prejudice and 
discriminatory behavior and, when possible, analyzed surveys alongside 
observational data.107 In Strangers Next Door: Ethnic Relations in American 
Communities (1964), the synthesis of the projects’ major findings, Williams 
emphasized that prejudice could not be considered “exclusively psycho-
logical” since prejudices were “saturated with, and presuppose, an elabo-
rate cultural context, and they are both learned through and expressed in 
social interaction.”108 In addition, Williams suggested that action programs 
should restructure situations of intergroup contact rather than address at-
titudes directly.109 On the other hand, the causes and nature of prejudice, 
not the social structural, economic, or political context of race relations, re-
mained the Cornell researchers’ primary object of analysis, perhaps helping 
to explain why the RF and the Ford Foundation funded the research. While 
Williams and his colleagues had considered focusing on “institutional struc-
tures in communities and the operating practices of these institutions,” “the 
attitudes and opinions of . . . the adult population,” or “ the relationship of 
attitudes and behavior,” they ultimately chose the last topic.110 Where Wil-
liams and his colleagues tried to diverge from the atomism he criticized was 
in showing how many variables— culture, social systems, and personality 
systems— influenced prejudice.111

Despite the Rockefeller Foundation’s tendency to subsume race relations 
within the behavioral field of human relations, some postwar Rockefeller- 
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funded research began to challenge “atomism” by pursuing a “situational,” 
if not a fully structural, approach to the study of race relations. The RF was 
only willing to support the Cornell projects to a point, however. By 1954, 
Williams and his colleagues believed that school desegregation provided an 
essential site where processes of change in race relations could be examined. 
Neither the RF nor the Ford Foundation would fund research on desegrega-
tion, however. Williams wrote RF official Leland DeVinney in July of 1954 
asking for additional funds to adjust the Cornell intergroup relations study 
so that it could respond to the desegregation order. DeVinney refused, sug-
gesting that this would divert attention from the original project, but noted 
that the Cornell team could request outside funds.112 Edward Suchman, an-
other leader of the Cornell project, explained in exasperation to Leonard 
Cottrell Jr. of the Russell Sage Foundation in December of 1954, that a “high 
level policy decision” at the Ford Foundation had “eliminated any chances of 
support from them for research on desegregation.” Although the SSRC con-
tinued to debate the issue in 1955, RF resistance led Suchman to worry that 
“one of the major social changes of our generation may go unstudied.”113

In the scope of postwar RF funding, moreover, the Cornell project was 
an exception. Williams’s and Rose’s 1953 calls for social structural and in-
stitutional approaches to race relations produced little response from the 
foundation. Between 1953 and 1955, the RF supported almost no new 
work on race relations, only following through on commitments it had 
made earlier. The scholarship on intergroup relations that it did fund was 
produced at major behavioral science research centers such as the Univer-
sity of Michigan’s Research Center for Group Dynamics, the University of  
Chicago– affiliated National Opinion Research Center, and Harvard Univer-
sity’s Laboratory of Social Relations. These organizations fell neatly within 
the human relations paradigm the RF had outlined in 1953, and the RF- 
funded work was generally quantitative and social psychological in orien-
tation.114 The RF Division of Social Sciences’ appropriations for studies of 
“Human Behavior and Interpersonal and Inter- group Relations” (one of its 
six major program areas in the early 1950s) were smaller in 1954 than in 
1953 and disappeared altogether by 1955.115 Although some programs in 
area studies and foreign cultures sought to increase international under-
standing, RF programs in economics, law, and political science developed in 
directions unrelated to race relations while the SSRC’s Committee on Social 
Stratification similarly overlooked the topic.116 Between 1953 and 1963, the 
Rockefeller Foundation expressed little sustained interest in domestic race 
relations or African American life and even reduced support for the broader 
field of intergroup relations.
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Late in the decade, RF avoidance of the race issue began to shift as be-
havioralism declined in importance throughout the foundation world, 
 McCarthyist pressures slowly retreated, and the civil rights movement 
chipped away at the legitimacy of the southern moderate’s political stance.117 
In 1959 the RF funded a project by the Institute for Research in Social 
Science of the University of North Carolina on “the changing position of 
the Negro within the framework of a Southern society undergoing urban-
ization and industrialization.” As Johnson had in 1930, researchers paid 
careful attention to population growth, migration from rural to urban areas, 
changes in occupational patterns, and comparative interracial data.118 When 
Rockefeller philanthropy did make racial issues a central component of its 
reform programming, however, it returned to its traditional ameliorative, 
apolitical, and noneconomic approach— focusing on higher education and 
leadership development in minority communities. “Toward Equal Oppor-
tunity for All,” a program that was launched in 1963, funded black colleges 
and graduate students, encouraged minority attendance in integrated uni-
versities through financial aid, and developed summer programs to identify 
talented high school students of color. In fact, although the RF appeared 
more self- conscious than in earlier decades about its narrowly educational 
orientation to racial reform given accelerating African American demands 
for civil rights, the RF defended its fairly conservative focus on black educa-
tion by citing its long experience in the area.119 Thus despite Williams’s and 
Rose’s suggestions, Rockefeller philanthropy made few sustained contribu-
tions to social structural or political economic research on race before 1959 
and in 1963 returned to the ameliorative, educational reform approach that 
it had long favored.

At the 1953 Conference on Research in Human Relations, leading sociolo-
gists interested in race relations noted with some surprise that research could 
be simultaneously socially relevant and theoretically innovative. Describing 
work produced by William C. Bradbury, Joseph Lohman, and Dietrich Re-
itzes (which was sponsored by the National Committee on Segregation in 
the Nation’s Capital [NCSNC]), Columbia University sociologist and lead-
ing structural functionalist Robert Merton argued that in rare instances ap-
plied research could lead to theoretical “breakthroughs.” Merton, who had 
advised Bradbury at Columbia, explained:

Now, I don’t know whether this is called applied research or not, but I do 

know that it has provided the beginnings of fundamental insight in this 



76 / Chapter Two

field of discussion of race prejudice and discrimination, which has become 

increasingly focused on the existence or non- existence of these attitudes as 

though those were all determinant of what is happening in social fact. These 

attitudes do or do not find expression under different social circumstances, 

and a key problem is to define the structural situation in which they do or do 

not. Applied to the Federal Government, it becomes an eminently practical 

problem. Looked at in terms of its theoretical import, it is a new insight to 

supplement the recent emphasis on attitudes.120

This new insight, that individual “attitudes will depend very greatly on the 
organizational context in which people behave,” represented “a complete 
departure from what the man in the street and the man in government, in-
cidentally, has assumed.”121 Applied research, a handful of leading postwar 
scholars admitted, could in rare instances move science toward “genuinely 
new insights.”122

This insight, that applied work could be theoretically innovative, would 
not have struck scholars involved in the interwar NIC and ACIR as note-
worthy. By the early 1950s, however, Merton and his colleagues were pleas-
antly surprised. For a few years in the late 1920s the LSRM and SSRC had 
supported an action- oriented, multidisciplinary approach to the race issue 
that included activists and scholars based in HBCUs in agenda setting. 
While accommodating segregation, the agenda the NIC and ACIR promoted 
prioritized political economic research on the race issue alongside studies 
of African American history, psychology, culture, and sociology. This ap-
proach was fairly short- lived within Rockefeller philanthropy, however, as 
the dissolution of the LSRM separated reformist and scientific agendas with 
implications for the foundation’s treatment of the race issue.

When wartime concerns with prejudice and domestic unrest led both the 
RBF’s Dana Creel and the SSRC’s Committee on Techniques for Reducing 
Group Hostility to revisit the race issue in the mid- 1940s, the separation of 
science and reform, the constraining force of antiradicalism, and turns from 
multidisciplinary to behavioral orientations on the race issue— trends that 
would accelerate by 1953— were starting to take form. Antiradicalism en-
couraged Creel to avoid involvement with organizations making demands 
on government and to reassert Rockefeller philanthropy’s traditional edu-
cational and ameliorative approaches to the race issue in 1946. The next 
year, Robin M. Williams Jr.’s SSRC- sponsored The Reduction of Intergroup Ten-
sions made clear that behavioral theories were more programmatically useful 
than political economic or social structural research on race.123

After 1950, RF research on the race issue continued to turn away from 



“Data and Not Trouble” / 77

the applied concerns and the multidisciplinary, especially political eco-
nomic, orientation that had characterized the interwar NIC and ACIR, pat-
terns especially evident in the RF’s 1953 Conference on Research in Human 
Relations. Enthusiasm for postwar behavioralism in and of itself turned 
researchers toward largely apolitical, noneconomic, and frequently indi-
vidualistic views of the race issue. And yet, that behavioralism worked in 
tandem with scientism— a commitment the RF’s long interest in basic re-
search, congressional investigations into foundation subversion, and NSF 
debates made especially acute in the early 1950s— further encouraged indi-
vidualism by prioritizing theory generation and generalizability. Scientism 
and behavioralism together ensured that key voices that might have chal-
lenged the separation of the study of race relations and the study of political 
economy (namely, activists working on social problems in African American 
communities or scholars outside the behavioral sciences) were not part of 
the discussion. It remains significant that Williams and Rose opposed the 
atomism of much postwar research on the race issue. At the same time, in 
his RF- funded research, Williams kept his analytic gaze on the individual 
(albeit the ways contexts and situations affected individuals) and remained 
perplexed by methodological dilemmas of scale that led to atomism on the 
one hand or particularism on the other.

The desire among postwar RF executives and the elite social scientists 
who advised them to develop human relations into a theoretically oriented 
field and to remain disengaged from racial politics shaped an intellectual 
landscape that many postwar scholars concerned with the race issue had 
to negotiate. The next chapter— on the University of Chicago’s Committee 
on Education, Training, and Research in Race Relations— exposes the chal-
lenges structurally oriented scholar- activists faced as they sought to develop 
an action- oriented, multidisciplinary social science of race relations that cut 
against the grain of the RF’s priorities.



T H R E E

The Individual and the “General Situation”: 
Defining the Race Problem at the University 

of Chicago’s Committee on Education, 
Training, and Research in Race Relations

In 1947, in the wake of a series of urban racial disturbances, Louis Wirth 
considered race relations the nation’s most urgent problem. One of the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s best- known urban sociologists, Wirth believed the race 
issue, if left untreated, would present “a formidable threat to our social order 
and a serious obstacle to the social progress of America.”1 What particularly 
troubled him was the widespread popularity of intergroup relations pro-
grams based on commonsense assumptions rather than scientific knowl-
edge and the particularism that permeated much of this amateur research. 
As he explained:

The tendency now is to intervene in problem situations that arise much as 

we call out a fire department when there is a report of a fire. In the field of 

race relations and minority problems, however, we call out the “fire brigade” 

without knowing whether we are dealing with a small fire calling for one set 

of equipment or a large conflagration calling for another, or even whether we 

have water in our fire hoses or gasoline.2

In response, Wirth advocated a version of instrumentalist scientism, in 
which he suggested that the scientific search for universally valid social laws 
was essential and that this search could and should inform social reform. In 
linking generalizability and application, the sociologist stood at odds with 
Rockefeller Foundation proponents of pure theory as well as with race rela-
tions reformers whose gaze turned only to the particular context they were 
trying to fix.3

The University of Chicago’s Committee on Education, Training, and 
Research in Race Relations ( CETRRR) emerged from Wirth’s sense that an 
organization was needed to simultaneously bring coherence to the science 
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of race relations and facilitate the dissemination of scientific expertise to 
reformers. Wirth established  CETRRR, with support from the University 
of Chicago’s Division of Social Sciences and the Carnegie and Rockefeller 
Foundations, to serve as a research center and to train scholars and prac-
titioners. Composed of an interdisciplinary group of University of Chicago 
faculty, in which sociologists, anthropologists, and professors of educa-
tion were best represented,  CETRRR held national conferences, produced a 
quarterly review of scholarship, and published popular education materials 
between 1947 and 1954.4

As we have just seen, some sociologists worried about the atomistic drift 
in midcentury research on the race issue. This chapter investigates the insti-
tution that had been the home of the leading interwar systemic alternative 
to that atomism— Robert Park’s social ecology— in the generation that fol-
lowed Park. Given the Chicago school’s theoretical emphasis on the causal 
importance of large- scale social structures and Wirth’s systemic orientation 
to race relations in the interwar years,  CETRRR was an unlikely location for 
individualistic theories of the race issue to take root. And yet, individual-
ism made significant gains there. Even though the approach was contested, 
racial individualism’s ultimate success at  CETRRR exposes how concerns 
with urban racial unrest, wartime enthusiasm for individualistic research 
methods, and nascent behavioralism aided the paradigm’s ascent in an un-
expected institutional location.

As  CETRRR took shape in 1947 and developed through the early 1950s, 
affiliated researchers had many reasons— political, institutional, and intel-
lectual— to be attracted to not only the study of white attitudes but also 
individualistic reform agendas. The committee was situated at the cross-
roads of two intellectual networks: one that linked white social scientists 
like Wirth to the wartime federal research establishment and to elite foun-
dations and the other that connected these same scholars to race rela-
tions and civil rights activists. In the wake of wartime Nazi atrocities and 
a series of urban racial disturbances— notably rioting in Detroit in 1943 
that many feared would recur in Chicago— networks of religious and civic 
activists concerned with urban “racial tensions” created a demand for re-
search to which  CETRRR responded.5 At the same time, the politics of war-
time and postwar knowledge production determined the theoretical and 
methodological orientation of that response. The grand War Department– 
supported experiments with interdisciplinarity and attitude- based survey 
research methods of the early 1940s set the landscape in which  CETRRR 
made theoretical and methodological decisions. By popularizing psy-
chological theories, refining attitude testing and public opinion polling 
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techniques, aiding the establishment of survey research centers (like the 
National Opinion Research Center (NORC) that moved to the University 
of Chicago in 1947), producing cadres of young social psychologists who 
spread their theoretical assumptions about race as they moved between in-
stitutions, and exposing sociologists and anthropologists to attitude- based 
methods, wartime survey research broadly influenced discussions of the race 
issue in the postwar years.6  CETRRR was already moving toward individu-
alistic theoretical and methodological orientations when the Ford Founda-
tion launched its behavioral sciences initiative in 1949, but it is hard to 
imagine that a favorite of the foundations, like Wirth, did not see this de-
velopment as further encouraging the individualistic approach  CETRRR was  
pursuing.7

At the same time, and less frequently acknowledged by historians, the 
developments that favored racial individualism simultaneously created 
obstacles for advocates of systemic and relational approaches to the race 
issue. Most importantly, methodological tools for studying the social and 
economic context of race relations remained underdeveloped.  CETRRR 
scholars who questioned the attitudinal focus of research on race were 
unsure about how to study “the general situation” from which racial ten-
sions emerged. Concern with scientific application also dissuaded the pur-
suit of theoretical alternatives to racial individualism. Taking lessons from 
interwar social ecologists who suggested that large- scale demographic and 
historical forces were not amenable to reform, many at  CETRRR assumed 
that the social structural causes of racial tensions could not be altered— 
and were thus unproductive objects of analysis.8 Without viable, non- 
Marxist economic frameworks for envisioning racial inequality as both 
rooted in the structures of capitalism and shaped by systemic discrimina-
tion, many  CETRRR researchers treated unequal interracial competition 
for resources as unalterable. Although  CETRRR faculty rarely discussed the 
developing anticommunist context explicitly, the extent to which scholars 
approached class- based and economically oriented analyses of race rela-
tions with trepidation paralleled postwar antiradicalism.9 Moreover, as 
 CETRRR’s attempts to improve race relations in the Chicago public schools 
reveal, reforming racial attitudes produced considerably less popular op-
position than redistributing resources through desegregation. Theories 
of the race issue that examined social structure, political economy, and 
institutions continued to circulate at  CETRRR between 1947 and 1952. 
Nonetheless, the concerns of activist groups focused on prejudice and 
racial tensions, methodological pressures shaped by wartime survey re-
search, and the maturing of postwar scientism together ensured that racial 
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individualism made considerable inroads, even in the institutional home 
of social ecology.

Applied Knowledge on “A Generic Problem”:  CETRRR’s Origins

Wirth’s vision for  CETRRR emerged from long- standing intellectual and 
political interests. Trained by Chicago school social ecologists— including 
Park, Ernest Burgess, and W. I. Thomas— Wirth completed his doctorate in 
sociology at the University of Chicago in 1926 and was on the staff nearly 
continuously until his early death in 1952.10 He had wide- ranging intellec-
tual interests, but his major contributions were in the development of socio-
logical theory, urban sociology, race relations, and the theory and practice 
of planning.11 Wirth’s intellectual trajectory exemplified broader shifts to 
individualism in midcentury sociological research on the race issue, while 
his attention to scientific applicability blurred distinctions between basic 
and applied research that were becoming increasingly stark in the early Cold 
War years.12

Given his Chicago school training, Wirth’s concern with the ways so-
cioeconomic systems and individual attitudes shaped race relations is no 
surprise. Although known for Park’s structural approach to the race issue, 
Chicago school sociology featured both conceptual and methodological di-
versity during the school’s height in the 1920s and 1930s.13 Chicago school 
social ecologists, as we have seen, argued that impersonal, social- structural 
forces— technological development, demographic change, and economic 
competition— provided the agents of change in race relations.14 The ap-
proach that Park and Burgess developed, which conceived of “the city as 
a ‘social laboratory’ or clinic in which human nature and social processes 
might be conveniently studied,” generally took cities, communities, neigh-
borhoods, or social groups as the object of study.15 Still, Chicago school 
methodology was eclectic.16 Informal interviews, participant observation, 
case records of social agencies, public documents, as well autobiographies, 
personal letters, and fiction provided Park’s and Burgess’s students with 
much of their research material.17 In addition, Wirth’s Chicago school train-
ing would have exposed him to attitude research since sociologists and psy-
chologists at the University of Chicago (individuals who were not consid-
ered social ecologists but were important influences on the department) 
had expressed interest in the study of attitudes since the interwar period. In 
the 1920s, Emory Bogardus devised the widely used social distance scale for 
measuring racial attitudes, W. I. Thomas (who counted both as a social psy-
chologists and social ecologist exhibiting the fluidity between disciplinary 
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paradigms still evident in the 1920s) produced some of the earliest attitude 
tests, and psychologist L. L. Thurstone embraced a statistical approach to 
attitudes.18

The Chicago school’s theoretical and methodological diversity and the 
influence of Nazi racism on American social democratic thought were both 
evident in Wirth’s view of the race problem, which shifted substantially 

2. Louis Wirth, courtesy of University of Chicago Photographic Archive, apf1- 08915, Special 
Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library.
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between the 1930s and the late 1940s. In the interwar period, Wirth under-
stood interracial conflict as the result of ecological and economic forces and 
believed developing a more robust social democracy as essential to improv-
ing race relations. According to historian Walter Jackson, however, Wirth’s 
wartime intellectual and political development “strikingly illustrates the 
movement towards the psychological and social psychological emphasis in 
studies of race and ethnicity” that characterized postwar social thought.19 
After World War II, Wirth’s attention shifted from groups to individuals, 
as he emphasized the importance of white attitudes to the race problem. 
He also increasingly treated antidiscrimination legislation, desegregation 
laws, and education, rather than expanded jobs, housing, and social welfare 
mechanisms, as first priorities in the struggle for racial justice.20

The approach to the race issue that Wirth developed at  CETRRR also 
challenged the stance of scientific disengagement from politics that had met 
considerable opposition in the 1930s but was gaining authority in the post-
war years. Debates over “values” and “objectivity” had especially divided so-
ciologists in the 1930s. While interwar “champions of objectivity” like Wil-
liam F. Ogburn suggested social scientists could only provide reformers with 
technical guidance about how to achieve certain ends, not normative ad-
vice on what ends were best, scientific democrats such as sociologist Robert 
Lynd emphasized the inescapably ethical nature of scientific knowledge.21 
Both agreed that scientists’ values should not bias data interpretation, but 
scientific democrats believed scientists should take the lead in applying their 
findings to social problems, a stance Lynd articulated boldly in Knowledge 
for What? (1939).22 Questions of value continued to divide postwar sociolo-
gists, and Wirth was centrally involved in the debate. Wirth believed that 
values should shape the choice of, but not scholarly approach to, research 
problems but also envisioned scientists leading programs of social better-
ment. In fact, bridging the first generation of the Chicago school, which 
featured a laissez- faire approach to reform, and the second, which empha-
sized urban planning and the applied field of housing, Wirth helped lead 
Chicago’s Department of Sociology as it lost stature partially due to its focus 
on application.23 Along with other critics of “abstracted empiricism,” Wirth 
found a home in the interdisciplinary, University of Chicago– based Society 
for the Study of Social Problems (SSSP).24 However, as large- scale, quantita-
tive sociological research received considerable resources, and many func-
tionalists gained prominence by pursuing a scholarly detachment modeled 
on the natural sciences, Wirth and the SSSP each moved against the grain in 
their continued attention to social problems.25

Wirth did not reject abstraction, however, but sought to bring it together 
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with commitment to scientific utility.26 In its first two years, Wirth reported 
in 1949,  CETRRR researchers surveyed “the enormous body of scientific and 
pseudo- scientific, literature in the field.” He noted in 1951 that researchers 
sought to distinguish “the strategically important aspects” of race relations 
from “the traditional and common- sense conception of the field.”27 Too 
much existing scholarship did not consider race relations “in their general 
context” and tended “to treat each instance of each minority and virtu-
ally each area as a unique case,” Wirth worried. Although at times activ-
ists tried to address the “minority problem in general,” in these instances 
“they usually follow a single technique or aim at a relatively limited objec-
tive, such as education, community organization, stimulation of pressure 
groups, legal action, propaganda, etc.”28  CETRRR worked to correct this 
problem by encouraging scholars to study race relations “as a generic prob-
lem,” by integrating knowledge about different social groups and activist 
perspectives, and by using conclusions from specific case studies to build “a 
more generally valid body of knowledge” and “more generally applicable 
techniques.”29

In addition to illuminating universal laws of race relations,  CETRRR 
would also help social scientists shepherd movements of social reform. 
Wirth was directly involved in much activism on race relations and urban 
social problems, authoring or advising countless federal, state, and local 
government reports, serving on boards of activist organizations, and giv-
ing speeches to political or activist groups so frequently that students com-
plained about his absence from the classroom.30  CETRRR held a yearly 
conference to facilitate “better coordination” between scholars and activists 
engaged in race relations work. The committee also responded to a growing 
demand for race relations practitioners from state and city commissions, 
private organizations, government departments, labor unions, and business 
personnel departments by training such experts.31 The organization aimed 
to disseminate expertise to practitioners and political workers as well. The 
American Council on Race Relations (ACRR), the National Association of 
Intergroup Relations Officials, and the Chicago Council against Racial and 
Religious Discrimination were closely associated with  CETRRR.32 With the 
ACRR, which functioned as the committee’s activist arm,  CETRRR served 
as a “clearing house” for research on the race issue, and activist groups sent 
a flood of requests for information each year.33 The two groups developed 
manuals for improved race relations for police officers, public administra-
tors, housing officials, and journalists and prepared model bills and ordi-
nances to help states and localities establish race relations agencies. They 
also published pamphlets, including Race Riots Aren’t Necessary, “To Secure 
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These Rights” in Your Community, and A Community Relations Manual: What 
to Do about Your Community’s Problems of Intergroup Relations, to educate the 
public about how best to improve race relations.34

 CETRRR had close ties to political and civic groups on the front lines of 
the African American civil rights movement and the more nebulous race 
relations movement, but the committee took a top- down approach to scien-
tific dissemination. In contrast to the “action research” in which Kurt Lewin 
and the American Jewish Congress’s Commission of Community Interrela-
tions engaged or even the commitment to dialogue between scholars and 
activists that Fisk’s Race Relations Institutes promoted, Wirth urged scien-
tists to conduct research independently before disseminating it to activists.35 
One of  CETRRR’s main functions was to serve as a “fact- finding” agency. 
Researchers collected material on minority unemployment rates used in 
national and local struggles for Fair Employment Practices Commission 
(FEPC) legislation and compiled information on the social implications 
of segregation that NAACP lawyers used in Supreme Court battles against 
restrictive covenants and segregated higher education.36

Wirth’s vision of social science for social action on the race issue meshed 
well with wartime scientific instrumentalism when he initially envisioned 
 CETRRR in 1944. By 1947, however, postwar anticommunism and scien-
tism were beginning to put scientific democrats and social democrats on the 
defensive.37 In this setting, Wirth’s plan for generalizable but applied social 
science distinguished the organization from the disengaged social science 
that increasingly attracted federal and foundation support and from efforts 
to mold social science to political ends in which groups like the American 
Jewish Congress and the NAACP were engaged.  CETRRR’s focus on race rela-
tions specifically also distinguished it from other interdisciplinary initiatives 
like Harvard’s Department of Social Relations, while its methodological di-
versity set  CETRRR off from new university- affiliated survey research cen-
ters.38 Moreover, Wirth’s extensive ties to civil rights activists and the com-
mittee’s emergence in what had been the institutional home of interwar 
social ecology positioned it well to serve as a holdout of social structural and 
political economic theorizing on race in the mainstream academy.

Attitudes versus “Situation Manipulating”: 
Defining the Race Problem

Although a few researchers concerned with labor unions and antidiscrimi-
nation law employed political economic frameworks, racial individualism 
permeated research at  CETRRR much more than one might expect given 
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committee members’ historic ties to social ecology. A desire to improve and 
inform existing activism— which had expanded substantially during the war 
and focused on changing white attitudes and encouraging racial tolerance in 
integrating settings— contributed to the individualistic tilt in much  CETRRR 
research. The shifting methodological and theoretical landscape played a 
central role as well.

Wirth believed that activists needed information on racial attitudes to 
improve their programs and assumed foundations would be supportive of 
applicable social research. It was due to “the enormous expenditure of effort 
that goes into it,” Wirth noted in 1947, that research on attitudes and their 
malleability was especially necessary.39 In grant proposals and reviews of 
the committee’s work sent to Carnegie and Rockefeller officers, the soci-
ologist emphasized that one of the most pressing needs in the field of race 
relations was for a synthesis of existing research on the origins of racial and 
ethnic attitudes and how they could be altered.40 To address this need, Wirth 
employed  CETRRR- affiliate Arnold Rose to compile Studies in Reduction of 
Prejudice (1947), which synthesized work in the field to aid researchers and 
activists.41 In his introduction to Rose’s publication, Wirth explained that the 
report was motivated by a desire to provide race relations organizations with 
a scientific basis for their work, since most race relations programs rested on 
the assumption “that it is possible to change human behavior by teaching, 
preaching, propaganda and legislation or by exposing people to certain ex-
periences and changing their conditions of life.”42

A number of other research projects also made racial attitudes the unit 
of analysis in the hopes of informing activism. Prompted by reformist and 
methodological considerations, the “Tension Barometer Study” exemplified 
a dispositional approach to the race problem. This project, as we will see 
shortly, sought to predict racial violence by measuring changes in white 
attitudes in the face of African American movement into previously ho-
mogenous, white neighborhoods. Assuming that an understanding of the 
cultural and psychological factors that contributed to happy interracial mar-
riages could explain successful integration in other social contexts, another 
 CETRRR project examined marriages between American servicemen and 
Japanese or Filipino women.43 At anthropologist Sol Tax’s urging,  CETRRR 
also provided money for an investigation of Native American– white inter-
action among the Sioux Indians and white neighbors of the Sioux reser-
vation.44 In addition, social psychologist Donald Campbell, who joined 
 CETRRR in 1951, developed an “Information- Attitude Test” that assessed 
the relationship between individuals’ knowledge about and attitudes toward 
minority groups.45
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Even though Wirth was critical of the limited reach of intercultural edu-
cation, some  CETRRR research addressed schools- based efforts to alter racial 
attitudes. Given the prevalence of antiprejudice education during World 
War II, Wirth believed it was necessary to scientifically assess its methods 
and improve its techniques.46 In conjunction with Chicago Public School 
representatives,  CETRRR researchers conducted a “Survey of Problems and 
Projects in Human Relations in the Chicago Public Schools” that informed 
a summer human relations workshop.47 As part of a program titled “Inter-
group Relations in the Public Schools,” research assistant Helen E. Amer-
man reviewed relevant social scientific work, critiqued common educational 
approaches to intergroup relations, and produced an extensive bibliography 
of material on intergroup relations, prejudice, and discrimination.48 Finally, 
 CETRRR researchers used the Chicago Public Schools as a “laboratory” to in-
vestigate how attitudes could be modified by educational interventions and 
“how modifications in the social situation and in the rules of the game affect 
intergroup relations.”49 Thus while the popularity of intercultural education 
convinced Wirth that researchers needed to better understand its effects, 
he also tried to direct concern with prejudice toward studies of the social 
context of race relations.

Because sociologists and anthropologists, not psychologists, were most 
strongly represented among  CETRRR’s faculty, research tended not to focus 
on personality but instead took an interpersonal approach.50 Committee 
research on interracial interaction in integrated housing projects, work-
places, labor unions, and schools asked two related questions: what sorts 
of racial attitudes were necessary for successful integration and what kinds 
of social and institutional circumstances could create tolerant attitudes? 
In fact, because of its potential for informing integration efforts, Wirth ex-
plained that studying the processes by which successful integration took 
place “represents one of the most important problems in race relations that 
has developed in America since the days of emancipation and reconstruc-
tion.”51 Supported by the Field Foundation, a number of  CETRRR studies 
examined the successes and failures of integration in varied institutional 
contexts: schools, labor unions, public and private housing, and heath care 
facilities.52 For example, Bernard Rosenthall, a  CETRRR graduate student, 
placed observers in interracial housing projects and held periodic interviews 
with residents to test whether, and how, interracial living altered racial at-
titudes.53 He used a number of different methods, including interviews of 
participants, observation of interracial child interaction, and tenants’ collec-
tion of behavioral data on interracial interaction to examine attitudes and 
assess their relationship to behavior.54 While Rosenthall believed that the 
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institutional setting would impact levels of prejudice, relied on some of the 
observational methods common among interwar Chicago sociologists, and 
assessed the relationship between attitudes and behaviors, the dispositional 
and interpersonal— not social structural or political economic— realm re-
mained his focus.

Not all  CETRRR research was dispositional or interpersonal in orienta-
tion. Analyses of employment discrimination and labor unions consistently 
showed that conflicts of interest and political maneuvering perpetuated 
racial inequality and intolerance. “Racial Integration in the Local Union 
and the Plant: The Role of the Local Union,” a paper David Bisno, another 
graduate student, produced for the Field Foundation, suggested that inte-
gration must further an organization’s primary interests to be successful.55 
Another investigation by William Kornhauser examined thirty- four of the 
largest national AFL, CIO, and independent unions to determine why spe-
cific unions approached race relations as they did. He also found that orga-
nizations largely acted to preserve their interests and remained unpersuaded 
by appeals to “interracial solidarity of all workers.”56 The Dynamics of State 
Campaigns for Fair Employment Practices Legislation, a pamphlet produced by 
Bernard Goldstein for  CETRRR and the ACRR with funding from the Anti- 
Defamation League, highlighted the political sources of racial conflict.57 
Using newspaper clippings, questionnaires, interviews, and correspon-
dence, Goldstein looked at efforts to pass FEPC legislation in twenty- seven 
states from 1944 to 1949.58 While Goldstein examined social, economic, 
and demographic variables, he found “the political situation and the nature 
of the campaign” were decisive.59 State- level politics allowed some interest 
groups to make legislation reflect their concerns more fully than others.60

Occasionally,  CETRRR research examined the connections between eco-
nomic systems and racial inequality. A project completed in 1952 by gradu-
ate student E. F. Schietinger, whose origins Robert Weaver’s presence at the 
American Council of Race Relations from 1947 through 1948 likely influ-
enced, examined the relationship between real estate values and African 
American migration into particular Chicago neighborhoods.61 Begun under 
Wirth’s supervision, the study used real estate transaction data from dif-
ferent Chicago neighborhoods as well as sales information to provide “the 
most extensive analysis yet made of the relations between Negro occupancy 
and real estate prices and financing.”62 As a reminder of the anticommu-
nist context, which was infrequently mentioned outright, William Bradbury 
joked about having to certify Schietinger’s loyalty on a Civil Service form, 
since his study was “obviously subversive.”63

 CETRRR researchers working closely with labor or civil rights groups 
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produced a few studies that rooted the race issue in conflicts of interests or 
economic systems. In a postwar context where much activist concern— and 
some foundation attention— had recently turned to prejudice and urban 
racial “tensions,” however, the desire to produce useful knowledge more 
frequently led  CETRRR researchers to study the race issue through a dispo-
sitional and interpersonal lens. When making a case for the practical utility 
of  CETRRR research, Wirth had an easy time defending studies of racial at-
titudes or interracial interaction, especially because he claimed that  CETRRR 
could help reformers improve programs to which they were already com-
mitted. That  CETRRR emerged in 1947, as anticommunism was putting civil 
rights activists and socially engaged academics on the defensive, was rarely 
discussed openly. While this silence as likely resulted from great caution 
among committee members as from lack of concern, it is hard to imagine 
that antiradicalism did not contribute to the general skewing of  CETRRR 
research away from politics and economics. In addition, as debate over the 
tension barometer, to which we now turn, reveals, the postwar politics of 
knowledge production also gave researchers methodological reasons to ask 
questions that individuals could answer.

The “Tension Barometer” and the “Situational Vacuum”

 CETRRR’s interest in “racial tensions” exemplifies how two sets of pressures, 
one externalist and the other internalist (but strongly shaped by the politics 
of knowledge production), intersected to favor racial individualism, even in 
the face of substantial critique. From 1947 through 1950, researchers work-
ing on the tension barometer focused their attention on racial attitudes in 
part because they were concerned with the needs of agencies committed 
to preventing urban racial violence. At the same time,  CETRRR researchers 
made methodological choices in a setting strongly shaped by the flowering 
of wartime, attitude- based survey research and the institutionalization of 
survey research centers at the outskirts of leading postwar universities.

Highlighting the importance of the institutionalization of survey re-
search to the turn to the individual at  CETRRR, Clyde Hart, a Chicago- 
trained sociologist who had learned public opinion techniques working 
for the Office of War Information and led the National Opinion Research 
Center (NORC), initially proposed the “tension barometer” project. One of 
the nation’s leading survey research centers, NORC was founded in 1941 at 
the University of Denver but relocated to the University of Chicago in 1947. 
Hart envisioned the “barometric scale for the measurement of interracial 
tensions” being used, much like a meteorological barometer, to measure 
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the intensity of racial tensions and to predict the likelihood of interracial 
violence in communities undergoing racial transition.64 In addition to Hart, 
Shirley Star, a sociology student associated with  CETRRR and NORC who 
had also learned survey research techniques through wartime service, and 
Bernard Kramer, a former student of Gordon Allport’s working at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, developed multiple drafts of the barometer and com-
pleted an initial test run in 1948.65

The barometer exemplified an individualistic approach to the study of 
racial conflict since its producers assumed that racial tensions could ad-
equately be measured and explained by studying white attitudes. While 
social ecological analysis framed the project, authors treated demographic 
and economic transformations as background factors that could not be 
controlled and whose role in contributing to urban race relations schol-
ars already understood.66 Instead, the barometer surveyed a random sam-
pling of white households in communities experiencing African American 
in- migration— what researchers termed “racial invasion”— to assess white 
attitudes toward integration that was “involuntary on the part of the whites 
involved.”67 Researchers assessed white respondents’ attitudes to their neigh-
borhood, understanding of the extent of or potential for “invasion,” percep-
tion of tension in the neighborhood and the city, and their general feelings 
about African Americans.68 Attitudes were the focus, but how context shaped 
them was a central concern. Researchers used a “non- invaded” community 
as the control and divided the “invaded community” into zones based on 
proximity to “the site of invasion.”69 In addition, since “racial invasion” 
created temporarily integrated communities, researchers also claimed they 
would test the “contact hypothesis,” that more contact fostered better racial 
understanding. They also proposed considering how negative attitudes 
could be altered.70

On the one hand, externalist considerations— namely, activist and civic 
leaders’ fears of racial violence— explain the barometer’s focus on racial at-
titudes and tensions. Race riots in Detroit, Harlem, and Los Angeles had 
attracted national attention in 1943. After white youth violently attacked 
an interracial group of civil rights activists in Chicago’s Tuley Park in 1947, 
Chicago municipal authorities, members of the city’s race relations commit-
tee, and ACRR leaders worried Chicago might see destructive riots as well.71 
As a consequence, the barometer’s authors were motivated in part by applied 
concerns: they wanted to determine whether methods to anticipate racial 
violence could be devised that might aid in prevention. To this end, authors 
hoped the barometer could serve as a “tension scale” that would quantify 
levels of racial tensions over time and use that information to predict out-
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breaks of interracial hostility.72 The study was necessary, authors explained, 
because “action agencies” needed systematic information on the state of 
racial tensions and the likelihood of violence in local communities.73 In 
addition, Wirth criticized agencies in the field of racial and cultural relations 
that claimed that racial tensions were either increasing or decreasing but 
whose strategies were too often “based in these unauthenticated reports.” 
Activists themselves wanted more reliable data, moreover, “to know whether 
or not their activities make any difference.”74

Methodological considerations also motivated the tension barometer. 
Searching for units of analysis in the study of race relations, the barom-
eter’s authors hoped to find variables that could serve the same function as 
“volume of trade” or “exports” did for scholars measuring “the health of an 
economy.”75 That the study’s producers were sociologists and social psychol-
ogists influenced by concerns with attitudes among some of the interwar 
Chicago school as well as by the postwar expansion of attitude- based survey 
research and opinion polling certainly colored this search for variables. In 
addition to the NORC- affiliated researchers, psychologist Donald Camp-
bell, who joined the University of Chicago in 1951 after wartime service and 
quickly became involved in the project, was well versed in public opinion 
polling and attitude testing methods.76 Given that fear of urban violence 
turned researcher attention to racial tensions while the wartime refining and 
institutionalization of attitude- based survey methods provided a popular 
new tool that could readily be applied to this reformist concern,  CETRRR’s 
dispositional approach to the topic was hardly surprising.

What was somewhat surprising is the debate that developed in response 
to the barometer. Throughout a  CETRRR seminar held in the winter of 1949 
that focused on the barometer, some students and faculty criticized the ba-
rometer’s basic assumptions by asking whether white attitudes provided an 
adequate measure of racial tensions.77 Critics of the barometer consistently 
demanded analysis of what they termed “situational pressures,” “historical 
background” factors, or “controls.” In a debate with Bernard Kramer, a 
seminar member (probably Dietrich Reitzes or Joseph Lohman, though the 
name was not recorded in the seminar minutes) got to the heart of the issue. 
“We have a problem in that people are not free to act— there are internal and 
external controls operating— thus where controls differ a person behaves 
differently although holding the same attitudes.”78 Knowledge of situational 
factors was necessary, critics argued, to make the intellectual leap from indi-
vidual attitudes to individual and group behaviors.

Seminar participants had a hard time, however, defining the “situational 
factors” that should be included in the barometer and proposing concrete 
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methods for studying “the general situation.” C. M. Briggs, a  CETRRR re-
search assistant and graduate student, argued that knowledge of “the sit-
uational pressures and controls which influence the individual to acts of 
hostility or increase the tension between factions in a community” was nec-
essary. His suggestions for developing “a wider frame of reference” were 
quite broad, though. Briggs recommended including questions about the 
rate of migration, the levels of segregation in recreational facilities and op-
portunities, the “age pyramid” of the area, changes in the delinquency rates 
in transition areas, the possibilities for housing loans, and the existence of 
“offensive and defensive organization activities.”79 Another student, Rose 
Helper, made suggestions about how the barometer could integrate “situ-
ational and background factors” that were also hard to implement. Helper 
called for a probe of the employment situation, dissatisfaction with the 
community over transportation and recreational facilities, institutions such 
as the church and clubs, patterns of community leadership, and the role of 
the family.80 While John V. Lassoe argued that an attitude survey could not 
predict action because an individual “seldom finds himself in a situational 
vacuum,” student Leo Shapiro’s recommendation that African American at-
titudes be included because minority groups were keen students of racial 
tension was one of the more feasible proposals.81 One recommendation 
was more specific than the others, reflecting an emerging line of research on 
the ways institutional context affected attitudes. Lewis M. Killian, Dietrich 
Reitzes, and John Lassoe argued that the barometer could not predict racial 
violence without an understanding of power relations and the actions of 
organized groups. They recommended supplementing the barometer with 
a social survey designed to reveal “the policies and practices of the organiza-
tions in the community,” the interrelationships between significant com-
munity organizations and leaders, and an analysis of community leaders 
and the policies they advocated.82 In general, however, seminar participants 
demanded that information on power relations, market forces, and patterns 
of systemic discrimination be integrated into the barometer, but they lacked 
theoretical frameworks or methodological models to make their suggestions 
concrete.

The ways the tension barometer’s authors responded to criticism also 
reveals that uncertainty about how to productively study situational fac-
tors contributed to the barometer’s individualistic focus. The barometer’s 
defenders claimed first that one study could not be expected to take all fac-
tors into account since “a single instrument will not measure everything.” 
The barometer authors also suggested that broadly defined historical forces, 
which had served as key agents of change in Chicago school sociology, were 
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too difficult to predict or to measure.83 In contrast, authors admitted that at-
titudes were the unit of analysis because scholars knew how to study them. 
When asked whether factors other than individual attitudes would be in-
cluded in the study, Kramer replied, “we may need to refine our techniques 
and recognize more variables.” He concluded, however, sounding like his 
mentor Gordon Allport, that “individuals are the only ones who can talk 
and we should stay with them.”84 Although the authors originally defended 
the barometer’s social utility by suggesting that it would be useful for action 
agencies attempting to prevent racial violence, when questioned they re-
treated from this claim.85 Kramer noted repeatedly that the barometer could 
only predict when used in combination with other studies. “It has never 
been said that a tension barometer was to be used in vacuo,” researcher 
David Gold explained.86 The barometer’s authors recognized that knowl-
edge of other factors would ultimately be necessary to predict racial violence 
but did not assess or define the situational factors that should be taken into 
consideration.87

Seminar participants fiercely debated the merits of an individualistic ap-
proach to the study of racial tensions, but this discussion had little impact 
on the final version of the tension barometer or on future scholarship at 
 CETRRR. Shirley Star’s dissertation, which most extensively tested the ba-
rometer, responded to the seminar debate only by emphasizing that demo-
graphic forces framed the analysis and by noting, in a retreat from earlier 
claims, that the barometer intended only to measure not to predict racial 
violence.88 A subsequent investigation by Clyde Hart and Donald Campbell 
integrated behavioral indexes into the analysis of racial tensions. This study 
used newspaper accounts of racial violence and observations of public inter-
racial activity (in stores, theaters, bars, and playgrounds) to assess whether 
racial interaction reached a tipping point where integrated public spaces 
rapidly became segregated African American contexts.89 And yet neither Star 
nor Hart and Campbell’s projects addressed seminar participants’ calls for 
an analysis of power differentials, organized groups, market forces, or sys-
temic discrimination.

Ideas articulated in the seminar did eventually develop into an early 
institutional approach to the study of race relations, however, one that pre-
figured contemporary concepts of “institutional racism.” Joseph Lohman, 
a Park student and criminologist who was intermittently involved with 
 CETRRR; graduate student Dietrich Reitzes; and William C. Bradbury 
elaborated on the 1949 critique of the tension barometer by attacking the 
sustained focus on individual attitudes in race relations research more 
broadly.90 Because “deliberately organized groups . . . structure and define 
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the situations for the individual,” they argued, “the key to the situation and 
the individual’s action is the collectivity.”91 It was not individuals, Lohman, 
Reitzes, and Bradbury argued, but formal institutions— such as labor 
unions, government agencies, corporations, or neighborhood clubs— and 
informal social collectivities that were the appropriate focus of race relations 
research. This institutional approach built on social ecological methods and 
on Charles S. Johnson and E. Franklin Frazier’s interwar analyses of systemic 
discrimination.92 Most importantly, this research grew out of empirical work 
conducted in association with Robert Weaver’s National Committee on Seg-
regation in the Nation’s Capital (NCSNC), an organization that was associ-
ated with both  CETRRR and the ACRR.93 One line of institutional analysis, 
which focused on housing segregation, emphasized the ways discrimina-
tion by intersecting social institutions produced systemic barriers to African 
American opportunity. In research that informed Shelley v. Kraemer, the 
1948 Supreme Court case that invalidated restrictive covenants, Lohman 
concluded that there was collusion between real estate interests, lending 
agencies, title companies, and government institutionalized segregation 
through private practices he termed “racial zoning.”94 Bradbury’s work with 
the NCSNC exhibited a second concern: discrimination within discrete in-
stitutions. His comparison of three federal agencies showed that leadership, 
policies, and the enforcement of nondiscrimination statues produced social 
norms within particular institutions. It was these social norms— and, more 
importantly, the leaders and policies that produced them— that determined 
a person’s behavior concerning race relations and an institution’s level of 
segregation regardless of individual attitudes.95

Dietrich Reitzes’s University of Chicago sociology dissertation, “Collec-
tive Factors in Race Relations” (1950), represented a third, slightly different 
approach. This project examined the ways formal institutions and infor-
mal social collectives differently affected the same individual’s behavior, 
regardless of attitudes. This line of analysis also linked the study of “mass 
society,” a popular topic in the 1950s, to emerging research on the differ-
ences between racial attitudes and behaviors that Robert Merton and Robin 
M. Williams Jr. were pursuing.96 Individual behavior “cannot be understood 
by studying merely the individual and his generalized attitudes or verbal-
isms,” Reitzes maintained, but “must be studied in terms of his participation 
in collectivities and of the definition of situations by these collectivities.”97 
Analysis of a segregated white neighborhood, an integrated shopping con-
text, and a racially liberal labor union revealed that the same white individu-
als behaved differently on racial issues depending on the context. “It is the 
policy, strategy, and tactics of organized groups,” Reitzes emphasized, “rather 
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than community folkways or prejudices or individual racial attitudes which 
are the essential factors in conditioning what happens in specific situa-
tions.”98 While Lohman studied criminology and juvenile delinquency in 
the late 1950s and 1960s, Bradbury later turned attention to mass society 
by focusing on communist soldiers during the Korean War, and Reitzes later 
researched racial discrimination in the medical profession, their institu-
tionalist approach remained a minority viewpoint among sociologists in 
the 1950s.99 Still, as we have seen, some leading sociologists troubled by 
atomism in the study of race relations— including Robert Merton, Robin M. 
Williams Jr., and Arnold Rose— recognized Reitzes, Lohman, and Bradbury’s 
theoretical innovations.100

Interest in the institutional sources of prejudice represented an excep-
tion to  CETRRR’s main theoretical trajectory, however. The issues the ten-
sion barometer debate illuminated— the lack of precision in  CETRRR dis-
cussions of “situational factors,” the inability of most critics of the tension 
barometer to recommend alternative research methods, and the ease with 
which the tension barometer’s authors deflected critique— help explain 
racial individualism’s unexpected success at  CETRRR. While wartime fed-
eral and postwar private support for survey research methods incentivized 
attention to attitudes, less obvious but equally important disincentives  
discouraged scholars interested in alternative approaches. Most signifi-
cantly, tools for measuring the social, economic, or political context of race 
relations— techniques for studying communities, social collectives, or pat-
terns of interaction between groups in ways that could be quantified and 
generalized— remained underdeveloped. Although critics of the barometer 
called for analyses of systemic discrimination, competition for resources, 
and the relative distribution of power among social groups,  CETRRR re-
searchers were unsure how to turn their impulses into concrete research 
proposals. That the second generation of Chicago school sociologists never 
refined generalizable methods for studying communities or collectives par-
tially explains this difficulty.101 In addition, many at  CETRRR assumed that 
Chicago school historical factors, including migration, intergroup competi-
tion, de facto segregation, and even systemic discrimination, had little rele-
vance for reformers because these factors had the force of natural law.102 
Social ecological theories functioned at such a grand scale that they proved 
difficult to translate into concrete reform programs, a problem that both 
Myrdal and Williams had noted.103 The state of economic research on the 
race issue also contributed to the theoretical imbalance at  CETRRR. The 
historically grounded institutional economics of the interwar period might 
have provided scholars of race relations with tools for studying the ways in-
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equality in access to jobs and housing contributed to racial tensions, but the 
abstract, market- focused neoclassicism that dominated postwar econom-
ics was not useful to this end. In fact, Weaver recognized that University 
of Chicago economists were unlikely to be interested in race relations but 
unsuccessfully urged Wirth to include an economist (whose interests were 
broader than Fred Harbison’s focus on industrial relations) on  CETRRR.104 
Significant methodological and institutional incentives encouraged postwar 
scholars concerned with race to focus on racial attitudes, while critics of the 
individualistic approach were less sure about what kinds of methods could 
elucidate the social, economic, and institutional context that shaped inter-
racial interaction.

“The Situational Approach to the Reduction of Intergroup 
Tensions”: Redistricting and the Chicago Public Schools

The case of the tension barometer shows how important internalist, in this 
case methodological, considerations were to the turn to the individual in 
the study of race relations at  CETRRR. In contrast,  CETRRR’s work with the 
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) between 1947 and 1952 exposes the ways 
externalist pressures shaped the translation of research into reform. Carried 
out by a subcommittee, the Technical Committee for the Chicago Public 
Schools (TC), the educational reforms  CETRRR affiliates proposed ques-
tioned racial individualism. TC leaders suggested that changing teachers’ 
and students’ attitudes was irrelevant if educational resources were not 
equalized, by desegregation if necessary. The TC’s efforts to redistrict and 
surreptitiously desegregate portions of the Chicago Public Schools produced 
mixed results, however, while intercultural education simultaneously gener-
ated quiet success. While racial integration produced as much controversy as 
educational redistribution, even at the height of postwar  McCarthyism, in-
tercultural education’s political innocuousness proved crucial to its success.

From the outset, public school officials and  CETRRR leaders disagreed 
about the TC program’s primary goals, especially regarding intercultural 
education. CPS superintendent Herold Hunt had read about  CETRRR in the 
newspaper and asked Wirth if the committee would be interested in devising 
an “inter- group education program” for the schools.105 The committee Wirth 
put together in response included some of the university’s leading social sci-
entists: anthropologist/educationalist Allison Davis; head of the University 
of Chicago’s School of Education Ralph Tyler; sociologists Everett Hughes, 
Philip Hauser, and Joseph Lohman; legal scholar Robert Ming; NORC head 
Clyde Hart; and anthropologist Sol Tax.106 Despite Hunt’s interest in inter-
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cultural education, the TC program developed largely out of Wirth’s critique 
of narrowly curricular interventions, a systemic leaning shared by many on 
the TC, especially the sociologists. “All of the problems of human aggres-
sion and conflict cannot be solved through teaching and preaching,” Wirth 
emphasized, citing Rose’s Studies in Reduction of Prejudice.107 Allison Davis, 
one of the first African Americans to hold a full faculty position at a major 
white university when the University of Chicago’s School of Education hired 
him in 1942, shared Wirth’s skepticism of intercultural education.108 Not-
ing that intercultural educators had been struggling to attain professional 
status, Davis explained that some “schools with courses in race relations 
tend to have the worst conditions.” “It was generally agreed,” the TC minutes 
reported in 1949, “that there was an inverse correlation between formal pro-
grams in race relations and fundamentally good relations.”109 In fact, while 
Hilda Taba’s Intergroup Education Project was also loosely affiliated with 
the University of Chicago Department of Education, Taba was one of the 
few scholars with ties to the university whose research proposals  CETRRR 
rejected.110

Instead, the TC program made equal educational opportunity its central 
goal and addressed the complex array of “systemic” factors affecting school- 
based race relations.111 Despite school personnel’s interests in intercultural 
education, Wirth favored analysis of “school systems,” in which researchers 
investigated how hiring practices, districting, distributions of educational re-
sources, and school community relations reproduced educational inequal-
ity. A focus on redistricting, Wirth hoped, would reveal “how segregation 
comes about in a system where officially there is a no segregation policy.”112 
While  CETRRR researchers working on the tension barometer might have 
been unsure about how to measure the systemic and institutional forces 
contributing to racial tensions, those associated with the TC knew at least 
one clear way to fight systemic racial inequality in public schooling. The cen-
terpiece of the TC’s program was a massive redistricting project— what advo-
cates described as a “situational approach to the reduction of intergroup 
tensions”— that sought to ease overcrowding and equalize the utilization of 
elementary school facilities. The theses that analyzed  CETRRR’s work with 
the CPS emphasized this situational orientation. Framed in social ecologi-
cal assumptions, student theses made clear that African American migration 
into previously depopulating areas of the city, a reduction in school build-
ing due to the war and suburbanization, and overcrowded facilities pro-
vided the background context in which the problem of school race relations 
emerged.113 While researchers treated these patterns as unchangeable, the TC 
proposed to alter not individual attitudes but “the social situation within 
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which individuals must act.”114 The TC’s program also aimed to avoid “the 
emotion- laden issue of race relations” by addressing systemic inequality in 
the schools without focusing directly on its racial dimensions.115

Despite these intentions, however, avoiding a dispositional approach to 
educational race relations proved difficult. Wirth emphasized to the school 
board that “intercultural education is not being neglected, but the com-
mittee is using this as an opportunity to take a fresh view of it.” That “fresh 
view” involved adding institutional reforms to antiprejudice curricular and 
extracurricular efforts and expanding on existing antiprejudice programs. 
The TC did recommend adjustments to many noncurricular aspects of the 
school’s program: administration, the distribution of personnel, teaching 
methods, recreational activities, and school- community relations. It also, 
however, suggested modest revisions to existing intercultural education 
programs, such as assigning more than one person to policy making on 
racial and cultural relations, going beyond curricular efforts that were simply 
additions to the current school program, and using all subject matter (not 
just social studies or civics) to foster “acceptable attitudes and behavior.”116 
Implicit dispositional assumptions permeated TC research efforts as well. 
The committee, following sociologists who had examined racial attitudes 
and interpersonal interaction in integrated army units, public housing, and 
labor unions during World War II, used the newly redistricted schools as 
a social laboratory in which to investigate attitudes under conditions of 
desegregation.117 Many of the conclusions student theses reached answered 
questions about the ways individuals responded to integrated contexts. One 
dissertation, for example, dedicated its last six chapters to teachers’ attitudes 
toward race relations in the hopes of supporting the “contact hypothesis” 
and to make clear that school integration could occur without significant 
protest from teachers.118

One factor that pushed the TC toward an individualistic approach to 
research and reform was fear of popular resistance to its efforts. Surprisingly, 
given the Cold War context, it was desegregation not redistribution that the 
TC worried would generate the most resistance. This concern exposed how 
fraught the Chicago racial context was in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
and how educational redistribution generated less anticommunist resis-
tance than other redistributive policies. TC scholars did not worry about 
the redistributive elements of the redistricting plan when pursued in iso-
lation or about curricular antiprejudice efforts. They repeatedly debated, 
however, how transparent they should be with the school board about the 
fact that the inequality the plan sought to redress was racial and that the 
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redistricting they proposed would involve desegregation. At a September 
1948 meeting of a subcommittee of the TC, which did not include school 
officials, a research assistant “pointed out that those areas where the prob-
lem of overcrowding could not be solved by shifting district boundaries were 
mainly either on the periphery of, or in, the Negro district.”119 Recognizing 
that redistricting “involves a very touchy problem in public relations,” one 
member believed the committee should “be cautious about urging changes 
where there may be only slight overcrowding.”120 Others, including Wirth, 
Sol Tax, and Everett Hughes, eventually suggested the TC be explicit about 
the racial dynamics of overcrowding. Concern with public and school com-
mittee resistance to integrative redistricting was so great that in publicly 
circulated documents and meetings with school officials  CETRRR leaders 
generally avoided discussing the issue.121 In privately circulated documents, 
however, researchers emphasized that redistricting reversed patterns of racial 
inequality produced by school district gerrymandering and by housing  
segregation.122

Still, the outcomes of the TC’s reformist agenda and its intellectual legacy 
were mixed. The school board proceeded with the elementary redistricting 
plan, which altered the racial distribution of Chicago’s elementary schools 
at least for a few years. The redistricting plan reduced overcrowding in re-
districted schools and did not cause overcrowding in receiving schools, as 
some had feared it might.123 At the same time, many individual schools 
failed to comply with TC requests, litigators associated with early 1960s 
Chicago school desegregation cases found that many schools had under-
reported available rooms to avoid redistricting, some white parents pro-
tested the plan, and school officials often impeded research by refusing to 
provide necessary documents.124 Most significantly, the project, which Wirth 
had imagined as far- reaching and long- term, was short- lived. By late 1952, 
public school leaders lost interest in the program altogether. While  CETRRR 
researchers remained eager to enact a redistricting program in Chicago’s 
high schools, and developed elaborate proposals, maps, and surveys for a 
project they expected to undertake, Superintendent Hunt eventually backed 
out and the TC was disbanded.125

In the TC case, popular resistance to integration and school board disin-
terest ultimately stymied systemic reforms. Despite the centrality of social 
structural and political economic analysis to  CETRRR understandings of 
how to improve race relations in the schools, intercultural education faced 
less protest and school board intransigence than systemic, integrative re-
form. While University of Chicago faculty members saw redistricting to re-
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duce racially uneven overcrowding as the center of its proposal for reform, 
the integrative elements of this plan remained too provocative to discuss 
publicly and, when they became evident, generated resistance and school 
board inaction. Despite Wirth’s consistent effort to distinguish the TC’s 
“program to improve race relations through the public schools” from inter-
cultural education, antiprejudice curricula had a more enduring legacy.126 
Limited in scale and in its demands on white parents and educators, inter-
cultural education was much easier to implement and much less controver-
sial than changing discriminatory hiring practices, building new facilities, or 
reducing uneven patterns of overcrowding by integration.

Whether attitudes or “situational factors” should be the unit of analysis in 
studies of race relations, and thus whether “individual therapy” or “situ-
ational change” should be the focus of reform, was a question that surfaced 
repeatedly during  CETRRR’s short history. The issue emerged so pointedly 
during the seminar on the tension barometer that a faculty member pro-
posed a class on the question. The course would investigate “to what extent 
are problems of intergroup tension, discrimination, etc. to be thought of as 
residing in the souls of individuals, to be cured by ‘changing attitudes’ and 
to what extent are they to be thought of as residing in a social situation or 
social structure, to be cured by legislation or other forms of situation ma-
nipulating?”127 The course proposal held that many dilemmas in the field 
of race relations would be clarified if social scientists carefully assessed the 
potential and limits of both frameworks and produced “a frame of reference 
into which they both might fit.”128 The relative significance of individual 
attitudes and the socioeconomic context of race relations was an ongoing 
point of contention for  CETRRR researchers, but the committee never fully 
linked the two frameworks. In fact a failure of interdisciplinary integration 
may well have contributed to the committee’s dissolution after Wirth’s death 
in 1952. Although it is likely few other  CETRRR faculty were as committed 
to the experiment in social science for social action as Wirth, sociologist 
William C. Bradbury suggested the committee fizzled out because little was 
accomplished by its interdisciplinary collaboration.129

And yet in ways that often remained unacknowledged, the emphasis on 
interdisciplinary experimentation that permeated the wartime and post-
war politics of knowledge production help explain why  CETRRR turned so 
much attention to the dispositional and interpersonal sources of fraught 
race relations. The blending of sociological and psychological approaches 



The Individual and the “General Situation” / 101

in wartime attitude- based survey work affected debate on race at  CETRRR. 
As networks of scholars who had learned survey methods during the war, 
were associated with new survey research centers, or trained in social re-
lations programs moved through the academy, individualistic methods 
and theories developed momentum. At the same time, the debate over the 
tension barometer simultaneously exposed how significant the absence of 
theoretical and methodological models for studying “situational factors” 
was to the emergence of an individualistic approach to the race problem. In 
addition, the social ecological tendency to naturalize unequal competition 
and systemic discrimination, the failure of the second generation of social 
ecologists to refine case and community study methods while avoiding “par-
ticularism,” and economists’ minimal involvement in postwar research on 
race all left  CETRRR graduate students uncertain about how to measure “the 
general situation” in which race relations evolved. Still, externalist, political 
dynamics— especially widespread activist concern with urban racial ten-
sions amid resistance to desegregation— simultaneously shaped research 
priorities and assumptions about what theories best translated into reform. 
In fact, despite Wirth’s skepticism of activists’ common sense, reformers’ 
priorities were among the most important factors influencing individualistic 
research agendas at  CETRRR.

This is not to say that social scientists who emphasized racial attitudes 
believed the socioeconomic context of race relations was irrelevant. Wirth, 
Hart, and Kramer all recognized that racial tensions emerged from a variety 
of intersecting factors, the Field Foundation studies assessed behavior as 
well as attitudes in integrated settings, and the TC prioritized systemic re-
form. In addition, a handful of  CETRRR researchers challenged the indi-
vidualistic approach by emphasizing the ways institutional context shaped 
behavior regardless of attitudes, studying the political context nurturing 
state FEPC laws, or focusing on the economics of housing segregation. 
While these challenges remain significant, they moved against the grain. At 
 CETRRR, individualistic explanations competed, ultimately quite success-
fully, against alternatives, despite the systemic orientation of the interwar 
Chicago school of sociology and calls for attention to the “situational con-
text” of race relations. Even researchers focused on the institutional setting 
assessed how institutions and collectives shaped individual behaviors. If 
we return to Wirth’s fire brigade metaphor, scholars of race relations who 
used the individual as the unit of analysis had refined tools and a developed 
theory when they investigated a fire’s cause and their strategy for fighting the 
fire could be easily implemented. Those who understood the race problem 
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in social structural or political- economic terms, however, faced dilemmas of 
scale that were methodological and political in orientation. They were, on  
the one hand, unsure how to measure the systemic and relational sources of 
fraught race relations in ways that met standards of postwar scientific rigor. 
They also, as the next chapter on Fisk University’s Race Relations Institutes 
also shows, faced considerably more opposition turning systemic and rela-
tional paradigms into viable reform proposals, especially in the rightward 
moving postwar political context.



“Noisy frontal attacks on prejudice” would not bring progress in race rela-
tions, Fisk University sociologist Charles S. Johnson argued at the fourth an-
nual Fisk University Race Relations Institutes in 1947. Instead, careful social 
science, which involved “getting the facts,” “breaking the problem down 
into manageable parts,” and “fully sharing a common interest in solving 
this or that detailed part of the general problem,” were “the means by which 
necessary and durable changes in race relations will come.”1 Johnson’s com-
mitment to dissecting a social problem so as to view its “manageable parts” 
posited social science as an essential tool in the struggle for racial justice, 
while his skepticism of “noisy . . . attacks on prejudice” questioned anti-
prejudice education and moral exhortation. Both themes emerged centrally 
in the history of Fisk University’s Race Relations Institutes, where leaders 
believed that social scientific knowledge should inform social action, that 
multidisciplinary dialogue would improve research and reform on the race 
issue, and that calls for racial goodwill were not enough. 

With funding from Fisk University, the American Missionary Association, 
and the Julius Rosenwald Fund, Johnson established Fisk’s Race Relations 
Department (RRD) in 1942 and initiated yearly Race Relations Institutes 
(RRI) in 1944. Like Johnson’s interwar work with the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, the three- week summer Institutes brought social scientists into dia-
logue with civil rights and labor activists, teachers, social workers, and gov-
ernment personnel.2 The first week of the meetings presented varied social 
scientific frameworks for envisioning the race issue, generally sociological, 
anthropological, and psychological. The second two weeks addressed activist 
concerns, including employment, housing, education, the needs of return-
ing veterans, court battles for civil rights, and the activities of urban race rela-
tions commissions, religious antiracist groups, and social welfare workers.
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The Institutes provided an intellectual underground where the social 
scientific interracial left that had flourished during the Depression contin-
ued to theorize the intersections of race and class oppression, emphasize the 
causal significance of exploitation, and present prejudice as a rationaliza-
tion.3 While pronounced in 1944, this systemic and relational theoretical 
orientation continued even into the late 1940s and 1950s, when political 
economic and social structural explanations of the race issue declined in 
prominence in mainstream social scientific discourse.4 In addition, between 
1944 and 1947 RRI participants developed a redistributive racial liberalism 
that translated systemic and relational theories into reformist paradigms. 
From 1949 through the early 1960s, however, as RRI leaders turned political 
attention from race relations and redistribution to rights, theoretical and 
reformist languages increasingly diverged.

Systemic and relational theories of the race issue endured at the postwar 
RRI for a number of reasons. While the refining of wartime survey research 
methods, the expanding institutional power of psychology, and growing 
postwar commitment to scientism and behavioralism shored up racial 
individualism in some elite white research universities and foundations, 
these methodological and theoretical imperatives exerted less influence at 
Fisk University. In the still segregated mid- twentieth- century academy, that 
foundation- based academic agenda setters tended to assume that cutting 
edge social science would only emerge from a handful of elite, white research 
institutions allowed alternatives to racial individualism— the “normal so-
ciological paradigms” of the 1920s and 1930s— to continue at Fisk.5 Insti-
tutes participants’ views of the race issue also reflected counterhegemonic 
traditions in African American thought that had roots earlier in the century, 
flourished in the 1930s, but continued through the 1940s and 1950s among 
African American intellectuals, especially Pan- Africanists and anticolonial-
ists.6 In addition, the economic concerns that the teachers, social workers, 
labor organizers, and religious leaders who attended the Institutes faced on 
a daily basis in African American communities shaped RRI debate.7

The Institutes’ mission of using interdisciplinary social science to in-
form activism for racial justice, nonetheless, involved a number of tensions 
associated with the scale of feasible reform. Even though the social scien-
tific interracial left that met at the RRI articulated economically informed, 
conflict- based, structural theories of the race issue from 1944 through the 
early 1960s, translating systemic and relational conceptual frameworks into 
seemingly realistic reform agendas proved difficult after 1949. Always a nim-
ble political strategist, Johnson reformulated the Institutes’ politics, often in 
ways unrelated to his scientific commitments, in terms that would be palat-
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able in a rightward- moving political context. Despite brief efforts to demand 
“positive rights” and enduring skepticism of racial “goodwill,” many at the 
Institutes embraced individualistic, rights- oriented agendas for racial reform 
by the early 1950s, regardless of their theoretical convictions.

This chapter begins by explaining the Institutes’ origins, situating their 
approach to socially relevant social science in Johnson’s intellectual trajec-
tory, and addressing how Fisk’s Department of Social Sciences (DSS, estab-
lished in 1928), its RRD and RRI pursued this mission. The second section 
focuses on social scientific debate at the Institutes, pointing to the relatively 
limited role psychological individualism played in Institute theorizing and 
the robust combination of systemic and relational theories that emerged 
from Institute discussions throughout the RRI’s history. The third section ad-
dresses RRI reform discourse, highlighting two distinct periods: one between 
1944 and 1947 that featured a redistributive racial liberalism and one that 
emerged after 1949 that saw a shift in reformist emphasis from redistribu-
tion to rights.

“To Stimulate Action with Knowledge and Understanding”: 
Social Science for Social Action at Fisk

The firm commitments to resisting segregation, addressing the intersections 
of economic and racial oppression, and using science in the service of social 
and political action that would characterize Fisk’s Race Relations Depart-
ment and Institutes after 1944 grew out of concerns that had emerged in stu-
dent protests at Fisk in the 1920s and permeated the Depression- era African 
American and interracial lefts. Interwar protests against white philanthropic 
paternalism, white college leadership, and racially discriminatory parietal 
laws shaped the integrationist politics that emerged from Fisk University, 
the nation’s leading African American liberal arts college, as it developed as 
a center for social scientific research on race in the late 1920s.8 In addition, 
advocating what historian Jonathan Scott Holloway describes as the “Ame-
nia ideal,” the interwar African American and interracial lefts that coalesced 
in the 1930s included many social scientists who would attend the RRI in 
the 1940s and 1950s. This coalition of communists, socialists, and liberals 
brought to the civil rights mainstream assumptions that had seemed radical 
previously: that race and class were inseparably linked social categories, 
that class oppression was as responsible as racial discrimination for African 
American social, economic, and political problems, and that securing jobs 
and interracial unionization were crucial first steps in the movement for 
racial justice. This group tied concerns with racial justice to an emphasis 
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on reforming capitalism, demands on the state to redistribute economic 
resources, and anticolonial struggles abroad.9

Johnson’s careful treatment of issues of scientific objectivity also shaped 
the RRI’s postwar approach to theory and reform on the race issue. When 
working with the Urban League in the 1920s, or on the LSRM- sponsored The 

3. Charles S. Johnson, courtesy Fisk University, John Hope and Aurelia E. Franklin Library, 
Special Collections, Photographic Archives, Charles S. Johnson Papers.
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Negro in American Civilization (1930), Johnson always employed politically 
neutral, empirically based language.10 His approach involved a cultivated 
strategy of “indirection” in which he let the facts of racial injustice generate 
anger and motivate action.11 This tactic helped Johnson become a favorite 
of foundation leaders, as we saw at the RF, and of moderate HBCU admin-
istrators like Fisk president Thomas Else Jones, who recruited Johnson to 
the faculty to establish its Department of Social Sciences (DSS) in 1928. 
Johnson’s racial diplomacy also aided the sociologist in becoming the first 
African American president of Fisk University in 1947.12

And yet Johnson’s scholarly work often had radical political implica-
tions. Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, Johnson examined the 
social structural, and especially the economic, underpinnings of urban racial 
conflict in the North and of racial injustice and inequality in the Jim Crow 
South. As associate executive secretary of the Chicago Commission on Race 
Relations, which published the 1922 The Negro in Chicago: A Study of Race 
Relations and a Race Riot, Johnson chronicled the ways migration, interracial 
competition for space and jobs, systemic racial discrimination, and white 
bigotry combined to create the 1919 Chicago race riot.13 In Shadow of the 
Plantation (1934) and The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy (1935) the sociolo-
gist combined community study methods, a focus on social structure, and 
attention to “social disorganization” characteristic of the Chicago school 
with the emphasis on exploitation and political economy of the interracial 
left.14 Johnson never directly promoted alternatives to capitalism. His care-
ful studies of southern black sharecroppers nonetheless exposed how racial 
oppression was bound up with economic exploitation and highlighted the 
social, cultural, and economic costs of white supremacy. “It is unquestion-
ably the economic system in which they live,” Johnson concluded in Shadow 
of the Plantation, a heart- wrenching depiction of economic dislocation and 
cultural pathology among black sharecroppers, “that is responsible for their 
plight.”15 Although Johnson addressed white prejudice when explaining 
urban racial unrest in the 1920s, his interest in plantation economies and 
his Chicago school training led him to explain the sources of the race prob-
lem through a combination of political economy and social ecology.16

The stance toward the integration of science and politics that emerged 
first at Fisk’s Department of Social Sciences (DSS) and then its Race Relations 
Department reflected Johnson’s simultaneous commitment to social scien-
tific objectivity and utility. On the one hand, since Johnson believed that sci-
entists would be most effective politically if they let the facts of racism speak 
for themselves, he sought to make Fisk’s DSS a major research center special-
izing in the study of African Americans and race relations, especially in the 
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South. He also assumed, like Louis Wirth and Robin Williams Jr., that gen-
eralizability was necessary for scientific rigor.17 On the other hand, Johnson 
did not believe that scientists should be disengaged, only that their politics 
should not color their methods, conclusions, or tone. Once the facts of racial 
injustice had been objectively ascertained, Johnson, like many proponents 
of the Amenia ideal, envisioned social scientists taking leadership roles in 
movements for change.18 To this end, the RRD established a “data bank” that 
provided a “reservoir of information” on African American community life, 
social problems, and race relations that activists, philanthropists, and gov-
ernment officials regularly turned to in the 1930s and 1940s.19 The Monthly 
Summary of Events and Trends in Race Relations, the RRD’s regular publication 
between 1943 and 1948, recorded race relations developments nationwide 
for activist use.20 Johnson also envisioned both the DSS and RRD as settings 
that would provide future race relations practitioners with a sound founda-
tion in social scientific theory.21 The RRD’s mission of scientific dissemina-
tion and application was also combined with an explicit commitment to 
political advocacy. The department published many educational pamphlets 
intended to influence public opinion in favor of desegregation, including If 
Your Next Neighbors Are Negroes (1948); Segregation: A Challenge to Democracy 
(1950); and Integration: Promise, Process, Problems (1952).22 At times, more-
over, the RRD envisioned a reciprocal relationship between social scientific 
experts and community leaders, an approach Johnson had promoted at the 
Rockefeller- supported National Interracial Conference in the late 1920s. 
RRD leaders encouraged dialogue between scholars, activists, and practi-
tioners on the race issue, most notably in “community self- surveys” where 
scholars both sought to inform and learn from lay experts.23

The RRD’s summer Institutes embodied this dual stance toward exper-
tise. Since Johnson believed there were too few settings where political 
activists could be exposed to social science, scientific presentations held a 
privileged position in the Institutes’ weekly structure.24 Between 1944 and 
1951, the first week of Institute meetings outlined psychological, sociologi-
cal, anthropological, and historical perspectives on the race problem in the 
United States to provide background for subsequent activist discussions.25 
Some of the nation’s best- known sociologists, anthropologists, psycholo-
gists, historians, and, occasionally, economists and political scientists of 
race relations (a multiracial group) served on the faculty over the years.26 
And yet social scientists were not the only individuals recognized as experts 
at the Institutes. The civil rights activists, labor organizers, religious leaders, 
politicians, and government workers who also served on the Institutes’ staff 
were a “who’s who list” of the postwar civil rights world.27 The second two 
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weeks of the Institutes included sessions on employment, housing, educa-
tion, community organizations, migration, urban racial conflict, national 
civil rights campaigns, and the role of religious institutions in improving 
race relations.28

Although the Institute participants embraced a variety of disciplinary 
orientations and political priorities, RRI leadership had definite political 
objectives. Johnson and his successor as Institute head Herman Long were 
especially skeptical of approaches that fostered interracial understanding 
without necessarily attacking legal segregation. They did not, however, re-
ject moral exhortation or planned interracial contacts altogether. After the 
RRI held its first summer session, Johnson emphasized that being located 
in a southern city, especially given the interracial living arrangements, 
represented a significant accomplishment in and of itself. Promotional 
pamphlets depicted interracial fellowship prominently.29 (See figure 4.)
What RRD leadership did reject was interracialism as a sole strategy. De-
spite consistent efforts to appeal “to conscience and good will,” the RRD’s 
second director Herman Long emphasized in 1953, experience revealed 
that “exhortations to do justly and to act toward all men as brothers were 
not enough.” Instead, the RRI used social scientific expertise and Christian 
ideals “to make a dent in the armor of segregation and discrimination.”30

Fisk’s Race Relations Institutes brought together groups that had com-
prised the Depression- era interracial left and were realigning as World War II 
came to a close: the nation’s most renowned African American intellectuals 
and social scientists of race relations; leading liberal white social scientists 
concerned with race; scholars interested in “other minority groups”; many 
national labor and civil rights leaders who advocated the Amenia ideal; 
representatives of religious and philanthropic organizations committed to 
direct action, not just moral exhortation; and local activists concerned with 
race relations or African American social welfare. The Institutes’ commit-
ment to using interdisciplinary social science to inform social action, com-
bined with the fact that some of its best- known participants were the leading 
voices articulating social structural and political economic theories of the 
race issue, left it poised to challenge postwar racial individualism.

“A Chicken- and- Egg Kind of Problem”:  
Prejudice and Oppression in RRI Theorizing

The history of Fisk’s Race Relations Institutes from its origins in 1944 
through the early 1960s reveals that racial individualism did not set the 
terms of debate on the race problem in all postwar social scientific settings. 
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Certainly, in these years the numbers of psychologists and psychiatrists pre-
senting at the RRI increased while some sociologists and anthropologists 
took on the language and assumptions of the psychological sciences. Still, 
although the Institutes began a decade after the Depression- era height of 
the black and interracial lefts, many of the social scientists who convened 
there each summer continued, in their theoretical work at least, to envi-
sion the race issue in systemic and relational terms, as a problem of social 
structure, group relations, oppression, and exploitation. And yet, though 
Institutes participants touted the practical utility of interdisciplinary dia-
logue, the dispositional theories of the race issue that psychologists tended 
to promote were much easier to translate into programs for change than the 

4. Race Relations Institutes, 1948, courtesy Fisk University, John Hope and Aurelia E. Franklin 
Library, Special Collections, Race Relations Institutes Collection.
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social structural or political economic frameworks sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, economists, and historians advocated.

Psychologists concerned with prejudice had the easiest time aligning 
theoretical commitments and reform proposals. Most of the psychologists 
and psychiatrists who contributed to the Fisk Institutes, including Helen 
McLean, Gordon Allport, Nathan Ackerman, Smiley Blanton, Janet Rioch, 
and Sol W. Ginsburg, focused on white attitudes and identified the sources 
of prejudice in individual emotional needs and patterns of child rearing. 
They also debated whether prejudice was normal or pathological and, as 
early as 1946, reflected the field’s growing interest in personality structure. 
Often their causal explanations dissociated prejudice from the social con-
text, an issue they admitted was a problem common to their discipline.31 
At the 1947 RRI, for example, Nathan Ackerman, a Columbia University– 
trained psychiatrist, synthesized emerging work on anti- Semitism and the 
personality correlates of prejudice, including research that would make up 
The Authoritarian Personality. Rooted in psychological needs regardless of 
social context, prejudice, he argued, served crucial functions for “distorted 
personalities.”32 Smiley Blanton, a psychiatrist based in New York, claimed 
at the 1946 and 1949 Institutes that prejudice was a natural psychological 
tendency, often emerging from universally valid aging processes. Children 
“whether . . . reared in the South Sea Islands, or in an African tribe in the 
Congo, or in Park Avenue in New York,” he held, made sense of the chal-
lenges of adolescence by stigmatizing others.33 In 1951 Sol W. Ginsburg pre-
sented the prejudiced as highly anxious and “struggling with inner conflict,” 
a view that, like Blanton’s, implied that prejudice could be understood with-
out taking the social context into account.34

RRI psychologists tried to incorporate the social into their analysis when 
they could. Rioch, Ackerman, and Ginsburg called explicitly for an exchange 
of ideas between psychologists and sociologists, though they offered few 
specific suggestions about how collaboration across disciplines might occur. 
Allport, who reported in 1946 on rumors and race riots, recommended 
research on the relationship between social processes, group norms, and 
individual beliefs.35 Even Ackerman, whose work leaned toward psycho-
logical structuralism in its primary emphasis on the causal importance of 
emotional and cognitive factors, acknowledged that in some individuals 
prejudice “is related to social conformity to the dominant group.”36 Char-
acter structure theories of prejudice overlooked the ways human behaviors 
resulted from the interplay of mental, socioeconomic, and cultural factors, 
Ginsburg worried in 1951, noting, “too often a psychiatrist did not know if 
his patient was ‘a baker or a dentist.’”37 While drawing attention to the need 
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for integrating context into psychological research— and despite the fact that 
presence at the Institutes indicated support for legal desegregation— the RRI 
psychologists’ reform recommendations reflected their disciplinary orienta-
tion. Generally RRI psychologists suggested changing individual attitudes 
through education, planned interracial contacts, or psychotherapy.38

Sociologists and anthropologists who approached the race issue from 
a structural and relational, not a dispositional, angle faced more difficulty 
showing how their theories could inform agendas for change.39 The com-
bination of social structural and political economic analysis articulated 
most clearly in Institute sociological and anthropological sessions drew on 
a number of sources. Sociologists relied on social ecological frameworks 
when emphasizing the importance to contemporary race relations of tran-
sitions from plantation society to Jim Crow segregation in the South and 
migration and interracial competition in the North and West. RRI structur-
alists also challenged the sense of inevitability in Chicago school theories 
by highlighting the centrality of unequal power relations sustained by vio-
lence to white supremacy. Many sociologists also framed their discussions 
of contemporary race relations in the United States in discussions of the 
colonial context.40 In addition, echoing the Depression- era interracial left, it 
was not only broad social structures but also the structures of capitalism that 
played central causal roles in RRI sociological and anthropological theories. 
Institute discussions in fact exposed how frequently scientists on the non- 
Marxist left in the 1940s and 1950s employed concepts like exploitation, 
oppression, and rationalization associated with Marxist thought.

RRI sociologists, anthropologists, historians, and the occasional econo-
mist who focused on the systemic and relational aspects of the race issue did 
not ignore prejudice altogether. Instead, they treated it as a rationalization, 
an ideology that helped to sustain but did not fundamentally determine 
the economic and political structure. Exposing the enduring shadow of bio-
logical racism that postwar social scientists still felt the need to dispel, at 
least one session each year (usually anthropological) explained the fallacy 
of biological conceptions of racial difference, often by pointing to inter-
national variations in racial categorization. Still, while acknowledging that 
ideas about race helped to sustain injustice, most RRI sociologists and an-
thropologists prioritized exploitation and oppression, suggesting that the 
real cause of the race problem rested in politics, demographic patterns, and 
economics.41

Charles S. Johnson elucidated the common wisdom— arguments that 
emerged not only in the mid- 1940s when they were fairly common among 
the African American “popular front” but also into the mid- 1950s when 
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they had become muted in wider discourse— when suggesting that racial 
ideas derived from economic pressures.42 At the 1945 RRI, he emphasized 
that European expansion and “colonialism imperialism” determined the 
character of American race relations, since colonization necessitated slav-
ery, and later segregation, to locate “cheap and controlled labor.”43 A social 
ecological explanation with Marxist echoes, Johnson claimed that the con-
cept of race existed because it justified economic exploitation. “Slavery is 
old,” Johnson argued, “but the present- day conception of race as a justifica-
tion for keeping a population group in bondage is new.” Not only did “the 
theory of racial inferiority” justify slavery, but it also sustained segregation, 
which provided “a substitute method for maintaining the labor supply in 
some areas.”44 While he remained imprecise about how exploitation could 
be avoided, and despite his reputation for political moderation, Johnson 
understood class and racial oppression to be inextricably linked.45 Even 
in 1949, though his political agenda would shift, systemic and relational 
theorizing permeated Johnson’s RRI presentations. Johnson distinguished 
between “inter- individual relations” and “social relations” and argued that 
American race relations should be understood as the latter since interactions 
“based on the social functions performed by the related persons,” produced 
racial conflict.46

Duke University sociologist Edgar T. Thompson also discussed prejudice 
as a justification for, not the root cause of, the race issue. Trained at the 
University of Chicago and the University of South Carolina, Thompson es-
tablished Duke’s Center for Southern Studies and was a leader in the com-
parative sociology of plantation societies. While he recognized that preju-
dice could be irrational and instinctual, he largely articulated a political 
economic vision of the race problem. The plantation system served as a 
“political institution” that determined “the norm for the definition of south-
ern social classes and for movements of rebellion, reaction, and confor-
mity.” Ideas about race were powerful, but American race relations, Thomp-
son held, could only be understood in terms of historically specific social 
and political systems.47

For a few RRI participants, American race relations involve violently en-
forced political oppression and exploitation, while progress in race relations 
necessitated large- scale shifts in power, economic restructuring, and social 
engineering. A Cambridge University sociologist interested in postcolonial 
Africa, Reginald Barrett revealed how far left RRI participants were allowed 
to go in their discussions of the race problem, even in 1951.48 “Racial Ide-
ology seeks to reconcile the harsh policy of imperialism with the conscience 
of democracy,” Barrett maintained, insisting on fundamental economic 
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changes.49 Sounding quite a bit like Myrdal, Barrett held that “race relations 
in the South could be improved by a planned economy and by full employ-
ment,” since social engineering could produce a higher standard of living 
and “a feeling of security.” While he recognized that prejudice worsened eco-
nomic dislocation, Barrett clearly saw the economy as the most important 
engine of change in race relations.50 Perhaps because he was a European, 
he felt less constrained by the backlash against an expansive state and eco-
nomic planning that marked American liberal politics in the early 1950s. 
Barrett’s straightforward call for economic restructuring and social planning 
would have been to the left of the RRI even in 1944; it was a minority view 
in 1951. Still, his presence indicated the ongoing expansiveness of RRI theo-
retical discussion even at the height of American antiradicalism.

Even as late as 1955, Johnson relied on a systemic logic— albeit one 
whose class elements were muted— to explain why economic and social 
modernization meant that progress toward cultural and political change 
in southern race relations was possible.51 Johnson held that movements 
against colonialism were making the myth of white supremacy obsolete 
abroad while southern modernization exhibited this process at home. In 
the South, dramatic but underrecognized patterns of industrialization, ur-
banization, migration, educational development, and economic integration 
with the rest of the nation were emerging, Johnson held, “against the very 
logic of the culture and its folkways.”52 Johnson used a social ecological ap-
proach to explain why, since the South was already on the way to social and 
economic modernization, southern liberals should demand desegregation 
immediately.53

In the same year, economist Robert Weaver provided one of the most 
clearly systemic and relational theories of the racial crisis in housing, exhib-
iting the crucial perspective economists brought to the race issue. Weaver 
argued that race- neutral market and demographic processes, histories of 
and ongoing discrimination against African Americans, and flawed public 
policies produced de facto housing segregation.54 Ecological patterns, such 
as wartime migrations, had created African American demand for afford-
able housing, but, despite higher earnings among nonwhites and reduced 
prejudice, housing integration substantially lagged behind other sectors. 
The political context was decisive, since a discriminatory real estate industry 
and redlining prevented African Americans from accessing the housing they 
would otherwise naturally demand in the market. Recent “slum clearance 
and rehabilitation” programs were part of the problem because they eradi-
cated “substandard housing” but did not provide sufficient new housing for 
displaced communities. Weaver’s recommendations for change also priori-
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tized the systemic and relational. They included producing housing policy 
sensitive to the social ecological patterns that shaped urban development, 
creating federal and local programming to ensure access to affordable hous-
ing, and designing urban redevelopment so it attended to the housing needs 
of displaced minority communities.55

And yet even before  McCarthyism limited the civil rights agendas of 
many RRI activists, others who articulated systemic and relational theories 
recommend reforms that failed to reflect the complexity of those visions. Ed-
win Embree, head of the American Council on Race Relations and the Julius 
Rosenwald Fund, suggested in 1945 that violently enforced power relations 
and economic exploitation served as the source of the race problem but pro-
vided recommendations for action that were vague, conservative, and saw 
schools as the primary agent of change.56 Park- trained sociologist Clarence 
Glick, who taught at Tulane, Brown, and the University of Hawai‘i, argued 
in 1947 that race relations research should not take the individual as the 
unit of analysis since the race problem involved patterns of conflict between 
unequal social groups. Since intergroup conflict and prejudice was “rarely 
between equals,” Glick emphasized, the “ideology of race relations” pro-
vided “justifications for whatever social isolation and discrimination may 
be imposed” and “rationalizations for maintaining another racial group in a 
subordinate status.”57 This view of racial ideology, which depicted individu-
als mired in economic, political, and especially cultural- ideological systems 
they could not control, ensured that “improving race relations” was more 
complicated than “modifying one’s prejudices.”58 And yet Glick turned to 
reforms whose rationale he had criticized when recommending what to do 
next.59 “If totalitarians can remake the human nature of adults in a very short 
time,” Glick concluded, “there is no reason why democracies cannot make 
more headway than they do with this same tactic.”60 While education by 
no means provided a total solution, interracial workshops and educational 
programs in schools and the media were, he suggested, a place to start.

Another example of the challenge scholars concerned with exploitation 
and oppression faced when pushed for reform recommendations emerged 
in a session featuring sociologist Horace Cayton and psychologist Kenneth 
Clark. In 1947, the two well- known African American scholars of race rela-
tions discussed the psychological processes at work in systems of exploita-
tion. Linking Marxism and psychology, they argued that white prejudice re-
sulted from and justified a system of oppression sustained by force. Cayton, 
then working as director of a community center on Chicago’s South Side, 
had just published Black Metropolis with St. Clair Drake. Cayton presented 
the race problem as fundamentally an issue of power deployed to protect 
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white economic interests. “The Negro in the United States is an oppressed 
minority,” he maintained. “This oppression, based in some sections of the 
country on law, is further reinforced by tradition and custom” and “finds its 
ultimate sanction in the application of force and violence.”61 As under slav-
ery and colonialism, the American racial situation derived from violently 
enforced oppression, a situation that caused white people to suffer from 
“an oppressor’s psychosis,” which led them to fear “retribution” from those 
they had victimized.62

Kenneth Clark also linked Marxist and psychological theories to define 
the race issue as a situation of oppression for which prejudice served as ratio-
nalization. He broke with psychologists who saw prejudice as merely a per-
sonality distortion or neurosis and instead presented prejudice as a cultural 
norm— not a pathological exception— in the United States. “Prejudice,” 
as he put it, “is as American as the Declaration of Independence.”63 While 
prejudice might meet individual emotional needs it also served broader so-
ciocultural and political functions. Psychological mechanisms such as ratio-
nalization, identification, guilt, and aggression, Cayton and Clark each held, 
worked to “stabilize” an oppressive, hypocritical racial order. “Having in 
mind the stereotype that ‘the negro is childlike and irresponsible by nature,’” 
Clark argued, “we can say there is no use trying to educate him, and we can 
assume it is not necessary to be courteous to him.”64 Stereotypes of black 
criminality, childlikeness, and intellectual inferiority provided “an elabo-
rate façade of justification and rationalization” that helped white Americans 
avoid guilt.65 Radicalizing Myrdal’s American dilemma thesis and flipping 
the causal argument at the heart of personality- based theories of prejudice, 
Cayton and Clark agreed that prejudice represented a rationalization, a psy-
chological mechanism that white individuals employed to avoid confront-
ing the oppressive racial order that benefited them.

At the 1947 Institute, Cayton and Clark shied away, however, from trans-
lating their vision of the race problem into a program for action. A discus-
sion between the two scholars and sociologist Arnold Rose highlighted the 
theoretical bind in which they found themselves.66 Distinguishing between 
reducing prejudice and fighting its consequences, Clark explained, “You 
can’t hope to get rid of prejudice as long as human personalities function 
on an immature level in an immature society or culture.” An unidentified 
audience member then asked whether “mature personalities” could even 
exist under a capitalist system. “The problem,” Clark noted, suggesting this 
was the crucial question, “is a ‘chicken- and- egg kind of problem’ of whether 
the mature individuals or the mature society are developed first.”67 Scholar-
ship exposing the contours of such “chicken- and- egg” problems did not, 
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however, provide good guidance on what activists should do. The session 
reached few conclusions about how to proceed, and Clark and Cayton re-
treated from making policy recommendations. Instead, they advised self- 
reflection by RRI participants, fearing that “talk about action” would lead 
members to be inspired without adequately questioning their own assump-
tions.68 Although their critiques of the individualistic paradigm were espe-
cially thorough, Cayton and Clark were either unable to clearly articulate 
the reform implications of their theories or decided that the venue was not 
appropriate for doing so.

What Institute theoretical debates reveal is that the social scientific inter-
racial left that had flourished in HBCUs in the 1930s was alive and well, 
even as mainstream federal and foundation- supported research on race em-
braced attitude surveys after 1944, noneconomic “human relations” para-
digms after 1946, and behavioralism after 1949. Psychology influenced but 
did not undermine the common wisdom among sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, historians, and economists at the RRI: that the race problem was an 
issue of social structure and political economy, of what many described as 
oppression and exploitation. These theories, while not advocating socialist 
revolution, rooted racism in histories of capitalist and colonial exploita-
tion and presented prejudice as not a cause of the racial oppression but as 
a supporting rationalization. Institute participants did not move away from 
these theoretical convictions even as systemic and especially relational as-
sumptions became politically suspect beginning in the late 1940s. Much as 
Chicago school frameworks lasted in some “second tier” sociology depart-
ments even as the field’s center of gravity shifted to Harvard and Columbia, 
paradigms popular during the “Golden Age of Negro Sociology” continued 
to circulate at the RRI even in the 1950s when they had declined elsewhere. 
In part this endurance occurred because the incentives encouraging “atom-
istic” frameworks in elite white research institutions were not important 
for many RRI participants working in less elite academic settings.69 In addi-
tion, the intellectual community that coalesced at the RRI drew actively on 
radical, internationally oriented traditions associated with the interracial 
left and African American popular front in ways the RF or  CETRRR did not.

Dilemmas associated with the scale of feasible reform ensured that 
activist- scholars had a hard time translating this combination of political 
economic and social structural explanations into reform proposals, how-
ever. Even at the height of the interracial left in the 1930s, to claim that 
economic exploitation and violent political oppression produced America’s 
“dilemma” did not lead to clear and viable agendas for change. Whether 
projects of social engineering could alter the large- scale demographic trans-
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formations that social ecologists saw at the root of the issue remained un-
clear, even in Myrdal’s hopeful treatment of the topic. One could call for 
workers’ cooperatives, “industrial democracy,” or interracial unionizing, as 
Du Bois and Bunche did during the Depression. One could recommend re-
distributive, New Deal– style social democratic programming, as Myrdal had 
and many Institute activists would between 1944 and 1947. And yet, given 
the grand scope of theories of exploitation and oppression, these solutions 
were partial, separatist, or compensatory. The real implications of political 
economic and social structural theories suggested that sustained challenges 
to capitalism and large- scale, imprecisely defined restructuring of power re-
lations were necessary. While even in the 1930s such policy implications 
were challenging to define and difficult to implement, after 1947, much 
more moderate demands branded one as a communist.70 Despite the Insti-
tute’s mission to avoid narrow programs of “goodwill,” from the mid- 1940s 
through the early 1960s, how to reform a prejudiced personality was clearer 
than how to restructure a capitalist economy or reorganize an oppressive 
political or social system. Except, of course, when one turned to legal seg-
regation and discrimination, issues on which Institute participants knew 
exactly what to do.

From Redistribution to Rights: The Evolution of Institute Politics

Even though the absence of the theoretical, methodological, and financial 
pressures that favored racial individualism elsewhere helped account for 
the persistence of systemic and relational theories at the RRI, the rightward- 
moving postwar political context affected how scientists translated theory 
into practice. Johnson founded the Institutes at a moment of particular op-
timism among racial liberals and social democrats, when civil rights had 
moved onto the liberal agenda but the postwar narrowing of New Deal lib-
eralism was not yet complete. In the second half of the 1940s, the federal 
government was emerging as an ally for proponents of racial justice, north-
ern African Americans were becoming swing voters, campaigns for open 
housing and fair employment practices were meeting some success, and the 
NAACP scored crucial victories on the road to Brown.71 In the same years, 
however, the reformist New Deal waned, economic growth suggested gov-
ernment intervention in labor markets might be unnecessary, labor leaders 
shed their Depression- era radicalism in favor of alliances with an increas-
ingly liberal Democratic Party, federal fair employment legislation failed, 
and  McCarthyism emerged with force.72 Reflecting this shifting context, two 
distinct phases are apparent in Institute political debate. Between 1944 and 



The Mature Individual or the Mature Society / 119

1947 Institute participants articulated a redistributive racial liberalism that 
featured calls for New Deal– style programs of social provision and also 
pursued legal desegregation and nondiscrimination. After 1947— and most 
clearly after 1949 as both anticommunism and legal efforts against deseg-
regation gained considerable momentum— Institute participants continued 
to emphasize nondiscrimination and desegregation but dropped demands 
for redistribution. While Johnson briefly embraced a language of positive 
rights, Institute politics coalesced by 1949 around the protection of negative, 
civil and political, rights and equal opportunity characteristic of postwar 
racial liberalism, until new tendencies emerged in the early 1960s.

From 1944 through 1947, the community activists, educators, social 
workers, labor organizers, and national civil rights leaders featured in the 
Institute’s second two weeks of sessions, as well as some social scientists giv-
ing reform- oriented presentations, articulated alternatives to psychological 
individualism and even to rights- based individualism. The racially relevant, 
redistributive liberalism that emerged in these years featured unwavering 
commitment to legal desegregation in the South. Institute activists also, 
however, made job creation and robust welfare state provisions central ele-
ments of an agenda for racial justice. In so doing they reflected New Deal 
priorities already on the wane and the core reforms black workers and grass-
roots activists had been pursuing in the urban North and West since the 
1930s— access to jobs, housing, education, and social insurance combined 
with antidiscrimination legislation.73

Between 1944 and 1947 RRI discussions of jobs, housing, and social wel-
fare reflected social structural and political economic theories. This debate 
echoed the interwar interracial left’s calls for federal and state job creation 
programs, affordable housing, and expanded social safety nets and the com-
mitment to social engineering that permeated Myrdal’s work. For example, 
Willard S. Townsend, a member of the Congress of Industrial Organizations’ 
(CIO’s) executive committee and international president of the United 
Transport Service Employees of America, argued in 1945 that “the abolition 
of economic insecurity . . . should be of immediate concern to the people 
of our nation.” Although it is hard to know if his ideas were influenced 
by social scientific research, his views represented the logical conclusion of 
much of the systemic and relational theorizing simultaneously circulating 
at the RRI. Townsend suggested “planning for full employment and a decent 
standard of living in peacetime.” He also advocated public- works- based job 
creation programs that would become “a permanent and accepted agency of 
government,” expanding federal unemployment insurance programs, and 
government provision of “adequate medical and surgical care” to secure a 
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minimum standard of living for all.74 Others embraced systemic logics in 
suggesting that social provision could help prevent racial violence, a growing 
concern given the race riots of the mid- 1940s.  CETRRR leader Louis Wirth, 
who was also a frequent RRI participant, made clear in 1945 that race rela-
tions could not be separated from concerns with economic security because 
insecurity so often underlay racial conflict. Like Townsend, Wirth argued 
that race relations programs must provide “a sound level of economic secu-
rity” by ensuring the provision of adequate employment, housing, school-
ing, health care, and public safety.75

While most liberals celebrated “full employment” in the immediate 
postwar years, they tended to disagree on whether public policy was neces-
sary to produce it.76 RRI participants fell on the left of these discussions, 
emphasizing the need for government job creation to produce full employ-
ment alongside fair employment legislation. William Y. Bell, the southern 
regional director of the National Urban League, argued at the 1945 RRI 
that Americans should commit fervently to full employment and should 
develop concrete policies and programs to secure that end.77 Another Insti-
tute participant suggested that since a scarcity of jobs created competition 
between workers, full employment represented “the only hope for non- 
discrimination in employment.”78 From 1944 through 1947 alternatives to 
racial individualism circulated widely in reformist debates over how to pro-
duce full employment and ease the postwar economic transition.

In discussions of housing, Institutes participants also drew on systemic 
assumptions by suggesting that the availability of a resource was as impor-
tant as the level of discrimination African Americans faced in securing it. In 
1945, Robert Taylor, chairman of the Chicago Housing Authority, argued 
not only that full employment was a prerequisite to successful urban de-
velopment but also that government provision of affordable housing, along-
side challenges to restrictive covenants and antidiscrimination measures, 
were necessary. “If a decent home for every family cannot be made available 
through the ordinary channels,” he explained, worried that the building 
industry could not make a profit on homes low income families could af-
ford, “then government must step in.”79 Since housing was as important a 
concern as employment for returning veterans, Bell strongly supported the 
GI Bill’s housing provisions and called for “locational” as well as vocational 
readjustment for black veterans.80

Since Institute leader, sociologist, and housing expert Herman Long and 
economist Robert Weaver were leading voices at the RRI, it is no surprise 
that the systemic mechanisms sustaining housing segregation emerged 
centrally in Institute discussions. Both scholars were actively involved in 
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the legal case against restrictive covenants, and Weaver’s commitment to 
applying economic perspectives to not only African American labor but 
also housing markets generated more support among activists at the RRI 
than at  CETRRR. (As evidence of the marginalization of economic per-
spectives even at the RRI, however, Weaver never presented on “economic 
perspectives on racial issues” in early theoretical sessions.)81 Still, systemic 
views of discrimination and the sources of housing segregation permeated 
discussions of restrictive covenants and public housing. In 1945, Frank 
Horne, race relations advisor to the commissioner of the National Hous-
ing Agency, pointed to the ways restrictive covenants and public housing 
policy confined African Americans to urban ghettos.82 Reflecting Joseph 
Lohman’s work with Weaver and the National Committee on Segrega-
tion in the Nation’s Capital (NCSNC), RRI housing panels also pointed 
to the ways collusion between private real estate interests and federal loan 
programs combined with segregated public housing policies to ensure 
that African Americans had access to almost no new housing.83 A view in 
which discrimination functioned systematically and impersonally— like a 
market— regardless of the intentions of individual perpetrators was also 
made vivid in educational pamphlets the RRD and NCSNC produced. A 
number of these pamphlets depicted restrictive covenants as “locks” or 
“shackles” forcing overcrowding in African American communities while 
housing was available in segregated white suburbs.84 (See figure 5.) In dis-
cussions of housing and employment, RRI participants highlighted the 
systemic impact and the institutional mechanisms of discrimination. They 
concluded that federal job creation and the production of affordable, ac-
cessible housing were necessary in addition to laws preventing restrictive 
covenants and discrimination.85

Calls for antiprejudice education rooted in dispositional theories, as well 
as rights- based appeals for antidiscrimination law and desegregation, were 
also present in RRI reform discussion between 1944 and 1947. Psycholo-
gists and sociologists, as we have seen, often recommended antiprejudice 
education even as they articulated systemic social theories with more far 
reaching reform implications. A variety of Institute participants, includ-
ing professional educators, religious workers, and members of urban race 
relations commissions, from whom such an approach was unsurprising, 
presented antiprejudice education, moral exhortation, and the fostering of 
interracial understanding as essential components of their reform strate-
gies.86 Many proponents of fair employment legislation also believed that 
educational programming would lay necessary groundwork for implement-
ing nondiscrimination policies in workplaces.87
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The immediate postwar years served as a time of political fluidity, how-
ever, when Institute participants articulated redistributive, provision- oriented 
conceptions of how to produce progress in race relations alongside the indi-
vidualistic approaches historians traditionally associate with racial liberal-
ism. The networks of scholar- activists that came together at Fisk were crucial 
to the endurance of these programmatic, not just theoretical, alternatives to 
racial individualism. Between 1944 and 1947, even as antiprejudice activ-
ism flourished and many across the nation read Myrdal as a call for moral 
and psychological reform, the scholar- activists at Fisk continued to high-
light the economic bases and structural character of American racial conflict 
and inequality. They suggested consequently that race relations could not be 
improved by simply challenging white prejudice or even by securing black 
rights; government provision of basic resources was also needed.

While Institute participants articulated systemic and relational theories 
of the sources of the race issue into the 1950s, RRI reformist priorities nar-
rowed perceptibly after 1949 as the political context evolved. As the Cold 
War advanced, anticommunism expanded, and statist New Deal liberal-
ism generated suspicion, RRI participants adjusted their political demands. 
Johnson and Long tried to reframe demands for state- provided jobs, hous-
ing, and social welfare in more individualistic terms by using a language 
of positive rights, but these efforts were short- lived. Between 1949— when 
Johnson reframed the RRI’s central concern from “race relations” to “human 

5. From “If Your Next Neighbors Are Negroes,” courtesy of Fisk University, John Hope and 
Aurelia E. Franklin Library, Special Collections, Race Relations Institutes Collection.
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rights”— and the early 1960s, Institute participants dropped redistributive 
racial politics in favor of the rights- oriented calls for nondiscrimination and 
legal integration characteristic of postwar racial liberalism.

Post- 1949 shifts toward rights- based individualism represented a prag-
matic response to an evolving political context in which rights discourse 
had become especially important to proponents of racial justice while 
redistributive politics were becoming politically unlikely and profession-
ally dangerous. For the postwar interracial left that attended the Institutes, 
rightward shifts in American liberalism as civil rights became one of its 
central elements proved a double- edged sword. Congressional support for 
the New Deal had begun to wane during the war and faced substantial op-
position after 1946.88 After 1947, moreover, as the House Un- American 
Activities Committee (HUAC) investigated suspected subversion in univer-
sities, Hollywood, and the military, conservative efforts to brand liberals 
as communists accelerated.89 The implications for civil rights activists— 
long accused of communist sympathies— were decisive. Civil rights groups 
and HBCUs, including Fisk, emphasized their anticommunist credentials 
and purged members suspected of communist affiliations.90 At the same 
time, rights- based individualism appeared politically promising amid the 
NAACP’s late 1940s successes in the courts and the anticommunist struggles 
for the hearts and minds of newly decolonized peoples. While the Cold War 
provided civil rights activists with new rhetorical tools, the struggle against 
domestic communism dramatically muted the redistributive political orien-
tation that had flourished among the African American and interracial lefts 
in the interwar and wartime years.91

In a context where the interracial left was fighting an uphill battle, 
Johnson— who continued to understand race relations in social structural 
and political economic terms, but who was also a pragmatist and fervent 
integrationists— reframed Institute politics. In a 1949 document aptly titled 
“A New Frame of Reference for Race Relations,” Johnson argued that “demo-
cratic human rights” would replace race relations as the Institute’s orga-
nizing principle. “The position of minorities in America, both racial and 
religious, has been more often and more popularly associated with social 
pathology and social work,” Johnson held, “than with anything inherent 
in our traditional democratic concept and philosophy.” Since it was a dan-
gerous time when “the cry for justice is treated as the plaintive protests of 
the weak,” Johnson presented the “race relations” approach as counterpro-
ductive because it had become too tightly associated with charity, welfare, 
and appeals to conscience rather than democracy and justice. Consequently, 
the Institutes would no longer simply focus on the needs of “outraged and 
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frustrated underdogs, or sympathetic friends of underdogs, supplicating for 
kind treatment.”92 Although the Race Relations Institutes did not go so far 
as to change its name, human rights replaced race relations as the Institutes’ 
central emphasis. “We find ourselves concerned only incidentally with the 
relations between racial and cultural groups,” Johnson explained in 1951, 
“and basically with the realistic process of democracy.”93 In 1953 Johnson 
and Long reiterated the importance of the shift in framework. A pamphlet 
advertising the tenth annual Institute described “a new perspective within 
which intergroup relations must be viewed,” which involved “developing 
the positive means by which all segments of the population may finally 
secure the opportunity to exercise the rights and assume the responsibilities 
of full citizenship.”94

The assumption that internationally popular human rights discourse 
might strengthen domestic calls for racial justice fueled the Institute’s rhe-
torical turn from relations to rights. The nation’s growing international re-
sponsibilities and the ideological conflict with the USSR, Johnson suggested 
in 1951, provided proponents of racial justice with the opportunity to join 
their cause to an international struggle.95 Outlining the key tenets of the 
United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, Johnson argued that civil 
rights provided “the domestic counterpart” of the postwar international 
doctrine of human rights.96 In addition, Johnson emphasized action to pro-
duce racial justice at home was essential in the struggle to gain allies abroad. 
“The failure of the peoples of the world to rush up and buy our product 
as we took it for granted they would do at the first opportunity” resulted, 
Johnson held, from America’s treatment of its racial minorities. This was 
especially true since American segregationists were being heard around the 
world, “two thirds of whose inhabitants are colored.”97

For a short time in the early 1950s Johnson and Long included positive 
rights (a framework that had been popular during the war but had largely 
declined by the 1950s in mainstream civil rights settings) in their rights- 
based framework. In so doing, they articulated an anticommunist antico-
lonialism with a redistributive undertone.98 For example, in 1951 Johnson 
held:

The human rights on which we place the highest value and which are embod-

ied in our constitution are in the last analysis, negative rights— intended to 

protect the individual against certain kinds of action. But there has grown up 

in the modern world a more positive conception of human rights— economic 

and social rights. These include the right to a job, to certain social benefits, 

certain minimum standards of living. It is the Russian claim that such rights 
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as these are more important, and that they are developing a system which 

gives greater assurance of the protection of these rights.99

It was the absence of a conception of positive rights in the postwar United 
States, Johnson argued, that made much of the black and brown postcolo-
nial world skeptical of American democratic rhetoric. Herman Long em-
ployed a similar strategy in 1953. The kind of democracy respected around 
the world, Long argued, involved “shared decisions and shared results,” “a 
fairly widely shared standard of living,” and “certain moral values regarding 
the worth, dignity, and capacity of all individuals, who are to be considered 
not as means, but as ends.”100 As redistributive social and economic policies 
moved outside the American liberal mainstream in the Cold War era, John-
son and Long tried to reassert their importance by framing them as rights 
and highlighting their international appeal in the anticommunist struggle.

This late articulation of positive rights largely proved an exception, 
however, especially after 1951. More commonly, the RRI’s new concern 
with democratic human rights involved negative rights, a focus that was 
as strongly influenced by the evolving legal context as by anticommunism. 
Frustration with the pace of legal reform had led some RRI participants— 
most notably NAACP lawyer Charles Houston— to question the utility of 
the courts in the fight for improved race relations in housing and employ-
ment in 1945.101 As the courts became more hospitable after 1948, how-
ever, the legal battle against segregation took an increasingly central place in 
RRI discussions. Momentum resulting from the NAACP’s legal successes in 
higher education, voting, and interstate transportation, as well as anticipa-
tion as school segregation cases reached the Supreme Court, certainly drew 
RRI participants’ attention to legal desegregation.102 The titles of Institute 
summaries between 1949 and 1954 expose the importance of the rights 
framework and the legal battle against desegregation to Institute politics: 
“Implementing Civil Rights” (1949), “Segregation: A Challenge to Democ-
racy” (1950), “Human Rights and Human Relations” (1951), “Integration: 
Promise, Process, Problems” (1952), “Next Steps in Integration” (1953), 
and “Meeting the Challenges of Integration” (1954). Rights remained cen-
tral through 1963, the year before the passage of the landmark Civil Rights 
Act, when the Institutes celebrated the hundredth anniversary of the Eman-
cipation Proclamation with the title: “Human Rights— The New Century.”103

Rights discourse especially affected the ways participants discussed em-
ployment, which, after 1949, they increasingly treated not by focusing on 
job creation but by emphasizing legal and legislative approaches to nondis-
crimination. Houston acknowledged in these years that fair employment 
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issues had a structural basis rooted in “the Negro’s economic function as 
part of the unskilled reserve labor pool.” While he suggested that ideally 
an attack on employment discrimination would include legislation, execu-
tive decrees, pickets, and boycotts, he prioritized court- based strategies be-
cause rightward shifts in Congress by 1948 had made civil rights legislation 
less likely. Since “Negroes are not able to force federal legislation unaided,” 
Houston argued, court strategies that were not “dependent upon mass sup-
port” were increasingly essential.104 While never absent, attention to labor 
issues declined after 1950, reflecting in part shifts in NAACP legal priorities 
concerning school desegregation.105

The turn to rights and focus on legal integration also involved increas-
ing attention to psychology and education. The assumption that education 
could effectively combat racial injustice that had emerged in sessions on 
schooling and the church (where one might have expected them) in the 
Institutes’ first five years, increasingly seeped into sessions on labor, hous-
ing, and even national legal and political strategy after 1949. For example, 
in that year Lester Granger of the National Urban League argued that the 
struggle for FEPC legislation had an educational component, and Charles 
Houston suggested that court action provided an essential tool of public 
education.106 After 1951, the RRI staff included more psychiatrists, as well 
as representatives of human relations, religious, and educational organiza-
tions, than it had earlier, and RRI leaders stopped using the first week to 
provide social scientific framing. Instead, the 1953 meeting began with a 
discussion of the new rights framework followed by sessions on “the dimen-
sions of prejudice.”107 Especially hopeful about a positive decision on school 
desegregation, Institute leaders dedicated the bulk of the 1953 sessions to 
the roles public agencies and community organizations might play in fos-
tering interracial harmony during the transition to desegregation.108 School 
integration— a reform that could be justified by both dispositional and sys-
temic logics— was the primary redistributive policy proposed between 1949 
and the early 1960s.

The shift away from redistributive politics at the post- 1949 RRI also re-
flected the fact that the postwar interracial left remained constrained by not 
only anticommunism and a broader rightward shift in congressional poli-
tics but also by congressional opponents of desegregation. Moderate Arkan-
sas congressman Brooks Hays’ defense of his compromise position on FEPC, 
presented in a panel titled “Civil Rights and Political Expediency,” exposed 
the intersecting pressures shaping RRI politics in the early Cold War years.109 
He compared the fair employment fight to the struggle for public housing 
and argued that if one wanted to secure public housing at all, compromise 
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on segregation was essential.110 These concerns continued after Brown as 
well. In 1955, housing expert and urbanist Charles Abrams worried that 
linking redistributive housing programs to desegregation might prove coun-
terproductive. When discussing whether to support a civil rights rider to a 
public housing bill, Abrams worried that to do so might kill the bill entirely, 
and thus “make the civil rights fight the tool of reaction instead of the ban-
nerhead of liberalism.”111 From the late 1940s through the mid- 1950s, then, 
that desegregation and social legislation might function at cross- purposes 
limited the redistributive racial liberalism of the early RRI. In this context, it 
is no surprise that scholar- activists like Johnson were hopeful that protecting 
black rights through the courts might be fruitful and adjusted their rhetoric 
and gathered the resources at their disposal to pursue that aspect of the 
multifaceted attack on Jim Crow.

Although the pressures sustaining individualism in RRI politics would 
change by the early 1960s, the 1963 RRI revealed the culmination of many 
of the political tendencies developing in the post- 1949 years. RRI scholars 
continued to emphasize that exhortations toward goodwill were insufficient 
as a total paradigm for racial progress and to center rights- based strategies. 
In his introduction to the 1963 Institute, Herman Long argued that growing 
black political strength ensured African Americans were no longer required 
“to resort to persuasion, good behavior, nice manners, or whatever appeal 
the white community believes is necessary in order for changes and conces-
sions to be made.”112 Rights- based individualism was also evident in con-
cern with the enforcement of desegregation and civil rights legislation. In 
fact, the bureaucratization of legal, legislative, and direct action civil rights 
protest led to the increased presence on the RRI faculty of federal, state, 
and local government employees, what sociologist Lewis Killian termed the 
“race relations industry.”113

The 1963 Institutes simultaneously exposed new theoretical and 
political shifts away from racial individualism that the social scientific inter-
racial left would begin to embrace by the mid- 1960s. Two new themes that 
would become especially important to social scientific discourse on the race 
issue in the mid- 1960s were coming into relief. First, RRI scholars paid in-
creased attention to a different sort of individualism, a view that situated 
African American social marginality in black culture and psychology.114 And 
second, some participants began suggesting that while legal gains were es-
sential, they were not sufficient as a total paradigm for racial progress. In 
particular, a number of federal and state race experts presenting at the 1963 
Institutes made clear that while federal executive orders demanding nondis-
crimination required better enforcement, state fair employment legislation 
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too frequently put the burden of proof on the individual.115 Instead, some 
began to emphasize that both challenges of implementation and structural 
changes to the economy like automation proved nondiscrimination insuf-
ficient as a comprehensive approach to securing equal employment. As a 
consequence, on the cusp of the Civil Rights Act, some RRI participants 
began to wonder whether equalizing employment necessitated not just non-
discrimination but also racial preferences.116

While the 1963 RRI exposed the return of challenges to racial individu-
alism that would continue in the post Civil Rights Act era, between 1949 
and the early 1960s, international and domestic political climates com-
bined to substantially narrow Institute participants’ sense of the possible. 
This narrowing in political discourse occurred even though systemic and 
relational theories of the race issue continued to circulate widely in these 
years. By 1949, waning congressional support for New Deal liberalism and 
anticommunism made the statist emphasis of the RRI’s redistributive racial 
liberalism seem increasingly untenable. Civil rights successes in the courts 
and racially tinged Cold War anticolonial struggles simultaneously favored 
legal and rights- based strategies. The RRI embrace of individualistic politics 
after 1949 was not absolute, as Johnson’s attempt to refashion a concept 
of positive rights into an agenda for social and economic progress in the 
Cold War era reveals. Still the scope and emphasis of Institute participants’ 
visions of change had altered. The shift from race relations to human rights 
as a guiding framework only highlighted the individualistic turn in dis-
cussions of employment, housing, and social welfare policy. By the early 
1950s, reforms that followed the logic of systemic or relational conceptions 
of the race problem largely fell out of Institute discussion. Instead, as else-
where, two of the basic tenets of racial liberalism— the protection of African 
American rights through antidiscrimination legislation and opposition 
to the denial of equal rights embedded in legal segregation— occupied  
center stage.

The agenda the RRI pursued in the late 1940s and 1950s met many of 
its central legal and legislative goals in the mid- 1960s and had some insti-
tutional and even structural impact in the following decade. Brown and the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 produced bureaucratic structures focused on secur-
ing civil rights and equal opportunity at the federal, state, and local levels.117 
In some cases, as with southern voting rights, these new legal mechanisms 
effectively altered patterns of racial inequality.118 In employment, federal 
and state civil rights laws not only established elaborate bureaucracies to 
process complaints of employment discrimination, but they also expanded 
African American access to public and state- related (private sector but de-
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pendent on public funding) jobs. This increased access became especially 
consequential when this sector grew during the Great Society, though subse-
quent retrenchment chipped away at African American employment in the 
1970s and 1980s.119 In other cases, however, as with housing, moral exhorta-
tion and civil rights legislation proved unable to budge stubborn patterns 
of segregation and inequality. Efforts to desegregate the suburbs constituted 
the northern civil rights movement’s least successful component, Thomas 
Sugrue argues, since even when white attitudes became more tolerant, “per-
suading whites to stay in racially changing neighborhoods or creating inte-
grated housing markets in the suburbs proved to be much more difficult.” 
Levels of racial segregation in housing were almost as substantial in 1970 
as they had been in 1940.120 While the rights- oriented racial liberalism that 
the RRI endorsed met many of its goals, by retreating from the redistributive 
concerns articulated during and immediately after World War II, the RRI’s 
ultimate approach left many of the systemic and political economic sources 
of racial oppression unchallenged.

Despite reframing the Institutes around the issue of democratic human 
rights after 1949, Johnson still embraced the combination of social struc-
tural and political economic theories that marked his interwar and wartime 
scholarship. “It should be kept in mind,” he explained in 1951, “that there 
are powerful forces in operation in our society affecting race relations over 
which neither individuals nor organized groups have any control. Many of 
the situations described as racial are incidental to the sweep of larger his-
torical, economic, and cultural forces.”121 African American scholar- activists 
like Johnson moved easily between scientific and political arenas, but a 
keen sense of the difference between science and politics— and an ability 
to compartmentalize— affected what they said where. RRI political agendas 
narrowed significantly, especially between 1949 and the early 1960s, but RRI 
participants felt constrained in action, not in theory.

Although Fisk’s RRI embodied the competing pressures of social science 
and racial politics, they were a crucial postwar location where social sci-
entists thought beyond the parameters of racial individualism. This was 
the case not only during World War II and the immediate postwar years, 
when systemic and relational theories continued to circulate among left- 
leaning sociologists, anthropologists, and a few economists concerned with 
race relations, but also through the 1950s.122 A number of factors explain 
the theoretical endurance of the combination of Chicago school social 
ecology and political economic theorizing into the late 1940s and 1950s.  



130 / Chapter Four

Dynamics associated with the politics of knowledge production were at  
work. Since HBCUs fell outside the federal and philanthropic funding 
streams increasingly shaping scholarship in elite postwar research uni-
versities, intellectual traditions associated with the African American Chi-
cago school simply continued at the RRI. Systemic and relational theories 
persisted at the RRI even after the sociological center of gravity shifted to 
Harvard and Columbia, surveys research centers like the Bureau of Ap-
plied Social Relations or the National Opinion Research Center generated 
enthusiasm for survey methods in the mainstream academy, and the Ford 
and Rockefeller Foundations directed many scholars toward the behavioral 
sciences. The endurance of systemic and relational thought in the 1950s 
also reflected the fact that the RRI drew on traditions of black leftist thought 
that highlighted the intersections of politics and economics in sustaining 
racial oppression, traditions that were not fully quieted by postwar antiradi-
calism.123 In addition, that the links between reformers and scientists were 
more reciprocal than at the RF or  CETRRR may also have encouraged the 
endurance of systemic and relational theorizing at the RRI.

Translating systemic and relational theories of the race problem into real-
istic reform proposals proved complicated, however, especially after 1949. 
For a short time, between 1944 and 1947, popular RRI reform proposals 
reflected the logic of the Chicago school, the interwar interracial left, and 
the demands of African American workers, who tended to prioritize non-
discrimination, desegregation, and the provision of social and economic 
resources. And yet by 1949 and especially by 1951, anticommunism, contin-
ued rightward political shifts, civil rights successes in the courts, and emerg-
ing segregationist resistance all narrowed Institute reformist visions. Always 
attuned to the shifting political climate, Johnson and Long repackaged the 
Institutes for the Cold War world. Regardless of their actual understandings 
of the sources of racial injustice, after 1949 many at the RRI came to assume 
that the best way to fight the race problem was a rights- based approach that 
included antiprejudice education (though few ever presented this as a total 
solution), legal desegregation, and civil rights legislation. Despite the RRI’s 
claim that it would draw on social science to inform social and political 
action, the large- scale reform systemic and relational theories suggested to 
be necessary seemed unrealistic in the rightward- moving 1950s.

Applied, interdisciplinary social science might have proven challeng-
ing for developing coherent reform agendas in any setting, since different 
disciplinary perspectives often led activists toward very different priorities. 
In the end, however, the theoretical contradictions that multidisciplinary 
discussion brought to light proved largely irrelevant when RRI scholar- 
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activists turned their attention to the political arena. When discussing not 
the causes of the race issue but what to do about it, RRI scholars used 
science strategically, in ways that tiptoed around the dilemmas of scale 
systemic and relational theories raised. As the next chapter on Howard Uni-
versity’s Journal of Negro Education also shows, in political as opposed to 
scientific debate, having many theoretical frameworks to draw on was an 
asset not a liability.



F I V E

“Education for Racial Understanding” and 
the Meanings of Integration in Howard 
University’s Journal of Negro Education

Although systemic and relational theories of the race issue circulated in 
Howard University’s Journal of Negro Education (JNE) throughout the mid-
century decades, the journal dedicated its 1944 summer edition to “Educa-
tion for Racial Understanding.” Martin Jenkins, the series editor, explained 
this focus:

The term racial understanding is used here for want of a better and more defini-

tive term. We mean by this term not “tolerance” alone, for tolerance implies 

a superior- inferior relationship. Nor do we mean better race relations neces-

sarily (at least in the short- term view), for . . . improvement in the status of 

a subordinate racial group frequently results in deterioration of good race 

relations. Nor do we mean, even, better understanding, exactly, since better 

understanding does not necessarily result in a modified attitude. What we do 

mean by racial understanding is the development of an attitude which will 

permit and favor the adjustment of a subordinate racial group on a higher 

level than previously obtained.1

Likely anticipating criticism from colleagues who prioritized legal, legisla-
tive, and direct action strategies, Jenkins distinguished his notion of racial 
understanding from groups that promoted tolerance without simultane-
ously challenging segregation. He made clear that the race problem must be 
fought “on many fronts,” but contrary to much established wisdom at the 
JNE, suggested that white racial attitudes should be one of them.2 

JNE authors from the 1930s through the 1960s debated over the sources 
of “the race problem” and how education could best be employed in its 
solution. In particular, JNE authors addressed whether and how three 
objectives— fairly distributing educational resources, combating white prej-
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udice, and desegregating schools— could be combined. Although many JNE 
contributors, in step with Howard’s Depression- era leftist politics, espoused 
class- based conceptions of racism and prioritized the redistribution of edu-
cational resources in the 1930s, the journal turned attention to psychology 
and antiprejudice education by the mid- 1940s. JNE authors shifted focus 
again by the early 1950s to present segregation, not capitalism, as the root 
cause of racial oppression.

The JNE was a site where “the Amenia ideal,” a vision of social scientific 
purpose that prioritized social scientists’ commitment to political engage-
ment, flourished.3 The only journal committed explicitly to the scientific 
study of African American schooling, the JNE brought an interdisciplin-
ary group of social scientists— in which sociological, anthropological, 
political scientific, philosophical, economic, and historical voices were well 
represented— into dialogue with civil rights litigators, national political ac-
tivists, philanthropists, educators, and social workers beginning in 1932.4 
Like Fisk’s RRI and the University of Chicago’s Committee on Education, 
Training, and Research in Race Relations ( CETRRR), contexts to which schol-
ars writing in the JNE frequently also had ties, the JNE used social science to 
inform social action. And yet the journal focused as much on the struggle 
for civil rights broadly conceived as on African American education. Political 
activists— many like NAACP leaders Roy Wilkins, Walter White, and Thur-
good Marshall who were nationally prominent— regularly assessed the state 
of race relations and offered recommendations for change.5

In the 1930s and early 1940s, the JNE also reflected the Amenia ideal in 
its attention to the political economic sources of racial injustice.6 Building 
on Howard University’s identity as the center of class- based thought on race, 
JNE scholars generally suggested that interracial competition, labor exploi-
tation, and violently enforced political oppression intersected to produce 
America’s race problem. In addition, although discussions of intercultural 
education surfaced occasionally, JNE thinkers frequently translated class- 
based theories of the race issue into political agendas in these years. Debates 
over school desegregation, in particular, reflected political economic views. 
While some worried school integration might psychologically harm black 
youth and others suggested desegregation was the only way to redistribute 
educational funds, interwar JNE contributors agreed that securing sufficient 
resources for black students was their primary aim.

Like Fisk University’s Race Relations Institutes (RRI), the JNE provided 
a space where the postwar social scientific interracial left remained insu-
lated— at least in its theorizing— from many of the institutional pressures 
incentivizing postwar racial individualism. From the mid- 1940s through 
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the early 1960s, JNE authors continued to challenge individualism— at least 
in theory— by emphasizing the political- economic and social structural 
roots of the race problem. During World War II, however, an exception to 
this pattern emerged as the psychology of prejudice made some advances. 
Although many remained skeptical that tolerance education constituted a 
sufficient total strategy for progress in race relations, a number of wartime 
JNE authors debated the benefits and drawbacks of antiprejudice education. 
The timing of this interest, which reached its high point in the summer 
edition of 1944, suggests that JNE authors were not led toward the psychol-
ogy of prejudice by the trickle- down effects of foundation support for the 
behavioral sciences or interdisciplinary social relations. Instead, the JNE em-
phasized prejudice strategically in an effort to turn wartime enthusiasm for 
tolerance and national unity to the battle for school desegregation.7

And yet concern with “racial understanding” was always contested and 
relatively short- lived at the JNE. After 1950, JNE authors returned to their 
earlier concerns with the politics and economics of segregation. As a result 
of the NAACP’s decision to attack Plessy v. Ferguson based on the argument 
that segregation would harm black children even if educational resources 
were equalized, JNE authors dropped calls for equalizing school funding.8 
At the same time, as  McCarthyism muted the political economic analysis 
that had been the hallmark of JNE interwar debate, a number of JNE econo-
mists, political scientists, sociologists, and anthropologists found new theo-
retical uses for the concept of segregation. Described as an intertwined social 
structural, political, and economic system, segregation replaced capitalism 
as the crucial causal mechanism in JNE theories of racial oppression. This 
theoretical shift helped scholar- activists describe the structural aspects of 
racial oppression that racial individualism overlooked without directly criti-
cizing capitalism.9 Despite this theoretical expansiveness, the shifting post-
war legal and political context pushed JNE authors toward racial liberalism 
and exposed how dispositional, systemic, and relational theories could all 
provide rationales for school desegregation.

“The Educational Slums of Every Community,” 1932– 39

The JNE’s Depression- era, political economic theories of and agendas for 
progress in race relations had intellectual and political sources. Concern 
with the availability of jobs and housing had been central to grassroots 
civil rights organizing throughout the twentieth century. In the 1930s in 
particular, leading Howard intellectuals, including sociologist E. Franklin 
Frazier, economist Abram Harris Jr., political scientist Ralph Bunche, legal 
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scholars William Hastie and Charles Houston, philosopher Alain Locke, 
and professor of education Charles H. Thompson, reflected these broader 
political concerns and articulated class- based theories of racism that echoed 
the central interests of the interwar interracial left.10 In addition, the legal 
context reflected and influenced the economic cast of many Depression- era 
theories of racial injustice. In the 1930s and 1940s, lawyers at the Depart-
ment of Justice and the NAACP— many of whom were trained at Howard— 
understood civil rights partly through the lens of workers’ rights. They 
envisioned Jim Crow as an intertwined political and economic system, high-
lighted the material not only the stigmatic harms segregation inflicted on 
black workers, and saw the right to unionize and “economic rights” (includ-
ing “minimum subsistence, unemployment insurance, old-age assistance, 
housing, and education”) as central to civil rights law.11 These economically 
informed views of the race issue influenced discussions of how education 
could best be used to secure racial justice.

A setting where an expansive, radical vision of the links between class and 
race oppression was articulated, the JNE leaned so far left that it featured 
broad critiques of capitalism in the 1930s. A wide array of JNE contributors 
suggested that the exploitation of black labor and intergroup competition 
for resources were basic causes of racial conflict and inequality and made 
clear that disenfranchisement and exploitation reinforced each other. Racial 
attitudes were not inconsequential in this view, but served as rationaliza-
tions that emerged from and legitimized oppressive political economic  
systems.

In 1935, for example, Howard University political scientist Ralph 
Bunche, then a socialist, emphasized the economic foundations of Amer-
ica’s race problem but acknowledged that capitalism, liberal democracy, 
and white prejudice reinforced one another. “Modern democracy,” Bunche 
held, was “conceived in the womb of middle- class revolutions.” In his view, 
democracy “was early put out to work in support of those ruling middle- 
class interests of capitalistic society which fathered it” and “remained their 
loyal child” ever since. Because African American political exclusion was 
economically productive for the ruling classes, black people had to struggle 
to participate in democratic processes. The political scientist recognized that 
racial attitudes wielded great power. Prejudice existed, nonetheless, Bunch 
held, because it advantaged those interested in maintaining an exploitable 
workforce and rationalized the low political and economic status of minor-
ity peoples.12 Bunche’s interwar economic determinism led him to criticize 
many popular approaches to civil rights protest, especially those that in-
stantiated either rights- based or psychological individualism. The popular 
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“‘don’t- buy- where- you- can’t- work’ movement” failed to acknowledge that 
African Americans were out of work not simply due to white prejudice, 
he held, but because the economic system demanded a marginal labor 
supply.13 Even movements for securing individual rights for African Ameri-
cans by political means were misguided, he held in the 1930s, since they 
failed to take account of the fact “that the political arm of the state cannot 
be divorced from its prevailing economic structure, whose servant it must 
inevitably be.”14 Religious groups, social welfare agencies, and interracial 
commissions engaged in attempts to create interracial fellowship were also 
“dubiously valuable” because they failed to challenge capitalist ideologies.15 
A civil rights activist who worked for the US Department of State and the 
United Nations in the 1940s and 1950s, Bunche’s intellectual journey ex-
emplified the movement away from economic explanations of racial oppres-
sion and toward liberal individualism that many midcentury black thinkers 
would undertake. And yet in the 1930s Bunche believed that only challenges 
to liberal capitalism were likely to improve African American status.16

W. E. B. Du Bois also criticized capitalism in the 1930s, though his com-
mitment to Marxism, black nationalism, and pan- Africanism remained 
strong throughout the second half of his life, certainly after postwar 
 McCarthyism encouraged many of his colleagues in the interracial left to 
soften their radicalism. In 1932, the JNE published “Education and Work,” 
Du Bois’s 1930 Howard University commencement address. The talk cri-
tiqued the immorality of capitalism and suggested that only a social order 
where none earned more than they needed would effectively solve the race 
problem.17 Du Bois even applauded the Soviet Union (a less radical choice 
in 1930 than it would be two decades later) since they were the only nation 
that was “making a frontal attack” on the problem of capitalist privilege.18 
Even in the 1930s Du Bois’s unapologetic materialism and his emerging 
skepticism of interracialism made him one of the more extreme voices pub-
lished in the JNE. Such views would lead to a break with the NAACP over 
their unwillingness to develop a more radical economic policy in 1934.19

Although direct challenges to capitalism were exceptional in the JNE, 
even in the 1930s, many interwar JNE authors paid careful attention to the 
economic underpinnings of racial injustice.20 Authors certainly saw white 
attitudes— especially when they produced discrimination in the provision 
of state and federal resources— and African American disenfranchisement 
as intertwined with the economics of American race relations. Nonetheless, 
economic readings of the sources of the race problem were common. Many 
JNE contributors focusing on the South presented segregation as a political 
and economic system and suggested that class and race oppression were im-
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possible to separate. This framework had implications for discussions of the 
sources of and how to address school segregation.21

The JNE’s Depression- era tendency to envision educational justice in 
terms of access to resources was hardly surprising given the focus of legal 
efforts against educational Jim Crow in the 1930s and early 1940s and the 
financial crisis that most southern African American students faced. Despite 
Plessy v. Ferguson’s requirement of “separate but equal” education, edu-
cational inequality— and often the basic absence of public education for 
black children— was flagrant and ubiquitous in the Jim Crow South. For 
many southern black children between 1860 and 1935, public elementary 
schools were unavailable or parents endured “double taxation” for vastly 
inferior facilities and services. Access to public high schools was “virtually 
non- existent” for black southerners.22 While opportunities were better in 
northern and western cities, “de facto” (though widely state sanctioned) 
segregation was common.23 The interwar NAACP, which, given its limited 
resources, only brought suits it believed it had a good chance of winning, 
challenged the expansion of segregated schooling in northern states but as-
sumed a direct attack on southern school segregation futile.24 Instead, the 
NAACP brought cases that demanded the equity Plessy v. Ferguson prom-
ised be secured in facilities, teacher pay, and higher education.25 NAACP 
leader Walter White and lawyers Charles Houston and Thurgood Marshall 
hoped that taxpayer suits to equalize educational funding within dual sys-
tems would be so prohibitively expensive that states would move toward 
abolishing segregated schools voluntarily.26 In higher education the equal-
ization strategy was producing some legal if not practical results by the late 
1930s. The 1938 decision in Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada deemed state 
programs that provided black students with scholarships for higher study 
out of state illegal, insisting that such programs must be available within 
state boundaries.27

In this context, it is little surprise that JNE authors thought in terms of 
the distribution of resources when addressing southern educational segre-
gation. Throughout the 1930s, Charles H. Thompson, dean of Howard Uni-
versity’s School of Education and JNE lead editor from the 1930s through 
the 1960s, highlighted the inseparability of race and class oppression. He 
emphasized in particular that the most pernicious effect of educational seg-
regation was the inequality in resources it created. African Americans were 
“thrice penalized” in their ability to acquire education, Thompson often 
repeated, “first, for living in the wrong section of the country . . . second, for 
belonging to the wrong class . . . and third, for belonging to the wrong race.”28 
In contrast to Bunche and Du Bois, Thompson, a fervent integrationist,  
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suggested that disenfranchisement was a more important underlying cause 
of segregation and racial inequality than capitalism. Since African Ameri-
cans in segregated communities had no control over the distribution of 
school funds, no ability to hold office, and no chance to vote for the indi-
viduals who made educational policy, they were powerless to improve their 
children’s schooling through public channels.29

Ultimately, Thompson, like Bunche and Du Bois, believed that politics 
and economics were intertwined in a context where black disenfranchise-
ment provided white school boards with a free hand to distribute resources. 
Thompson made clear that since many southern states were struggling to 
fund the education of white children, there was little chance that white 
parents would voluntarily sacrifice for African American youth.30 The segre-
gated schooling black political exclusion allowed in turn ensured “noto-
rious discrimination in the provision of school facilities, so that Negroes 
always have poorer schools than the white schools in the same commu-
nity.”31 Southern African Americans wanting adequate education faced four 
choices, as Thompson saw it in the 1930s. They could migrate. They could 
work to secure access to the vote. They could try to use the courts. Or they 
could continue to appeal to whites. While the last choice, Thompson be-
lieved, was used most frequently, he was skeptical that appeals to conscience 
would help African Americans secure “‘a new deal’ in education.” Although 
he acknowledged in 1935 that “one of the most important problems in the 
education of Negroes is the education of white people,” he believed firmly 
that “depending upon the sense of fairness of . . . white people . . . for an 
equitable distribution of school opportunities” was misguided. Although in 
the long run changing white minds was necessary, to provide black students 
with the resources essential for their education, legal pressure to equalize 
state funding for black schools and to prevent the extension of dual systems 
were essential first priorities.32

JNE authors considered initiatives at the federal, state, and local levels 
as ways to equalize educational resources in the 1930s. In 1932, David A. 
Lane Jr. discussed the relationship between African American schooling and 
the report of President Hoover’s 1929 National Advisory Committee on 
Education.33 Lane defined educational equality strictly in terms of financial 
redistribution, expressed alarm that the president’s report suggested states 
administer federal grants, and derided the report’s finding that private phi-
lanthropy might effectively replace federal aid. Instead, he agreed with a mi-
nority report that advocated federal action to equalize educational resources 
within and between states, especially in southern and border states.34 Others 
emphasized that black educational backwardness resulted from rampant 
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discrimination in the provision of educational resources at the state and 
local level. Myrtle R. Philips maintained in 1932 that discrimination by 
local school officials and African American exclusion from the political pro-
cesses that determined school board leadership ensured that black schools 
failed to receive the resources they were due. Her research revealed star-
tling inequalities between and within states and between localities, even 
for students of the same race. “The Negro schools suffer not only all of the 
disadvantages inherent in the national problem of school finance,” Philips 
maintained, “but are further disadvantaged by the fact that they are not per-
mitted to share equally in the educational advantages made possible by state 
and local funds.”35 Philips’s data exposed widespread racial differences in 
expenditures per pupil, in capital outlay, in values of school property, and 
in teacher salaries within states that drastically limited African American 
children’s opportunities to learn. As a consequence, she described African 
American schools as “the ‘educational slums’ of every community.”36 Many 
Depression- era authors thus integrated economic and political analysis to 
recommend increasing resources to African American schools through fairly 
administered federal grants, the reform of state tax systems, and altering the 
mechanisms by which educational funds were allocated in dual systems.37

The tendency to emphasize the equitable distribution of educational re-
sources had implications for interwar debates over the merits— and draw-
backs— of school integration. African American parents and community 
leaders frequently disagreed about whether to attack school segregation, 
since, despite its stigmatic and financial disadvantages, segregated schools 
provided jobs for black teachers, protected black students from the prej-
udice they would encounter in mixed schools, and served as sites where 
black history and culture were responsibly taught.38 Although the JNE was 
weighted toward integrationists even in the 1930s, scholars who disagreed 
about whether school integration was an appropriate mechanism for equal-
izing educational resources agreed that equalization was their primary goal.

In a 1935 JNE debate over “the Separate School,” Thompson represented 
the integrationist case. “It is no longer a question of whether Negroes should 
resort to the courts as a means of removing present abuses,” he put it bluntly, 
“they have no other reasonable, legitimate alternative.”39 He believed that 
educators, as a realistic and hopefully temporary measure, should devise 
strategies for improving black schooling within a segregated system. The 
psychologist and education scholar also understood the arguments black 
parents and teachers made for separate African American schools. And yet 
Thompson repeatedly argued that integration was the best strategy for pro-
ducing educational equality and that inequality was inevitable in segregated 
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schools. The basic problem black educators faced in the 1930s, Thompson 
believed, involved providing African American children with an adequate 
education in “the separate school” at the same time that they “pave the 
way for its ultimate extinction.”40 Like Thompson, most authors contribut-
ing to the edition on “the separate school” agreed that challenging legal 
segregation was the only long- term mechanism for effectively equalizing 
educational resources.

Bunche appeared torn between economic determinism and the pull of 
political pragmatism. Fighting for African American rights in the courts was 
likely to produce few gains, the political scientist suggested in 1935, since 
the legal system could not be separated from the political economic system 
of which it was a part.41 In fact, the fight for civil rights focused too narrowly, 
in Bunche’s view, on “such impairments and deprivations of civil liberties 
as segregation.”42 Even though liberal capitalism not segregation remained 
Bunche’s ultimate target, he supported the NAACP fight against segregated 
schools and emphasized that it was the courts’ refusal to protect African 
American voting and citizenship rights that allowed Jim Crow schools and 
public accommodations to endure.43

Historian Horace Mann Bond’s concern with the implications of segre-
gation for the distribution of educational resources led him to make clear 
that segregated schools were not accidentally unequal. Segregationist school 
officials, he suggested, deliberately maintained educational inequality in 
order to stigmatize. Bond outlined the history of separate schools for African 
Americans in both northern and southern contexts and emphasized that 
educational segregation nearly always resulted from white decision mak-
ing.44 In southern communities inequality was “an almost inevitable feature 
of a separate school system,” since “the causes for this consistent inferiority 
of Negro schools . . . are inherent in the very reason for their being.”45 It was 
essential to recognize the separate school “for what it is,” the historian held: 
a tool for maintaining white status and advantage.46 Bond certainly under-
stood that black parents wanted to protect their children from the inevitable 
maltreatment they would encounter in mixed schools, but he argued that 
separate schools would always be unequal because they were intended to 
maintain racial hierarchies.

Alain Locke, Howard University philosopher and well- known Harlem 
Renaissance intellectual, also pointed to the stigmatic functions of edu-
cational inequality. Intended to produce not only separation but also in-
equality, segregation, Locke held, almost never coexisted with equal edu-
cational standards.47 In addition, in many instances the inferior education 
an African American received “rationalize[ed] . . . his inferior capacity and 
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social need.”48 As a result, even though African American children might 
experience short- term harm due to desegregation, Locke echoed Thompson 
in arguing that integration was the only realistic mechanism for produc-
ing equal education. Despite “inevitable conflict” between short- term and 
long- term goals, African Americans should determine their approach to seg-
regation by “principle” and not “expediency,” Locke argued.49 The roots of 
the stigmatic harm arguments the NAACP would employ after 1950 when 
attacking Plessy v. Ferguson were present in the 1930s, but it was the stigma— 
and the material educational consequences— of inequality not the stigma of 
separation per se that most concerned Depression- era JNE authors.

Despite Thompson’s, Bond’s, and Locke’s support for court- enforced de-
segregation, whether integration was the best strategy for improving African 
American education was a topic of debate in the Depression- era JNE. Nota-
bly, given the postwar JNE’s strongly integrationist leanings, the 1935 sum-
mer edition published critiques of integrationist politics. Mixed schools, 
Du Bois explained, not the segregated schools that would become the focus 
of Brown v. Board, were likely to damage black personalities.50 Du Bois did 
not point explicitly to any psychological research, but his arguments for “the 
separate school” were based on assumptions about the conditions necessary 
for fostering healthy personalities. Schools were not an appropriate context 
to agitate for integration, Du Bois argued adamantly, criticizing integration-
ists for forcing black children into “hells where they are ridiculed and hated” 
and making clear that white prejudice ensured “most Negroes cannot re-
ceive proper education in white institutions.”51 “Using a little child as a bat-
tering ram” with which to open the doors locked shut by Plessy v. Ferguson 
was immoral, Du Bois maintained, since he was convinced that small chil-
dren were not prepared for such a battle, which was likely to ruin “character, 
gift, and ability.”52 Since white prejudice was the problem with integration, 
in cases where white support for integrated schools existed, Du Bois believed 
agitating for mixed schools worthwhile. In the absence of white support, 
however, he encouraged black parents to press for increased funding for 
black public schools and universities and to strengthen black private insti-
tutions.53 Although Du Bois was the most vocal JNE critic of desegregation, 
even in 1935, many JNE authors took seriously Du Bois’s argument that 
“the separate school,” if adequately financed, would psychologically protect 
black youth.54

While economic explanations of the sources of racial oppression and 
educational segregation took center stage in the interwar JNE, the begin-
nings of another argument for integration, one that also drew on psychol-
ogy, emphasized interracial contact, and would gain widespread traction 
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during World War II, were also visible in the 1930s. Alain Locke exemplified 
this nascent concern with intergroup understanding. Even though he largely 
called for integration to equalize resources, he also claimed that integration 
had other benefits. Desegregation was essential, the philosopher suggested 
in 1935, because public schools provided one of the few locations where 
interracial tolerance could be fostered and interracial understanding taught. 
The educational interaction of black and white students “under . . . advanta-
geous circumstances” was a benefit of integrated schooling, since the school 
was the “logical and perhaps the only effective instrument” to foster posi-
tive intergroup contact.55 Even Du Bois agreed that under ideal conditions 
the integrated school was favorable because of the educational advantages 
of diversity.56 In addition, the 1930s JNE did publish some psychologists 
of prejudice, representatives of interracial organizations, and intercultural 
educators.57

Given the popularity of intercultural education programs in the 1920s 
and 1930s, and JNE authors’ tendency to move in the same circles as leading 
intercultural educators such as Rachel Davis DuBois and Hilda Taba, one 
might have expected intercultural education to feature more prominently 
in the journal.58 The JNE’s support for such programming was tempered at 
best in the 1930s. Thompson certainly believed that white prejudice pre-
sented obstacles to African American advancement, especially given white 
control of political and educational resources throughout the South.59 And 
yet he and many of his colleagues assumed that dispositional approaches 
alone were insufficient in the fight for racial justice. In 1933 Thompson 
described the development of “race- relations programs” that held that “un-
sympathetic and antagonistic racial attitudes are due to misunderstanding, 
and that misunderstanding is due to lack of knowledge and proper contact 
with the object of antagonism.” These assumptions had led to the develop-
ment of programs to study “the Negro in our American civilization” as well 
as projects “embarking upon ‘The Quest for [Interracial] Understanding’” in 
schools throughout the South.60 There was little evidence, however, about 
whether these programs had actually increased access to educational re-
sources for African Americans.61 Moreover, Thompson made clear that the 
“race- relations ideal” presented many difficulties as “an ultimate solution 
of the problem of the Negro separate school,” while educational programs 
to alter white attitudes were likely to have little effect on the “immediate 
problem of getting equitable provision of school facilities.”62 In fact, anti-
prejudice education tended to be associated with the accommodationist ap-
proach to interracial cooperation and appeals to the white sense of fairness 
that many JNE authors rejected in favor of political mobilization.63
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Proponents of intercultural education who published in the JNE stood 
out from the norm in the 1930s. Instead, in both their social theories and 
their calls for educational reform, an interdisciplinary group of scholars in 
which sociologists, political scientists, and historians were especially well 
represented highlighted the intertwined political and economic character of 
Jim Crow. They joined JNE educators and civil rights activists in prioritizing 
the economic foundations of the race problem, in presenting integration as 
a tool for reversing educational inequality, and in carefully considering how 
to effectively provide educational resources to black children given black 
political powerlessness in the Jim Crow South. While prevailing interwar 
scholarly paradigms, especially social ecology and the political economy of 
slavery and sharecropping, encouraged JNE scholars to situate analyses of 
educational injustice in large- scale, systemic, and political economic pat-
terns, the political commitments of the interwar interracial left favored the 
economic determinism evident in Depression- era JNE debate. The nature 
of the educational race problem in the Jim Crow South— in which African 
American disenfranchisement allowed flagrant inequality in the distribu-
tion of educational funds— also made political- economic analysis nearly 
impossible to avoid. Those publishing in the JNE debated whether integra-
tion was the best tactic for redistributing educational funds and argued over 
the psychological costs and benefits of desegregating schools before other 
sectors. Depression- era JNE authors stated with vivid clarity and unanimity, 
however, that what black students in the Jim Crow South most needed was 
more money.

“Education for Racial Understanding” and Its Critics, 1939– 45

In their social scientific theorizing, wartime JNE authors, much like their 
colleagues at the Fisk Institutes, pointed to the political economic and social 
structural foundations of American racial injustice. Even as the influence 
of Chicago school sociology declined in the mainstream academy by the 
early 1940s, JNE authors continued to draw on its core assumptions, as well 
as on the political economic research Myrdal synthesized, to suggest that 
American racism originated in the structures of capitalism, the politics of 
colonialism, and intergroup competition for resources. Nonetheless, espe-
cially between 1939 and 1945— alongside wartime enthusiasm for survey 
research but before private funding for the behavioral sciences expanded 
after 1949— psychological theories seeped into JNE theoretical debate. In 
the process, the logic used to demand school desegregation changed in char-
acter. Critics of desegregation like Du Bois no longer published in the jour-
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nal, and the emphasis on redistributing resources that had been the focus of 
the interwar JNE educational agenda declined. Instead, seeking to capitalize 
on wartime concern with prejudice, the JNE promoted antiprejudice educa-
tion and presented integration as a tool for fighting intolerance.

During the war and in the immediate postwar years, systemic and rela-
tional theories continued to circulate widely in the JNE, especially in articles 
by anthropologists and sociologists. Many began their analyses by refuting 
biological arguments for racial difference. They then relied on social ecologi-
cal and social anthropological frameworks to explore how demographic, 
economic, cultural, and historical factors shaped intergroup relations.64 In 
the 1939 JNE, for example, Fisk University sociologist Charles S. Johnson 
outlined the social ecological framework with political economic lean-
ings that characterized much of his thought. He argued that the values and 
meanings individuals gave to observable physical differences were deter-
mined largely by historically contingent social and economic factors. Asian 
American racial characteristics held different significance “according to their 
[Asian Americans’] position as economic competitors,” he suggested. When 
their labor was needed on the West Coast, race relations were calm, but 
when Asians competed for jobs with white Americans, “the physical and 
cultural differences have been given acute racial significance.” In this view, 
white workers used racism to gain advantage over economic competitors 
and employers used it to keep labor cheap.65 Although Johnson certainly 
recognized that prejudice was intertwined with the political economy of race 
relations, prejudice emerged as a tool used in conflicts whose origins were 
economic or political.

Duke University sociologist Edgar T. Thompson, an expert on plantation 
societies who had been trained by Park, along with Scarritt College social an-
thropologist Ina Corinne Brown, also pointed to the historically determined 
nature of race relations. They emphasized that interracial competition— for 
space, authority, or status, not only for jobs or resources— led to the develop-
ment of racial castes. Brown suggested viewing race relations in the United 
States as a particular kind of group relations, “in the context of the age- old 
and world- wide problem of self- conscious groups which occupy or compete 
for the same territory.”66 Following social ecologists, Brown held that how 
diverse groups reacted to meetings with one another depended on “the cir-
cumstances of the initial contact, the patterns set up by previous contacts 
of similar nature, or on the cultural patterns previously established.” Echo-
ing Lloyd Warner and the Class and Caste school of social anthropology, 
Brown also suggested that the history of colonial North America, the slave 
trade, and regional racial slavery in the United States revealed that white be-
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liefs about African American inferiority functioned ultimately “to preserve 
status.”67 Although prejudice was a cultural norm, Brown followed Warner 
in suggesting that it could function long after the economic or political con-
text that gave rise to it had passed.

Edgar Thompson was even more explicit in his suggestion that racist ide-
ology developed from and sustained labor exploitation. Race was an idea 
shaped and employed in particular historical circumstances— in plantation 
societies, in employer- employee relationships, in cross- cultural trade, and in 
wartime, he held. Twentieth- century Americans’ concepts of race, therefore, 
derived from interracial encounters that occurred under European colo-
nialism, but racism took different forms depending on social and historical 
circumstances. Still, the American racial situation was formed out of the 
need for black labor, Thompson held, as “the idea of race developed as a 
working element in colonial areas as a means of effecting control over the 
Negro’s labor and of fixing him in a permanent caste position.”68

Radical sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox, another Park student, also de-
veloped a theory of the race problem rooted in capitalist labor relations, 
bourgeois ideology, and exploitation. The furthest left of the JNE scholars, 
Cox, who criticized the Chicago school, Warner, and Myrdal for failing to 
sufficiently address class, revealed Howard’s continued intellectual breadth 
in the mid- 1940s. Race relations, Cox argued in 1943, depended on the 
economic, demographic, and sociological characteristics of a particular 
historical setting— population ratios, economic circumstances, and the 
nature of interracial contact.69 Where Cox leaned further toward economic 
determinism than his colleagues was in his critique of the ideological func-
tion the concept of prejudice served. Cox rejected Myrdal’s concept of the 
“vicious circle,” the idea that white prejudice and African American status 
were mutually reinforcing, as a form of “mysticism” since it avoided ac-
knowledging “that both race prejudice and Negro standards are consistently 
dependent variables. They are both produced by the calculated economic 
interests of the Southern oligarchy.”70 Instead, he directly challenged the 
psychology of prejudice by suggesting that bigoted attitudes did not cause 
racial oppression but rather the causal process proceeded in the opposite 
direction. Cox even implied that scientific attention to prejudice justified 
exploitation. And yet a toned down version of Cox’s basic claim— that racial 
prejudice emerged from and continued to exist because it served white eco-
nomic interests— ran through analyses of the race problem offered by many 
scholars who were not known as radicals. Integrating social ecology, Caste 
and Class theories, and Marxist theories of exploitation, a dominant strain 
in wartime JNE thought on race continued to develop key elements of the 
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interwar “Golden Age of Negro Sociology.” Both Johnson, the politically 
moderate favorite of the white foundations, and Cox, a well- known radical, 
agreed that the meanings given to racial characteristics differed based on the 
economic and political needs of those in power.71

Articulated between 1939 and 1945, such arguments were striking for 
their deviation from emerging racial liberalism and the psychology of prej-
udice.72 Systemic and relational theories also directly challenged calls for 
“education for racial understanding,” the organizing principle of the JNE’s 
1944 summer edition. In contrast to the interwar years, however, wartime 
JNE contributors tended to shy away from the political implications of their 
more radical theoretical conclusions. Although they suggested that the idea 
of race had historically justified exploitation under slavery and colonialism, 
none of the social scientists, except Cox, went on to recommend interracial 
class- based politics or challenges to American capitalism as JNE authors like 
Bunche or Du Bois had in the 1930s.

Instead, the psychology of attitude formation appeared increasingly 
relevant to reformist discussions in the early and mid- 1940s. Although the 
endurance of systemic and relational theories at the JNE makes clear that 
psychology did not drown out alternative disciplinary frameworks, psycho-
logical assumptions permeated discussions of the race problem by sociolo-
gists, anthropologists, historians, and a broad group of postwar religious, 
labor, civic, and educational workers. While, as we have seen, scholarly 
interest in prejudice would grow throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s 
outside the JNE, the timing of the JNE’s 1944 interest in “Education for 
Racial Understanding” suggests the importance of the wartime explosion 
of activist interest in prejudice to JNE concern with the issue. As many reli-
gious, educational, and civic groups that had previously only taken marginal 
interest in race relations turned attention to prejudice, many at the journal 
sought to turn this concern toward the integrationist cause.73 In addition, 
the NAACP’s legal campaign against segregation was in a state of flux in the 
mid- 1940s, with lawyers shifting away from equalization strategies amid 
victories in higher education, voting rights, and transportation, while some 
local communities still pursued equalization.74 While the evolving legal 
context did not necessarily push JNE authors toward support for “racial un-
derstanding,” it does explain the growing optimism many brought to discus-
sions of school integration as well as their declining acceptance of “separate  
but equal.”

While only a few psychologists wrote for the JNE during World War II, 
psychological assumptions permeated many writers’ conceptions of the 
race problem. And yet psychology did not always provide clear guides for 
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advocates of improved race relations. Efforts to reduce prejudice by provid-
ing information about minority groups were rarely effective, a number of 
scholars revealed. Too often, sociologist Edgar Thompson, anthropologists 
Ina Corinne Brown and Hortense Powdermaker, and psychologist Eugene 
Hartley noted, scientific findings about the fallacy of racial categories failed 
to alter ordinary people’s beliefs.75 In fact, what psychology often revealed 
was the profound irrationality and rigidity of racial thinking. It was partly 
because the formation of racial attitudes occurred during early childhood, 
Hartley (formerly E. L. Horowitz) argued, that racial ideas proved so tena-
cious. Once attitudes were fixed, they determined what factual information 
an individual would accept or reject.76 Prejudice was also difficult to fight be-
cause it was embedded in widely held cultural norms. According to Powder-
maker, an anthropologist who had worked with John Dollard on commu-
nity studies of race relations in the South, since racism was learned through 
family and community socialization, it was particularly difficult to change 
especially since racial beliefs were generally supported by social mores.77 
Although Martin Jenkins had turned attention to psychology in the hopes of 
finding good news for proponents of racial understanding, Powdermaker’s 
and Hartley’s work implied that schools could do little to limit racial preju-
dice when children learned racism in all of their daily encounters.

Despite the inconclusiveness of much psychological research on antiprej-
udice interventions, as well as the pervasiveness of political- economic and 
social structural theories of the race issue in the wartime journal, JNE au-
thors increasingly presented educational programs to reduce prejudice as a 
necessary component of the fight for racial justice. Contributors to the 1944 
summer edition— a group that included not only psychologists but also 
anthropologists, philosophers, historians, educationalists, and civil rights 
leaders— engaged in extended discussions of the best techniques for chal-
lenging prejudice through curricular and extracurricular activities. The best 
age at which to employ antiprejudice educational programming— among 
very young children or in high school— was one subject of debate for JNE 
authors.78 The relative utility of emotional as opposed to factual material 
in antiprejudice education was another topic of disagreement. While some, 
like Hartley, emphasized that education for racial understanding must con-
cern itself not with facts but with “the attitudes themselves, with the realities 
of the understanding process,” Lindeman believed that all youth living in 
interracial settings should receive “factual” education about different cul-
tures.79 Powdermaker, who wrote a textbook for the Intercultural Education 
Association, recommended education at the “emotional level,” including 
activities and planned situations “to break down mistrust, fear and other 
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socially undesirable attitudes,” though she also believed wider teaching of 
anthropology essential to combating prejudice.80

In addition, the psychology of prejudice provided a powerful weapon 
for opponents of legal segregation. By 1944, while JNE authors called ubiq-
uitously for school integration, many demanded integration as a tool for 
promoting racial understanding. For example, J. Max Bond, director of the 
Tuskegee Institute’s School of Education, argued that democratic education 
must be integrated because it must “strive courageously and honestly to 
free the minds of children and adults from the American psychosis of racial 
hate and all of its attendant evils.”81 Howard University historian Caroline 
Ware also critiqued the psychological and social implications of segregated 
schooling. “The experience of students, even more than their studies, will 
condition their ability to react constructively to racial situations,” Ware con-
tended. Education for improved race relations was impossible in segregated 
schools, she held, since one could never instruct children about the immo-
rality of racial injustice when legal segregation undermined those lessons at 
every turn.82 Both legal and de facto segregation, Ware emphasized, created 
“barriers to knowledge, to the development of habits of interracial action, 
and, especially, to the ability to cut through stereotypes and to recognize 
the individuality behind different exteriors.” A segregated school system 
therefore presented “almost insuperable obstacles” to improved race rela-
tions.83 Integrated education, in contrast, held great promise for fostering 
racial goodwill. Echoing arguments Alain Locke made in 1935 and research 
on the importance of intergroup contact to racial tolerance, Ware suggested 
school integration could engineer racial harmony. Fostering “the habit of as-
sociation, rather than dissociation” and encouraging students to learn from 
differences in “values” and “backgrounds,” integrated schooling could con-
tribute to all Americans’ emotional and intellectual growth.84

In addition to calling for an end to school segregation, many JNE authors 
maintained that schooling for racial understanding required curricular in-
novation, changes to the culture of school communities, commitment to 
racial equality by school administrators and teachers, a focus on racial issues 
in teacher training schools, and nondiscrimination in teacher hiring and the 
treatment of students.85 Some capitalized on wartime democratic rhetoric to 
draw attention to the racist character of school curricula. Roy Wilkins of the 
NAACP argued that democratic, antiracist teaching should be systematized. 
He, along with historian and media expert L. D. Reddick, built on an im-
portant strain in African American political thought that recognized mass 
media as a site where the fight for racial justice must be waged.86 Wilkins 
also, as W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson, and many black educators long 
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had, envisioned African American history as a political and psychological 
resource. Changing textbook and curricular depictions of African Americans 
and integrating African American history into public school curricula were 
necessary first steps, Wilkins maintained, since “we will make little progress 
in education for racial understanding until the average boy and girl stops 
absorbing this poison from the first grade through high school.”87

Moreover, recognizing that the effects of schooling were limited in a 
racist society, the 1944 summer edition assessed the educational activities 
of religious agencies, interracial committees, philanthropic foundations, 
organized labor, African American advancement organizations, govern-
ment agencies, and mass media.88 “Democracy in race relations will never 
be achieved until the minds of the people are changed,” Reddick proposed, 
noting that “the direct route to these minds is through the great agencies 
of mass communications.” Film, newspapers, magazines, radio, and public 
libraries, he held, were the “greatest educational agencies of the United 
States” and could not be overlooked in programs for “racial understand-
ing.”89 JNE authors generally supported the antiprejudice work, all of which 
was based on dispositional assumptions, being conducted by labor unions, 
religious institutions, and civic associations.

Although wartime JNE authors expressed much more support for anti-
prejudice education than they had in the mid- 1930s, they continued to treat 
the reformist technique cautiously. Jenkins explained this dilemma in a let-
ter to the JNE editorial board when planning the summer edition:

It is true that the “educational approach” is emotionally rejected by many 

because of the insistence by individuals and organizations antagonistic to the 

Negro that education rather than political pressure is the real solution of the 

problem. This emotional reaction, however, must be guarded against in the 

clear awareness that the problem of racial understanding must be attacked 

on many fronts rather than a single front. Education constitutes one, and I 

believe a tremendously important one, of these fronts.90

As Jenkins expected, some emphasized that antiprejudice education was a 
necessary but not sufficient strategy for racial progress. Margaret C. McCull-
och, a religious extension worker for the Federal Council of Churches of 
America and active participant in Fisk’s RRI, warned that lofty statements 
against prejudice could obscure a religious organizations’ failure to deseg-
regate.91 In his conclusion to the 1944 issue, Alain Locke worried that an-
tiprejudice rhetoric would prove empty. As support for desegregation and 
opposition to it were growing, Locke argued, “all our authors make us viv-
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idly aware that we have come to a crisis, where action and action alone can 
convince and count.”92 The call for action involved an only thinly veiled 
criticism of interracial dialogue as a sole technique for combating racial 
inequity and injustice. When considering discussion of racial injustice in 
the political realm, rather than the secondary school classroom, Lindeman 
expressed a similar concern. “We may talk our so- called race problem ‘to 
death,’” he argued, since “among sophisticated people talk can and does 
become a substitute for action.”93

In 1945, Reddick, who would work closely with Reverend Martin Luther 
King Jr. in the 1950s, emphasized the potential and the limits of antipreju-
dice education. While opinion polls revealed that Americans considered the 
race issue one of their top national problems, Reddick worried that edu-
cational interventions against prejudice might detract attention from legal 
and legislative change. He described, in jest, the various approaches to the 
race problem Americans considered: “‘Revolution?’ ‘Oh, no!’ ‘New laws?’ 
‘Maybe.’ ‘Education?’ ‘Yes, indeed!’”94 Reddick believed education could be 
socially transformative but considered this project more complicated than 
many admitted:

The notion that education is a cogent lever for promoting unity appears to be 

vague and formless in the public mind. It is in some degree an easy “out,” a 

simple faith in a peaceable settlement of a vexing question, an inexpensive 

long- time shock- proof procedure, a magical formula. The average person who 

says “Education” with so much relief and satisfaction does not take the time 

to consider what is involved in his decision.95

While education could make progress against prejudice, too often, Reddick 
held, vague calls for education simply obscured the absence of more sub-
stantive change. Even in the mid- 1940s, at the height of the JNE’s interest 
in “racial understanding,” a number of authors expressed concern that an-
tiprejudice education might serve as a replacement for the more sweeping 
legislative, direct- action, or court- based approaches that wartime JNE au-
thors prioritized.

Despite these concerns, and JNE leaders’ commitment to using social 
science to inform social action, wartime JNE calls for change often side-
stepped the full complexity of the scientific findings they articulated. On 
the one hand, systemic and relational theories of the race issue continued to 
circulate widely. By the mid- 1940s, the journal generally no longer featured 
explicit challenges to capitalism. Instead, with many wartime proponents of 
racial democracy, JNE authors tended to emphasize desegregation and civil 
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rights legislation, calling, as Charles S. Johnson put it in 1944, for nothing 
more “than is theirs already in principle.”96 Since RRI and JNE communities 
substantially overlapped, many JNE authors were no doubt also supportive 
of the redistributive racial liberalism that circulated at the RRI from 1944 
through 1947. Still, by suggesting that in addition to legal changes reforms 
at a very large scale were needed, systemic and relational theories raised 
troubling questions about political feasibility that JNE authors tended to 
leave unacknowledged. In addition, as the NAACP began moving away from 
school equalization cases, demands for redistributing educational resources 
that had so often followed interwar political economic analyses of school 
segregation were no longer politically useful. In contrast, although psychol-
ogy pointed as often to the intractable as to the malleable nature of racial 
attitudes, JNE educators carefully explored the ways antiprejudice education 
could serve as a weapon in the struggle for racial justice. Many also sought 
to draw wartime anti- Nazi sentiments toward the integrationist cause. The 
1944 summer edition did, in a limited way, broaden intercultural educators’ 
narrowly curricular conceptions of how to improve race relations by recom-
mending changes in school hiring policies, teacher education, and school 
administration and by warning of the dangers of “talk without action.” And 
yet a leading voice of the Depression- era interracial left nonetheless moved 
decidedly toward racial individualism by 1944 by suggesting that antipreju-
dice education and school integration were essential fronts on which the 
fight for racial justice should be waged.

The Results of “Enforced Isolation,” 1950

While the wartime moment led JNE authors to try to turn broader debates 
over the sources of prejudice and programs for fighting intergroup intol-
erance toward the integrationist cause, by 1950 other political factors en-
couraged a retreat from economic explanations for and redistributive ap-
proaches to the race issue. These included the rightward turn in national 
politics that began during the war, accelerated with Republican gains in the 
congressional election of 1946, and were cemented by  McCarthyism.97 In 
addition, the NAACP’s 1950 decision to launch a direct assault on Plessy, 
which was based on the argument that segregated schools could never be 
equal because segregation caused psychological and stigmatic harm, also 
reshaped JNE rhetorical strategies.98 Although the JNE, like many postwar 
sociology departments, shifted away from political economic analysis, the 
journal did not fully retreat from systemic theories.99 Instead, a number of 
JNE sociologists, political scientists, and economists developed a language 



“Education for Racial Understanding” and the Meanings of Integration / 153

for explaining the causes of the race issue that did not reduce racism to indi-
vidual acts of prejudice and discrimination but avoided implicating capi-
talism explicitly. These thinkers used the malleable concept of segregation 
to describe not only the legal structures of southern Jim Crow but also a 
social, economic, and political system that circumscribed African American 
opportunities regardless of the intentions of individual actors. By 1950, in 
much JNE analysis, segregation had edged out capitalist exploitation as the 
root cause of the race problem.

This framing of the race issue represented a clear bid for legal desegrega-
tion but also provided JNE authors with a systemic language for discussing 
the race problem that remained palatable amid  McCarthyism. The tendency 
to avoid direct critiques of capitalism in the emerging Cold War context is 
hardly surprising, as the NAACP emphasized its anticommunist credentials 
and leading black thinkers like Du Bois and cultural icons like Paul Robeson 
faced accusations of subversion. By the end of World War II, the Howard Uni-
versity radicals of the 1930s had largely moved away from their Depression- 
era economic determinism due to ordinary African Americans’ skepticism 
about the potential of interracial class- based politics and to the international 
context.100 The JNE reflected this broader political shift. Du Bois published 
an article on the post– World War II colonial situation with communist lean-
ings in the JNE in 1946, and this was his last in the journal. Oliver Cromwell 
Cox, who had published articles in the JNE nearly yearly since 1940, was not 
published in the JNE after 1951. By 1950 political scientist Ralph Bunche had 
moved substantially away from the economic determinism he expressed in 
the interwar years and instead fervently embraced a rights- oriented, individu-
alistic variant of racial liberalism that took direct aim at legal segregation.101 
Celebrating “the things the American democratic creed stands for— the 
equality of man; individual rights and liberties; respect for the individual and 
for the dignity of the individual,” Bunche presented his wish “only to be an 
American— in full,— with no ifs nor buts” clearly in terms of liberal individu-
alism.102 The journal provided little explicit discussion of the anticommunist 
context but moved with broader trends in the social sciences and civil rights 
politics by avoiding class analysis and embracing liberal individualism.103

At the same time, the JNE case makes clear that the changing focus of the 
battle for desegregation in the courts was as important as anticommunism 
in encouraging scholar- activists to rethink the sources of the race problem 
and its educational manifestations. Thompson’s enthusiasm for legal de-
segregation took on an increasingly hopeful cast in 1950, when the NAACP 
won key victories against segregation in higher education and transporta-
tion. In Sweatt v. Painter (1950), the NAACP successfully challenged the 
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constitutionality of a segregated black law school based on consideration 
of “intangible factors” (such as a school’s prestige and the networks a stu-
dent might develop). McLaurin v. Oklahoma (1950) held that segregation in 
classrooms impeded an African American graduate student’s ability to ad-
equately prepare for a profession.104 Henderson v. United States (1950) made 
racial discrimination in luxury railroad accommodations unconstitutional 
under the Interstate Commerce Act and implicitly condemned the stigmatic 
function of legal segregation.105 The three decisions suggested the court 
might be willing to rule against segregation broadly and that focusing on 
public primary and secondary schools might be productive. The decisions 
also led NAACP attorneys to embrace an “immaterial harm” strategy, the 
claim that segregation violated black rights because regardless of resource 
distribution the stigma of segregation damaged black children’s self- esteem. 
As a result, in 1950 the NAACP stopped accepting primary and secondary 
school equalization cases.106 In this context, one in which attempts at equal-
izing educational resources became tools segregationists used to stall deseg-
regation, it is little surprise that calls for resource redistribution disappeared 
from JNE discussion.107

The NAACP’s post- 1950 immaterial harm strategy forced integrationists 
who were also concerned with the distribution of educational resources to 
adjust. At the JNE, desegregation unquestionably moved to center stage po-
litically, as the titles of the journal’s summer editions— “The Courts and 
Racial Integration in Education” (1952), “Next Steps in Racial Desegrega-
tion in Education” (1954), “The Desegregation Decision— One Year After-
ward” (1955), “Educational Desegregation” (1956)— reveal. While the JNE 
continued to explore African American education broadly, after 1950 how 
to secure and, after Brown v. Board, how to implement court- ordered school 
desegregation received special attention.

The JNE’s shift in political priorities was coupled with a less obvious but 
also consequential change in theories of the race issue. While Depression- era 
JNE authors had suggested that capitalist exploitation and competition was 
the source of first slavery and then the Jim Crow social and legal structures 
that replaced it, by the 1950s authors reversed the equation. Segregation 
and institutionalized discrimination appeared not as products of the race 
problem but as intertwined, systemic causes of the economic dislocation 
and social pathologies researchers found in African American communities. 
In this view, segregation was a social structure that worked much like a mar-
ket to circumscribe the life chances of the individuals it victimized without 
identifying particular perpetrators. While commitment to securing the de-
segregation of southern schools certainly prompted JNE authors to envision 
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segregation as a legal and a social structure, wartime and postwar activism by 
northern open housing and fair employment activists also shaped this view. 
JNE visions of segregation as a social structure reflected understandings of 
the race problem that scholars of northern de facto employment and hous-
ing segregation, including Charles S. Johnson, E. Franklin Frazier, Robert 
Weaver, and Joseph Lohman, had articulated since the interwar years.

Using a language of “enforced isolation” and “racial proscriptions,” JNE 
authors presented segregation as a structure that worked in concert with 
systematic patterns of discrimination to produce the social, cultural, and 
economic problems evident in African American communities. Using the 
Mid- Century Whitehouse Conference on Children and Youth as a backdrop, 
the JNE’s 1950 summer edition asked how minority status affected African 
American youth.108 Thompson presented an argument that reappeared 
throughout postwar JNE discussions of the relationship between education 
and race relations. Although the economic, political, social, and cultural 
components of the race problem were intertwined, he held, segregation— 
not economic exploitation or labor competition— provided the root cause 
of the race problem. He explained:

The Negro community in any section of the country is a world within a world, 

segregated by law or custom or both; and it is characterized by certain path-

ological features which are direct results of its enforced isolation. The eco-

nomic status of the Negro is generally defined by the fact that the large major-

ity of Negroes are restricted to the most insecure and poorly paid jobs in the 

community; and proscriptions because of race have served to keep them on 

this level. The education and cultural level of the Negro is lower than that of 

the population as a whole, and is due primarily to his inferior minority status 

and the proscriptions which go along with that status.109

In this “world within a world,” segregation combined with institutionalized 
patterns of discrimination to impede African American economic and social 
advancement.110 Although labor exploitation certainly continued to oppress 
African Americans, Thompson presented segregation and racial proscription 
as causes not consequences of this exploitation. This systemic analysis of 
discrimination and segregation led Thompson to recommend federal fair 
employment practices legislation and integration as the best ways to fight 
economic injustice. The 1950 summer edition exhibited this structural view 
of segregation by examining census data on population, economic condi-
tions, and the social, political, and educational characteristics of black com-
munities to assess the factors responsible for African Americans’ “inferior 
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status.” The 1953 summer edition, which focused on “the facts which define 
the status of the Negro,” also outlined African American social status and 
place in the social order by focusing on racial proscriptions.111

JNE discussions of de facto segregation also relied on structural frame-
works in ways that prefigured late twentieth- century arguments about racial 
isolation concentrating poverty. Harry Walker, a sociologist from Howard 
University, built on economist Robert Weaver’s studies of the economic 
and social consequences of residential segregation in the urban North to 
make clear that housing segregation compounded other social issues. By 
confining African Americans to “highly congested” communities with sub-
standard educational, medical, sanitation, and recreational facilities, hous-
ing segregation explained why African Americans were disproportionately 
troubled by myriad social problems.112 Like many of his colleagues, Walker 
believed that “a fundamental improvement in the Negro’s social problems 
can be made only through the integration of the Negro into the general  
society.”113

It was not simply residential segregation but the way it intersected with 
discriminatory labor markets that made the situation so dire. Weaver em-
phasized in 1950 how employment and housing segregation together 
locked African Americans into a low economic status. Like Depression- era 
JNE thinkers, the economist suggested that the race problem, during slavery, 
Reconstruction, and in the early twentieth century, served white economic 
needs.114 At the same time, reflecting broader shifts in his thought from a 
focus on labor to concern with housing by the late 1940s, segregation ap-
peared as the primary causal mechanism in Weaver’s 1950 JNE discussion 
of the contemporary race issue. “Enforced segregation takes its place with 
continuing discrimination in employment as a principal impediment to the 
Negro’s attainment of full and equal economic status,” Weaver maintained. 
In fact, he suggested that it was residential segregation not employment dis-
crimination that represented the “most economically oppressive expression 
of this negation of a competitive society.”115 Still this framing led Weaver to 
different policy recommendations than proponents of redistributive racial 
liberalism at the RRI. Since employment discrimination and residential 
segregation provided the primary obstacles to black economic advance-
ment, Weaver held that the race problem could best be addressed not by 
creating more jobs or housing but by challenging both de jure and de facto  
segregation.

JNE authors also made clear that educational, housing, and employment 
segregation combined to produce not only economic and social problems 
but cultural and psychological ones as well. This focus on psychological 
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damage would only increase in popularity as arguments about the cultural 
factors reinforcing poverty gained traction among liberal social scientists 
in the mid- 1960s.116 In 1950, many JNE authors built on E. Franklin Fra-
zier’s research on the black family to examine so- called cultural patholo-
gies among black youth that stemmed from the intersection of “family 
disorganization” and racial isolation.117 According to Walker, the isolation 
of African Americans from the larger American community created “cul-
tural distortions and peculiar values” among black people, including con-
sumerism, delinquency, and illegitimacy.118 George N. Redd, head of the 
Department of Education at Fisk University, explained that some of the 
most “rigid patterns of racial segregation in any society” placed African 
Americans at a “disadvantage in competing with members of the white race 
for social and economic gains.”119 While Redd did not ignore inequality in 
school facilities, school terms, and teacher training, he emphasized that 
educational, residential, and employment segregation created racial isola-
tion that produced the “cultural deficiencies of the American Negro.”120 
While cracks in the “strong wall of racial segregation” were evident, Redd 
believed it would take a number of generations before the damage segre-
gation inflicted on “the educational and cultural interests of the Negro” 
began to pass.121

African Americans had long been fighting Jim Crow as an intertwined 
economic and political system, and black intellectuals had long concep-
tualized legal segregation in the South and systemic discrimination in the 
North and West as nearly impermeable barriers to black advancement. 
While JNE thinkers in 1935 and in 1950 recognized that racial discrimina-
tion, segregation, and lower class status intertwined in complex ways, in 
1950 segregation— “by custom and by law”— appeared as the basic causal 
factor whose detrimental results were not only economic and political but 
also cultural.122 “In the case of the Negro in America,” Redd held, “the limi-
tations placed upon his area of mobility are so severe that complete reali-
zation of his potentialities has never been possible.”123 Segregation not capi-
talism, political scientist Ralph Bunche suggested in 1950, was the culprit. 
The elimination of legal segregation and the protection of African American 
civil and political rights were essential, he held, if “American society should 
cease requiring any of its citizens to run the race of life over a special ob-
stacle course while all other citizens compete on the flat.”124 The constraints 
imposed by anticommunism and the possibilities embedded in the legal 
fight against Plessy led JNE authors to use the concept of segregation in new 
ways. Convinced that the race issue involved more than individual acts of 
prejudice or discrimination, but limited in their ability to discuss class and 
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economic exploitation, Cold War– era JNE authors turned to the malleable 
and ever- critical concept of segregation to highlight the structural nature of 
racial oppression.

By 1968, more than ten years after his central political objective—  
overturning de jure segregation— had been secured, Charles H. Thompson 
still worried about how to integrate and equalize America’s schools. Of 
course between 1954 and 1968, despite the effective stalling tactics of south-
ern state and local officials, Brown v. Board effectively dismantled the legal, 
and much of the institutional, edifice of southern Jim Crow education. Once 
implemented, the decision altered the institutional organization, funding, 
hiring, and pupil placement plans of segregated school systems and trans-
formed patterns of public resource distribution. Desegregation also brought 
the weight of federal authority into the struggle for civil rights in education 
and required racial moderates like President Eisenhower to bring federal 
power— and federal troops in cases like Little Rock in 1957— behind efforts 
to dismantle Jim Crow. After the passage of the Civil Rights Act (1964) and 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), moreover, the federal gov-
ernment had additional financial leverage with which to demand local com-
pliance with desegregation mandates. Despite its individualistic rationale, 
Brown v. Board began to restructure southern public education, as Thompson 
had hoped it would.125

Nonetheless, when looking at school segregation outside the South in 
1968, even ever- optimistic integrationists like Thompson were worried. 
The retired JNE editor responded to the arrival of formal equality, to James 
Coleman’s Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966), and to the Kerner 
Commission Report’s (1967) explanation of the racial unrest that had re-
cently exploded in many American cities. In this setting, Thompson be-
gan to fear that the central premise on which much of his scholarly and 
political work had been based— that school desegregation could effectively 
equalize educational resources— had been flawed.126 Thompson supported 
Coleman’s focus on educational outcomes, saw compensatory education 
for poor and minority students as essential, and assumed that integration 
across class lines was necessary for improving African American schooling. 
He was coming to believe, however, that white flight made class integration 
nearly impossible to engineer.127 In fact, Thompson began to articulate a 
point W. E. B. Du Bois had made in 1935 by arguing that alternatives to 
public education might be necessary for improving black schooling.128 By 
the late 1960s, Thompson drew a new set of political lessons— that legal 
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desegregation was not enough— from the combination of social structural 
and political economic theories that had suffused JNE debate since the jour-
nal’s inception.

From the 1930s through the late 1960s JNE authors prioritized the sys-
temic and relational sources of American racial oppression and injustice 
even though they took small steps toward racial individualism. Building 
on radical intellectual traditions associated with the African American and 
interracial lefts, Depression- era JNE authors emphasized the intertwined 
political and economic bases of racial oppression and depicted prejudice 
as a rationalization. They also, in keeping with the NAACP’s interwar legal 
strategy against segregation, presented the redistribution of educational 
resources as a first priority. Wartime theoretical discussions continued to 
feature political economic and social structural frameworks. However, as 
World War II raised concern with prejudice among an expanded group 
of white liberals, JNE authors engaged with the psychology of prejudice 
and sought to turn national enthusiasm for tolerance toward support for 
legal desegregation. In so doing, the JNE downplayed earlier calls for the 
equitable distribution of educational resources. This tendency only grew 
in strength as  McCarthyism took root after 1947 and the NAACP shifted 
to a direct attack on Plessy in 1950. In the early 1950s, JNE authors in-
creasingly identified “enforced separation,” not the structures of liberal 
capitalism, as the most important systemic cause of racial injustice and 
inequality. They replaced Depression- era economic determinism with a 
vision of segregation as an intertwined legal and socioeconomic structure 
and presented the latter as the most destructive and actionable source of 
racial inequality.

While the growing institutional power of psychology was evident in JNE 
debate, most authors never rejected systemic and relational theorizing or 
fully embraced behavioralism. The JNE’s historic ties to the African American 
popular front and the fact the journal fell beyond the reach of many new 
postwar funding streams ensured that the social structural and political eco-
nomic theories that had circulated in the 1930s continued— albeit with their 
radical edges softened— in the postwar years. The central role political scien-
tists, economists, and economically informed sociologists played in the JNE 
also helped theoretical alternatives to racial individualism endure in the 
emerging Cold War era. At the same time, however, many JNE authors also 
found dispositional theories and rights- based individualism politically use-
ful. This was the case amid wartime celebrations of tolerance and democracy 
and after the political climate turned rightward in the late 1940s. In the two 
decades following An American Dilemma, JNE intellectuals and activists stra-
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tegically embraced racial liberalism even though many of their theories sug-
gested that negative rights and antiprejudice education were insufficient as 
a total paradigm for racial progress. In their qualified support for education 
for tolerance, JNE integrationists, somewhat surprisingly, found common 
ground with politically moderate groups like the National Conference of 
Christians and Jews that, as the next chapter shows, equivocated on com-
mitment to desegregation.



Drawing on unspecified social scientific evidence, a 1954 “Report of the 
National Conference of Christians and Jews” (NCCJ) held that “the religious 
and racial hostilities and discrimination which bring heartache and tragedy 
to thousands of Americans are not born in people.” “If culture created them,” 
the report explained, then “culture can correct and remake attitudes and 
folkways” since “it is not a matter of changing human nature but of changing 
the training of human nature.” This key component of postwar racial individu-
alism, the belief that educational programs could reduce intergroup conflict, 
had permeated NCCJ efforts to improve interfaith relations since the 1920s. 
When the NCCJ slowly and haltingly turned attention to racial intolerance 
during World War II, the group continued to assume that misguided atti-
tudes caused discrimination and that “a far- flung and intensive educational 
effort” was needed. Tendencies towards educationalization were evident in 
the mid- 1950s as well, when NCCJ leaders asserted that the group’s more 
than two decades of work to improve interfaith relations through educa-
tion prepared it for fostering better race relations amid massive resistance to 
Brown v. Board of Education.1

Established in 1927, the National Conference of Jews and Christians 
(NCJC, which became the National Conference of Christians and Jews 
[NCCJ] in 1938) was one of many religiously motivated associations seeking 
to produce tolerance in midcentury America. Supported, often imprecisely, 
by social scientific findings on the malleability of prejudices, the Conference 
was predisposed to using moral exhortation and educational techniques 
to challenge injustice. In fact, as religious, educational, and civic groups 
became committed to improving race relations during World War II, many 
drew on the techniques the interwar NCCJ had pioneered.2 Even after the 
NCCJ included race relations in its purview during World War II, the group 
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stood to the right of the religious movement for intergroup goodwill. In 
contrast to the American Jewish Congress, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, 
and the National Council of Churches— all of which made clear statements 
against racial discrimination and segregation during the war— the NCCJ was 
institutionally committed to avoiding politics.3

The organization’s apolitical educational approach proved useful as lead-
ers sought to remain aloof from the regionally divisive politics of desegrega-
tion but relevant to the fight for improved human relations. As controversy 
over school desegregation grew in the years leading up to and immediately 
following Brown v. Board of Education (1954), however, this effort produced 
much institutional hand- wringing. Conference officials perceived a moment 
of opportunity because the group was one of the few organizations in the 
intergroup relations field whose work in the South segregationists had not 
crushed. NCCJ leaders hoped to chart a moderate course on desegregation 
that would prove the organization’s crucial national significance by promoting 
antiprejudice education in the short term and remaining imprecise about the 
institution’s stance to legal desegregation in the long term. By separating two 
core components of racial liberalism, though, the group ultimately exposed 
the conservative political implications of racial individualism, since education 
to combat prejudice helped justify gradualism on legal desegregation.

“Humble Apologies and Kindly Resolutions”: 
The NCCJ’s Philosophy and Program

The movement for intergroup goodwill that gained significant momentum 
in the 1920s and again during World War II included organizations with 
different levels of interest in race relations and civil rights. Early twentieth- 
century immigration and nativism had prompted assimilationist programs 
in schools and community centers and intercultural educators’ efforts to 
improve interethnic relations by celebrating immigrants’ “cultural gifts.”4 
The NCCJ emerged in 1927 as part of a broader effort to generate interfaith 
understanding at a time when anti- Jewish and anti- Catholic sentiments 
were running high; Jewish groups worried about conversion efforts in their 
communities; and liberal Protestants wanted to “put the brakes on hatred” 
and reclaim Christian rhetoric from the KKK.5 Although some religious and 
educational proponents of intergroup goodwill such as the Federal Council 
of Churches (FCC) directed attention to racial issues in the 1920s, the NCCJ 
remained focused on interfaith concerns until the 1940s.6

Social scientific research on the malleability of prejudice supported and 
was legitimized by antiprejudice efforts like the NCCJ’s.7 While conceptions 
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of the causes of intergroup prejudice shaped the Conference’s educational 
mission, the organization at times relied specifically on social science and 
at other times made vague appeals to scientific authority. In the 1920s and 
1930s, NCCJ director Everett Clinchy, who held a master’s degree from Union 
Theological Seminary and a PhD in education from Drew University, often 
referred to Franz Boas, John Dewey, and anthropologist Clark Wissler in his 
writing. The NCCJ leaders’ assumptions about how prejudices were acquired 
built on behaviorist psychology, Floyd Allport’s discussion of habituated re-
sponses, Bruno Lasker’s notions of children being “born without prejudice,” 
and Horace Kallen’s celebratory views of cultural pluralism.8 Clinchy and 
many NCCJ members also appealed to scientific authorities with less preci-
sion, however. The most widespread assumption motivating NCCJ work was 
that prejudice derived from a lack of contact between and knowledge about 
individuals from different groups.9 As an NCCJ 1931 bulletin explained, 
prejudices “are most often conditioned by notions carelessly picked up from 
others, or by one or two unfortunate experiences with annoying individu-
als on the fringe of another culture.” As a result, stereotypes could be chal-
lenged, “some educators believe,” by “having Protestants, Catholics, and 
Jews meet each other under fortunate conditions.”10 While these assump-
tions reflected emerging literature, they did not engage with the more nu-
anced arguments sociologists Arnold Rose and Robin M. Williams Jr. and 
social psychologist Gordon Allport brought to the topic, which suggested 
that only under certain conditions was contact likely to increase tolerance.11

Building on specific science and more general assumptions about the 
sources of intergroup conflict, the NCCJ promoted understanding using 
a variety of educational methods. These included “trio tours,” where one 
priest, one rabbi, and one minister traveled the country together giving pre-
sentations about religious differences and the need for tolerance; round-
table meetings, a discussion by individuals of different faiths that aimed to 
combat stereotypes by encouraging honest intergroup dialogue; interfaith 
institutes and clinics; teacher training programs; and mass mediated propa-
ganda. Committed to teaching Americans about the danger of stereotypes 
and to convincing Americans of all cultural and religious groups of their 
shared interests, NCCJ leaders assumed that exposure to information about 
minorities and contact between members of different groups would fos-
ter understanding.12 At the same time, the organization’s interfaith char-
acter ensured that it resisted assimilation, made clear that it did not want 
to build an amalgamated religion or engage in missionary work, and even 
avoided direct programming for children whose religious beliefs might be 
vulnerable.13 The NCCJ did encourage colleges to examine their curricula for 
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unidentified prejudices and to establish interfaith organizations.14 Another 
core component of the NCCJ’s educational approach was its use of the mass 
media in a “nationwide effort for better human relations” and a “crusade 
for brotherhood.”15 The NCCJ’s Religious News Service supplied news sto-
ries concerning interfaith issues to religious newspapers across the country. 
The NCCJ press department carefully counted how many people publica-
tions reached and boasted about the different types of media employed 
to “inoculate Americans against the virus of hate, prejudice and misunder-
standing.”16 The group also encouraged film executives to address “brother-
hood themes,” claimed to have inspired Gentleman’s Agreement (1947) (a 
film that dealt sensitively with anti- Semitism), and tried to regulate negative 
depictions of religious groups in the media.17 Brotherhood Week, an an-
nual media event featuring radio, newspaper, and screen programs that the 
NCCJ sponsored beginning in 1934, sought to foster widespread interest in 
improving human relations year- round.18 (See figure 7.)

In part because of its interreligious focus, the NCCJ was institutionally 
committed to staying out of politics. Since the Conference, especially early 
on, had to convince potential members that it was not trying to challenge 
individual religious beliefs, it encouraged members “to come together to 
discuss our disagreements agreeably” and treated “differences in funda-
mentals . . . as a matter of course.”19 The NCCJ thus envisioned a pluralist 
ideal, one in which Americans from different religious backgrounds came 
to understand and to accept that they held fundamentally different articles 
of faith. Rhetoric of understanding, cooperation, brotherhood, and good-
will— a language that suggested that misunderstanding not power or com-
petition underlay intergroup antagonism— motivated NCCJ efforts to secure 
“a Brotherhood of man under the Fatherhood of God.”20 While the orga-
nization’s constitution clearly stated that it would “rely upon educational 
procedures in its work,” Clinchy argued repeatedly that NCCJ would leave 
political agitation, including lobbying, litigation, or direct action protests, 
to other groups.21

The interwar NCCJ stood at the forefront of a religious movement for 
intergroup understanding that coalesced in response to interreligious and 
interethnic strife in the 1920s and relied loosely, though often imprecisely, 
on the psychology and sociology of prejudice. The organization developed 
an explicitly educational and deliberately apolitical approach to fighting 
prejudice and intergroup misunderstanding that members described as sci-
entifically justified and modern. This pluralist ideal worked in the arena of 
religious ideology because one group’s interests did not necessarily impinge 
on another’s. When domestic and international political developments led 



7. Brotherhood Week, courtesy Social Welfare History Archives, University of Minnesota, 
National Conference of Christians and Jews Records.
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NCCJ leaders to the race issue, however, applying its approach to questions 
of racial justice proved complicated.

“Our Common Moral Concern for Racial Justice,” 1940– 54

During and in the decade following World War II international and do-
mestic political developments forced the NCCJ to turn attention to the race 
issue and ultimately to confront tensions in the apolitical, educationally 
focused version of racial liberalism it embraced. The NCCJ had expressed 
fleeting concern with racial, not only religious, prejudice in the 1920s and 
1930s, and some local roundtables supported fair employment efforts.22 
Nazi racial genocide, domestic racial violence, and mounting civil rights agi-
tation during and immediately following World War II led to heated debate 
in the national office, however, about whether the organization’s commit-
ment to improving interreligious relations should be expanded to include 
interracial relations. The NCCJ did cautiously move to incorporate efforts 
against racial bigotry into its program during the war. After 1948, federal 
action in support of civil rights, mounting protests against segregation, and 
Cold War pressures forced the NCCJ to begin reconsidering whether its apo-
litical, educational orientation remained sufficient. Ultimately the Confer-
ence equivocated on the race issue, however, due to fear of detracting from 
its primarily interfaith orientation and worries that opposing segregation 
might regionally divide the national organization.

World War II, by mobilizing the NCCJ’s peer institutions to address not 
just anti- Semitism but also black- white relations, pressured the Conference 
to decide whether it would include racial not just religious bigotry in its 
efforts. As Nazi atrocities were discovered, the American Jewish Congress, 
the American Jewish Committee, and the Anti- Defamation League of B’nai 
B’rith established the National Community Relations Advisory Council 
“to serve as a clearinghouse for information about anti- Semitism.”23 The 
American Jewish Committee and the Commission on Community Interrela-
tions (CCI) of the American Jewish Congress also supported social science 
on anti- Semitism that generated interest in antiblack racism.24 Religious pro-
ponents of racial goodwill took different approaches to political engage-
ment, but wartime concern for prejudice translated for many into support 
for desegregation and civil rights legislation. The FCC issued a statement 
condemning segregation in 1946 and the American Missionary Association 
and the Julius Rosenwald Fund sponsored Fisk’s integrationist Race Rela-
tions Department in the early 1940s.25 The American Jewish Congress had 
long rejected “moral pleading” and instead combined efforts to protest and 
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publicize anti- Semitism with litigation and lobbying for legal change.26 Al-
though the Fellowship of Reconciliation and FCC engaged in educational 
work, by the mid- 1940s they also directly protested discrimination and seg-
regation. With the Congress of Racial Equality, the Fellowship of Reconcili-
ation’s race relations secretaries helped to sponsor the first interracial sit- in 
in 1943 and the first “freedom ride” to test the court decision outlawing 
discrimination in interstate travel in 1947.27

As the NCCJ paid growing attention to the war abroad, it expanded its 
focus from interreligious to intergroup relations and began including inter-
racial relations in this more generalized framework. In part because anti- 
Semitism was such a central element of its mission, the NCCJ closely fol-
lowed and publicized Nazi atrocities beginning in 1938. Once the United 
States entered the war, the NCCJ sent “trio groups” to the troops overseas 
and sponsored a Human Rights Committee that helped gain approval 
from the United Nations for a convention on genocide.28 In addition, local 
roundtables included racial issues in efforts to address wartime domestic 
intergroup relations before the national office took a stand on the issue. 
Shortly after the war started, the Chicago roundtable produced a pamphlet 
with the jarring title “No Ocean Separates Us from Our Enemies Within” 
that warned that the devastation in Europe might emerge at home if Ameri-
cans did not attend to domestic disunity.29 Interfaith understanding between 
the “trio” of Judeo- Christian religions was still the central concern, but the 
pamphlet presented racial relations within an expanded purview. “Enemies 
within, as dangerous as any of those without,” the Chicago pamphlet held, 
“are propagating lies, suspicion, misunderstanding and intolerance among 
American citizens of every creed and race.” In fact, like civil rights activists 
who engaged in Double V campaigns, many NCCJ branches treated World 
War II as a useful opportunity to emphasize the urgency of the message they 
had been articulating since the 1920s.30

And yet NCCJ leadership in the national office equivocated about 
whether the Conference should focus solely, or largely, on interfaith rela-
tions. For example, while a 1944 annual report, titled “An Idea Whose Time 
Has Come!” noted that religious persecution remained the organization’s 
main concern, it explained (ironically under a picture of a “roundtable” 
discussion among six white men) that “the Conference . . . has one aim: 
harmonious teamwork among a united people of diverse racial origins, cul-
tures and faiths.”31 A statement by Clinchy, which called for “respect for the 
rights of others, appreciation of people outside one’s own group, civilized 
self- restraints implicit in a democracy of cultures” eluded to support for civil 
rights but did not mention race outright.32
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By the late 1940s, accelerating civil rights politics at home and the impor-
tance of human rights rhetoric abroad pushed the NCCJ to clarify its stance 
to race relations and led some Conference leaders to begin challenging the 
organization’s interreligious, apolitical orientation. In 1948, Truman’s de-
segregation of the military, the Dixiecrat revolt, and the Republican and 
Democratic Parties’ addition of civil rights planks to their platforms en-
sured that the unavoidably political— and increasingly regionally divisive— 
character of American race relations was difficult to escape. The NCCJ’s 
Commission on Educational Organizations began to clarify “the Commis-
sion’s thought regarding interracial relations” in 1948. It stated on the one 
hand that “the NCCJ believes that it must, in its functioning as the educa-
tional arm of a great national organization, concern itself with any prob-
lems having to do with the improvement of intergroup understanding and 
relationships.” On the other hand, the commission would not tell southern 
chapters what to do regarding integration, since “any effective human re-
lations program must adapt itself to the thinking and social pattern of a 
particular local situation.”33 In addition, the NCCJ began noting the ways 
southern segregation damaged the nation’s reputation abroad and incor-
porating the language of international human rights that gained popularity 
among civil rights and race relations activists in the early 1950s.34 Although 
leaders worried that the organization might lose its interreligious focus, by 
1952 the NCCJ’s Commission on Religious Organizations further worked 
to clarify the organization’s approach to the race issue. “As Catholics, Prot-
estants and Jews interested in eliminating intergroup prejudices,” this com-
mission explained, “we once again would reaffirm our common moral con-
cern for racial justice” and “must be courageous and forthright in seeing 
that basic human rights are upheld regardless of race.”35 NCCJ leaders even 
seemed to venture into the political realm when they suggested that Ameri-
cans must eliminate interracial prejudice and secure human rights at home 
and abroad to effectively fight communism.36 “In an era when the two- thirds 
of the earth’s population who are colored want, and certainly should get, a 
fair break in life’s opportunities and values,” Clinchy emphasized, sound-
ing like Charles S. Johnson and Edwin Embree, “no one’s dignity is secure 
unless of the rights of all humans are respected.”37 Even after the Supreme 
Court struck down Plessy v. Ferguson in 1954, Clinchy relied on rights dis-
course to urge the NCCJ to fight racial prejudice and discrimination because 
“they are sinful; they play into the hands of Communism; and they slow 
down the united action of the free world’s development.”38

Pressure from local branches in northern and border states also encour-
aged the national office toward racial issues and political engagement in 
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the early 1950s. Many local roundtables were making the struggle against 
discrimination and segregation— not simply against prejudice— the focus 
of their activity. In 1954, Philadelphia and Baltimore roundtables initiated 
training in human relations for police departments, the Washington, DC, 
chapter coordinated an intergroup relations project for the Recreation De-
partment of the District of Columbia to prepare for implementing a desegre-
gation policy, and the Detroit NCCJ helped a department store integrate its 
sales force.39 In Tulsa, in connection with a Brotherhood Week tour by Jackie 
Robinson, the NCCJ worked with the Lions Club to hold the first interracial 
meeting in the area. The Saint Louis NCCJ chapter helped establish a Citi-
zen’s Committee on Human Rights to facilitate an orderly transition from 
separate to integrated schools and contributed to the desegregation efforts 
that integrated hotels, pools, parks, and some movie theaters.40 Although the 
national office increasingly included language about fighting racial preju-
dice in its publications, local chapters were clearly taking the lead in actually 
combating discrimination and segregation.

Despite this local initiative, NCCJ leaders with a national view tried to 
take a compromise position on the race issue between World War II and 
Brown v. Board. While World War II provided the NCCJ with an opportunity 
to highlight the significance of its work, the increasingly regionally divi-
sive civil rights struggle could simultaneously challenge and further NCCJ 
goals. The combination of mounting civil rights protest, federal action 
against segregation, and Cold War– era human rights rhetoric made inac-
tion on the race issue seem contradictory and reactionary for an organiza-
tion committed to intergroup tolerance. And yet outright support for civil 
rights and desegregation threatened to alienate the national organization’s 
southern constituents. Essentially the Conference had to decide whether 
two key elements of postwar racial liberalism— antiprejudice education 
rooted in psychological individualism and rights- based individualism that 
demanded political action— could logically and ethically be separated. Even 
as civil rights activists appeared poised for legal success in 1954, the NCCJ’s 
national leadership remained deliberately vague about whether it would 
oppose discrimination and segregation.

“Vindication for the Policy of Moderation We Have Been 
Urging”: The NCCJ and Brown v. Board of Education

The compromise position on civil rights that the NCCJ had begun to de-
velop between World War II and the early 1950s would become increas-
ingly difficult to maintain as southern communities engaged in “massive 
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resistance” in response to Brown v. Board of Education. As the direct action 
phase of the civil rights movement accelerated in the mid- 1950s, a number 
of religiously motivated groups joined the fight against segregation and dis-
crimination.41 While the Fellowship of Reconciliation supported the South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference in the 1950s and 1960s, the National 
Council of Churches (formerly FCC) established a Department of Racial 
and Cultural Relations (1952) that sought “to secure full opportunity for all 
minority racial and cultural groups, in churches, education, employment, 
housing, recreation, health services, government, and all other aspects of 
American society.”42 Resistance to segregation by leading religious organiza-
tions committed to intergroup goodwill encouraged some NCCJ members 
to push their organization to do likewise. At the same time, for an organiza-
tion with a regionally diverse membership, segregationist resistance to civil 
rights gains pulled the NCCJ in other directions.43 In the early 1950s— and 
especially after Brown— the NCCJ’s national office discussed the “race issue” 
incessantly in an attempt to determine the relationship between national 
and regional policy and the place politics would play in its mission.

As segregationists opposed mounting civil rights gains, the NCCJ worried 
about losing southern members and being branded as just another radical 
civil rights organization. In 1951, when the Commission on Religious Orga-
nizations debated joining the National Council of Churches in observance 
of “Race Relations Sunday,” members worried how support for interracial 
pulpit exchanges might affect the NCCJ’s “southern constituency.” The com-
mission recommended moving “slowly and with caution” and suggested the 
decision be made at the regional rather than the national level. All agreed 
that the organization’s stance to the race issue must develop with sensitivity, 
caution, and considerable forethought.44 In 1953, NCCJ national leaders 
worriedly anticipated the Brown decision, concluding that the best way to 
avoid being branded as militant was to quietly prepare to aid communities 
in the process of school desegregation without ever stating outright sup-
port for the court’s ruling. The Conference had established a Committee on 
Desegregation, a subcommittee of the Commission on Educational Orga-
nizations, in early 1953 but renamed this body later that year, as the Com-
mittee on the Integration of Minority Groups in American Education, out 
of fear that the original name suggested the NCCJ’s clear support for school 
desegregation.45

Essentially the NCCJ sought to make itself a resource to communities 
undergoing court- ordered desegregation without condoning integration 
outright— and its traditional apolitical, educational stance was a valuable 
resource in this endeavor. The Committee on Integration approached de-
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segregation as a research problem and as an issue demanding widespread 
educational programming. It put together a “master list” of institutions 
where integration had already taken place, sent questionnaires to area offi-
cials investigating “strategies and techniques useful in an integration situa-
tion,” recommended observation of the process of integration in key cities, 
and produced a bibliography on the topic.46 It also prepared to offer services 
that communities facing a court order might request. The NCCJ published 
“a guide book of strategies that have worked in previous integration situa-
tions,” provided lists of speakers, and sponsored workshops and in- service 
teacher trainings on human relations throughout the South.47 The national 
office, at the same time, became increasingly emphatic that it would not 
engage in political propaganda or agitation. “Since the Committee was 
created neither to propagandize for integration nor to attempt its delay,” 
the minutes of the initial meeting explained, “it was felt that the Committee 
should respond principally to requests for help rather than to take the lead 
in offering its services.”48 As a result, much to the dismay of integrationist 
northern members, the Conference’s national office retreated from the ges-
tures supporting civil rights that it had begun to make in 1952.

The actual Brown v. Board decision caused the NCCJ to outline the major 
tenets of the approach it would maintain toward desegregation until the 
mid- 1960s. The NCCJ developed this stance as Supreme Court justices re-
sisted the NAACP’s “immediatist” demands, President Eisenhower claimed 
privately that he believed Brown would retard progress in the South by 
fifteen years, segregationist governors in Georgia and South Carolina re-
fused to enforce the decision, and some southern communities closed their 
schools, or warned they might, rather than desegregate.49 A week after the 
Brown decision, an NCCJ committee met in Nashville, Tennessee (deliber-
ately in a southern city), to assess “the present role and activities of NCCJ in 
interracial matters” and make recommendations regarding a future course 
of action.50 Worried about the potential for noncompliance in the South, 
this committee’s main concerns were to prevent alienating southern “mod-
erates” and to highlight the NCCJ’s unique ability— in contrast to groups 
directly supportive of civil rights— to foster peaceful intergroup relations 
through educational means.51 The approach to race relations the committee 
developed had three main tenets: the NCCJ would focus on interreligious 
relations not race relations, it would continue to take an educational as 
opposed to a political approach to social problems, and it would avoid re-
gional favoritism.52 Essentially, the NCCJ refused to express support for de-
segregation outright at the same time that it provided educational resources 
(from pamphlets describing successful integration to documents explaining 
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the Brown decision to laypeople) to southern communities adjusting to new 
legal demands.53

The NCCJ’s original mission to address tensions between religious 
groups provided a great resource in the NCCJ’s mid- 1950s efforts to steer 
a moderate course on desegregation. The committee suggested that the 
NCCJ’s by- laws be revised to include a “Statement of Interracial Policy” 
and that a paragraph be added to the NCCJ’s constitution that explained 
the organization would treat racial issues through an interreligious lens. 
NCCJ members’ “religious motivation” left the organization “increasingly 
aware of the grave problems centering around race relations in the United 
States.” Still, committee members agreed that the group had no desire to 
“depart from its original purpose,” which was “to ameliorate, through an 
educational approach, inter- religious tensions.”54 At the same time, religious 
morality, the fact that so many church groups were engaging in interracial 
activities, and the practical concerns of NCCJ constituents demanded that 
the organization become involved in interracial relations in some capacity.55 
While the NCCJ’s sense of moral obligation made some approach to race re-
lations necessary, its religious origins provided a distinctive— and politically 
evasive— tool the Conference could use against racial bigotry.

The NCCJ’s focus on educational rather than political methods also 
gave it a unique role to play in the South’s adjustment to desegregation. 
Like the postwar Rockefeller Foundation, the NCCJ worried about the 
kind of relationships it should establish with civil rights organizations 
and “how to cope with the pressure methods of certain action agencies.” 
Fearing that direct action tactics would lead to increased racial tension, 
the committee instructed local groups to adhere strictly to their position 
of aiding the process of desegregation by distributing information while 
refusing to endorse the Supreme Court decision outright.56 “As often as 
necessary— and whenever possible— ” the committee instructed, NCCJ 
spokesmen should reiterate that “the National Conference is not a mili-
tant, legalistic, direct social action agency leading the fight for integration.” 
Instead, the organization was to continue to make clear that “it attempts 
through an educational approach— in the broadest sense of the word— to 
build good human relations by getting at the sort of things that make for 
prejudice.” The Committee on the Problems of Integration instructed re-
gional directors and NCCJ leaders to follow this party line, emphasizing, 
as President Eisenhower did, that its stance derived not from conviction 
or moralism but from “the necessity of obeying legal decisions.”57 While 
acknowledging that “there are many possible solutions to the problems of 
human relations” including direct action and pressure tactics, the commit-
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tee emphasized that “such possible solutions, it must be stressed . . . are 
not those used by NCCJ.”58

The Conference also went to great lengths to avoid regional favoritism. 
It sought to prevent the organization’s northern voices from overshadowing 
its southern members by requiring that all NCCJ commissions that pro-
duced materials on desegregation have adequate southern representation 
and increasing national control over pro– civil rights northern offices. “All 
Regional Offices of NCCJ” were instructed to “move with considerable cir-
cumspection before agreeing to act as a convening agency for a meeting of 
local organizations concerned with problems of integration.” The commit-
tee emphasized that a regional office should not hold a meeting regarding 
integration unless it had consulted with the National Program Department 
and with local NCCJ boards, refused to prevent meetings in segregated facili-
ties, and postponed a survey of segregation in churches.59 Although many 
northern roundtables and regional leaders pressured the national office to 
publicly support legal desegregation and civil rights legislation, in the year 
following Brown the NCCJ used its educational mission and its religious 
moorings to defend itself against the accusation that it was just another 
northern- dominated civil rights group.60

The NCCJ’s caution would only become more acute as the politics of 
integration became increasingly violent between 1954 and the early 1960s 
and the Supreme Court issued the gradualist Brown II decision. The NCCJ’s 
advocacy of gradualism on integration was in tune with the sympathies of 
many powerful Americans. After the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown, the 
NAACP had pressed for the articulation of a clear completion deadline in the 
fall of 1956, but the president and the Supreme Court were against the “im-
mediatists” on the issue of timing. The justices had never truly considered 
any other stance, since a flexible and gradual design had been a concession 
necessary to secure a unanimous verdict.61 In fact, winning the allegiance of 
the southern “moderates” prompted some of the justices toward the vague 
timeline of Brown II, which called for “all deliberate speed” in implement-
ing school desegregation.62 Dr. Gordon Lovejoy, who was appointed as the 
director of the NCCJ’s southern activities in 1955, responded to the Brown II 
decision in a way that made clear the reasons for his commitment to gradu-
alism. “If the Supreme Court of the United States had had NCCJ in mind,” 
Lovejoy argued, “I do not see how it could have issued a decree more favor-
able to our position and our work than its recent implementation decree on 
desegregation.” Lovejoy of course knew that much of the NCCJ’s pro– civil 
rights constituency would be disappointed. He maintained, however, that 
Brown II provided “vindication within the Court decree for the policy of 
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moderation we have been urging,” and that the decision “strengthened— 
and possibly clarified— NCCJ’s position and role.”63

The NCCJ supported gradualism on desegregation in part in response to 
violent resistance NCCJ workers experienced firsthand and in part because 
the group believed that they had a unique role to play in moving southern 
moderates toward tolerance without alienating them entirely. The opposi-
tion Lovejoy and other NCCJ workers in the South encountered certainly 
convinced the organization of the need for a slow timeline on desegrega-
tion. Lovejoy and David Hyatt, an NCCJ official who toured southern re-
gional offices after Brown, each faced resistance to desegregation. As Lovejoy 
traveled through the South holding “Building Brotherhood in Your Com-
munity” institutes in 1955 he noted white supremacists “gaining steadily 
in strength and in audacity” while southern liberals and moderates were 
keeping quiet. While Hyatt presented a long list of the educational activities 
in which southern branches of the NCCJ were engaged, Lovejoy, Hyatt, and 
many regional directors were receiving threatening phone calls and “hate 
literature” from white citizens’ councils. They were also experiencing poor 
turnout at events.64 Since “anything smacking of human relations has been 
automatically equated as being race relations,” southern roundtable direc-
tors worried that their programs might “cause trouble.”65 Like Lovejoy, Hy-
att’s travels convinced him that a recent Gallup poll suggesting only one 
in eighteen southerners supported desegregation had been accurate. This 
situation meant “a tremendous educational job is ahead,” one that might 
require more than two decades to complete.66

And yet the dilemma of the southern racial moderate also, Lovejoy sug-
gested, provided the NCCJ with a great opportunity. The NCCJ might play a 
crucial role in the long- term process of desegregation if it remained commit-
ted to gradualism, highlighted its interfaith not interracial focus, and stayed 
out of the political fray.67 Civil rights organizations were facing significant 
obstacles in the South, he emphasized, noting that the NAACP’s immediatist 
stance on desegregation caused it to lose so much southern support it was 
forced to “retreat if it is to remain effective.” Having injured their reputations 
by issuing “Teaching Units on Desegregation,” the Southern Regional Coun-
cil and the Anti- Defamation League were also waiting for changes in south-
ern opinion before resuming their efforts.68 In contrast, the NCCJ’s interfaith 
origins and educational methods, Lovejoy hoped, meant the group might 
avoid the direct opposition civil rights activists faced. To signify a neutral 
stance toward desegregation, Lovejoy deliberately described his programs as 
advocating better “human relations” rather than race relations.69 Moreover, 
Lovejoy believed the NCCJ was in a unique position to contribute to long- 
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term desegregation because the Conference’s southern constituency was the 
southern elite.70 By slowly pushing “our constituency forward,” the NCCJ 
would be able to “move the entire South” since the Conference was better 
situated than all other organizations in the field of race relations to influence 
southern opinion makers. “To me the only course of wisdom is to work with 
these people at the point they have now reached,” Lovejoy argued. “If the 
price we must pay is to drag our heels a bit, it is a cheap price considering 
the ultimate good we can do.”71 By eschewing politics and remaining evasive 
on integration in the short term, the NCCJ was one of the few organizations 
in the field that southern elites had not “labeled as ‘too advanced’” and 
considered “‘safe’ to work with” as schools moved slowly toward integra-
tion.72 In the long run, since NCCJ leaders were making “valuable contacts” 
in southern school systems, southern communities would be likely to ask 
the NCCJ for additional help when they were finally forced to integrate.73

In addition, Hyatt suggested that to show support for southern moder-
ates, northern NCCJ leaders should avoid self- righteousness and regional 
blame. In response to northern members who wanted to “do something” 
about the South, he made clear: “If there is one thing Southerners resent 
most deeply it is Northerners telling them how to run the South.” Instead, 
highlighting the systemic and extralegal sources of racial inequality in the 
North, he emphasized that, “The shame of the North is as great as the South.” 
Since the worst segregated ghettos he’d witnessed were not in the South but 
in New York, Chicago and Detroit, Hyatt argued boldly that, “The best way 
the North can help the situation in the South is to get its own house in order.” 
This required attending to northern “job discrimination, social color lines, 
housing restrictions and educational inequalities” and acknowledging that 
“even its so- called ‘integrated’ schools are in many cases segregated” due to 
districting and discriminatory housing markets.74 When northern regional 
leaders were asked both privately and publicly about the NCCJ’s role in 
southern “tension areas,” they were to stress, Hyatt instructed, that racism 
was a national problem and that “all of us have a responsibility to wipe out 
this blot on our democracy.”75 While revealing the NCCJ’s careful balanc-
ing act on desegregation, Hyatt also noted that the sources of much racial 
inequality outside the Jim Crow South were systemic not legal or disposi-
tional, factors with which NCCJ’s methods were poorly equipped to deal.

An internal evaluation produced in 1956 showed that while southern re-
sistance and efforts to prove the group’s long- term utility to southern moder-
ates shaped the NCCJ approach, the Conference also held fast to its identity 
as an interfaith organization because this approach fit institutional needs. 
The evaluation committee had concluded that “the Conference must always 
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remain an organization working in the areas that lie between the great reli-
gious organizations” and expressed concern that the NCCJ had moved away 
from its original mandate and engaged too fully in “the broad social field.” 
In fact, since World War II, the evaluation noted, the NCCJ’s interreligious 
relations work declined significantly, was underfunded, increasingly lacked 
innovation, and was “probably the most neglected area within its program 
spectrum.”76 Reinforcing the NCCJ’s commitment to interreligious work was 
not intended to reduce the NCCJ’s work fighting prejudice and discrimina-
tion directed at African Americans. Instead, the study’s authors argued that a 
concern with interracial prejudice must instead emerge “from our mandate 
to deal with inter- religious tensions and prejudices.”77 The NCCJ spoke for 
engaging in the race issue not because it agreed with the Supreme Court’s de-
cision or with the “statements of social scientists” but because “one cannot 
debate the moral imperatives of our religious tradition.”78 Fighting racism 
by emphasizing the importance of interreligious relations— the approach 
that best fit institutional needs— also seemed realistic, NCCJ leaders argued, 
given the church’s institutional power in the South. “The NCCJ as a race 
relations organization is a ‘dead duck’ in the South or Southwest,” but since 
religious leaders had a captive audience and might be less vulnerable to 
economic or political threats than other southern professionals, addressing 
race relations through religious channels might be productive.79

The 1956 evaluation also provided strong justification for the NCCJ’s de-
sire to avoid overtly political work, not only due to southern resistance but 
also because this impulse served broader institutional needs. The evaluation 
framed itself against a rejected World War II– era report that recommended 
the NCCJ engage in direct action and launch “an active campaign against 
discrimination on all fronts.” In 1956, however, NCCJ leaders defended the 
organization’s decision to elide politics since, as George N. Shuster worried, 
“If we enter into the broad social field and deal with numerous problems, 
we run the risk of disappearing because of a lack of organizational unity.” 
Had the earlier report been accepted, Clinchy added, “the Conference would 
become a kind of ‘General League Against All Intolerance,’ one more ‘Pro- 
Democracy Committee,’ of which the number is already legion.”80 This con-
viction led the authors of the evaluation to reject including a statement of 
support for Brown v. Board in its program manual. The Conference would 
gain little by making itself a “‘me- too’ organization” since “A phrase does 
not make an organization; its program and activity do.” The NCCJ was reduc-
ing prejudice in the South and improving African American status through 
its indirect, nonconfrontational approach, the evaluation concluded. It saw 
“little profit in the addition of a phrase that, by itself, will yield few gains in the 
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North but may seriously damage our great potential for productive work in the 
South.”81 The study went on to quote an African American religious leader 
from Dallas who argued that while the NAACP was just recovering from 
“scars of court battle” and Protestant organizations refused to take an effec-
tive stand on segregation, the NCCJ “without fanfare and without public-
ity” had become an invaluable ally for African Americans because it had 
“the respect of both sides.”82 On the issue of remaining apolitical, the NCCJ 
defended its stance by appealing to larger institutional interests, a sense of 
realism, and the conviction that engaging southern moderates was essential 
for real progress in race relations.

The NCCJ even turned, quite selectively, to social scientific authorities 
when defending regional variation in programming.83 By appealing to the 
“power structure” of southern communities in support of “the ‘American 
Creed’ of brotherhood and fair play,” the evaluation argued that the NCCJ 
was following Gunnar Myrdal’s claim that “it is an essential strategy to evoke 
the powerful spiritual aid that inheres in the living conception of human 
brotherhood and in the democratic creed.” The document also cited Robert 
MacIver, who it noted was allied with the “action- minded camp” but who 
the group read rather narrowly given The More Perfect Union’s emphasis on 
antidiscrimination legislation, to stress “the necessity of adapting programs 
to the prevailing mores.”84

Throughout the postwar period, the NCCJ aimed to remain true to 
the group’s interfaith focus but civil rights successes— and segregationist 
resistance— made divorcing educational programs to combat intolerance 
from racial politics particularly difficult. In striking contrast to many re-
ligious organizations that actively supported civil rights groups, however, 
the NCCJ remained stridently committed to its apolitical orientation. This 
was largely because the national organization worried that too militant a 
stance toward integration would alienate its southern membership. The de-
sire to chart a moderate course on race relations also resulted, however, 
from assumptions about the organization’s unique identity. After 1954, the 
NCCJ leadership was also convinced that the Conference, by addressing 
racism through human relations education and appeals to interreligious 
brotherhood, could make more long- term progress toward racial justice 
than civil rights groups that demanded desegregation immediately. As the 
NCCJ embraced the gradualist politics of racial moderates like President 
Eisenhower— whose calls for brotherhood the NCCJ often featured on pro-
motional materials— Conference leaders found the group’s interreligious 
origins and apolitical, educational orientation useful tools for attempting 
to stay above the political fray.
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The problems associated with attempts to depoliticize and educational-
ize the race issue had been evident to some NCCJ members in the 1930s. 
It was only possible to ease differences by discussion, Dr. Felix Morrow, a 
roundtable participant with ties to the Communist Party explained in 1931, 
“where the differences are genuinely NOT differences, but misunderstand-
ings.” There were also many “irreconcilable differences” between religious 
groups— and presumably between races, classes, and ethnic groups— that 
would “make harmonious solutions gravely doubtful.”85 Other critics 
were not so conciliatory. In 1949 David Petegorsky and Leo Pfeffer of the 
American Jewish Congress emphasized that racial conflicts involved more 
than “differences of doctrine and belief,” and the resolution of such con-
flicts required more than education. In a scathing evaluation of the NCCJ 
program, they argued:

The kind of program which NCCJ practices was once perhaps harmful. It 

glosses over basic sources of inter- group conflict through a superficial agree-

8. Dwight D. Eisenhower, courtesy Social Welfare History Archives, University of Minnesota, 
National Conference of Christians and Jews Records.
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ment on slogans; it prevents democratic discussions and the resolution of 

genuine issues and it gives to many persons who might otherwise devote 

themselves to social activity in this field, a salve for their conscience by in-

volving them in ineffective effort.86

The most important sources of intergroup antagonism, critics held, were 
those that the NCCJ avoided. On these issues the NCCJ was not only ill 
equipped to intervene but was also diverting financial resources and human 
energies toward unscientific and potentially harmful efforts.87 For precisely 
the reasons critics flagged, translating the NCCJ approach to interfaith rela-
tions into a strategy for progress in race relations proved difficult. While mis-
understandings could cause mistrust between members of different racial 
and religious groups, when conflict derived from blocked rights, exploita-
tion, and oppression, it required political and legal action for its resolution. 
In these cases reliance on educational methods, as critics of interracialism 
had long maintained, was a form of accommodation.

The NCCJ remained committed to its apolitical educational techniques 
even when “massive resistance” to Brown v. Board brought the contradic-
tions of the position to light because the group wanted to maintain its 
interreligious focus and did not want to lose its southern constituents. The 
organization’s history ensured that it was better equipped for educational 
work than other types of activism. Conference leaders were also convinced 
they would profit institutionally by remaining in dialogue with elite south-
ern gradualists. Moreover, NCCJ leaders believed they were uniquely situ-
ated in the racial field to chart a middle ground of conciliation and to 
avoid the allegations of radicalism launched at civil rights groups. Striv-
ing to balance the enthusiasm of northern, integrationist chapters and the 
concerns of southern gradualists, the NCCJ tried to reach a compromise 
position, one that represented the logical conclusion of their apolitical, 
understanding- oriented, educational framework for conceptualizing the 
race issue. Exposing key fault lines among postwar racial liberals, the civil 
rights movement broadly and school desegregation more specifically made 
the claim that the race issue could be depoliticized increasingly difficult 
for NCCJ leaders to promote. The NCCJ would eventually see the errors of 
its ways and by the mid- 1960s opposed segregation and even published 
pamphlets on the dangers of de facto racial separation.88 And yet before 
1964, the NCCJ’s halting and contradictory stance toward school integra-
tion exposed the conservative political implications of racial individualism 
and the utility of theories that obscured the centrality of self- interest to the 
race issue.



Conclusion

From Power to Prejudice has examined a collection of institutions where post-
war social scientists who pursued racial justice sought to clarify what they 
were fighting against and what they were struggling for. In so doing, the 
book has historicized one subset of the assumption that social problems 
can be reduced to individual perpetrators and victims, an idea that has been 
especially influential in twentieth- century American thought and policy on 
race. From the 1930s through the mid- 1960s, racial individualism— a set 
of social theories and paradigms for racial progress that presented white 
prejudice, discrimination, and legally denied civil rights as the most sig-
nificant and remediable causes of racial injustice, conflict, and inequality— 
competed with systemic and relational frameworks. Between the publica-
tion of Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma (1944) and the early 1960s, 
however, this competition occurred on an uneven landscape and produced 
unequal results.

In sites where racial individualism’s influence was expected and in those 
where it proved surprising, the paradigm exhibited a fairly consistent post-
war history. Individualistic frameworks circulated alongside systemic and 
relational views in the 1920s and 1930s. A period of transition occurred dur-
ing the war and immediate postwar years, when individualistic approaches 
were on the rise but systemic and relational alternatives had not yet de-
clined. Between1949 and the early 1960s, however, systemic and relational 
approaches to the race issue became considerably more muted. This trajec-
tory confirms the importance of the familiar political pressures— namely, 
antiradicalism, rightward shifts in American politics, and the effectiveness of 
rights- based legal strategies— shaping postwar tendencies to separate racial 
and economic injustice. It also makes clear that other, largely intellectual, 
forces— scientism, enthusiasm for quantification, behavioralism, and faith 
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in the socially transformative power of education— also helped to produce 
postwar racial liberalism’s theoretical blind spots.

One crucial exception to this chronological pattern emerged, however, 
from some African American academic spaces to expose key fissures dividing 
the postwar social scientific interracial left: theoretical alternatives to racial in-
dividualism never substantially declined in the late 1940s and 1950s. Even as 
individualistic theories and agendas for racial progress reached their peak of 
influence in mainstream psychology, sociology, and civil rights politics in the 
early 1950s, a substantial group of scholars, one that extended beyond the 
cast of radicals whose critiques of liberalism historians usually identify, ques-
tioned the tendency to explain racial injustice in astructural, noneconomic 
terms, as a problem of individual perpetrators and victims. Many at Fisk 
University’s Race Relations Institutes (RRI) and Howard University’s Journal 
of Negro Education (JNE) viewed prejudice as a rationalization for, not a cause 
of, exploitation and saw legal segregation and state- sanctioned discrimina-
tion as only the most obvious components of more complex systems of racial 
injustice. They articulated economically informed visions of the race issue 
that reflected African American grassroots protest and suggested that political 
oppression and labor exploitation were fundamental elements of— not ab-
errations to— American democracy.1 Dilemmas associated with the scale 
of feasible reform, nonetheless, constrained scholars who thought beyond 
the parameters of postwar racial individualism. Many had a difficult time 
translating systemic and relational theories into reform agendas that seemed 
realistic in the rightward moving postwar political context. In fact, despite 
widespread enthusiasm for politically relevant social science, scholars who 
leaned toward individualism and scholars who questioned it found efforts to 
use “social science” to inform “social action” to be quite complicated.

Racial individualism gained influence in the decade and a half after An 
American Dilemma, despite the endurance of systemic and relational frame-
works in key African American– led intellectual sites, for a number of in-
tersecting reasons. These included internalist pressures such as scientism, 
enthusiasm for quantifiable research methods, theoretical shifts toward per-
sonality study in psychology, and the waning of social ecology. The postwar 
politics of knowledge production was also influential, especially wartime 
federal support for attitude- based survey research techniques and postwar 
foundation backing of interdisciplinary behavioralism. Externalist factors, 
most importantly anticommunism, the widespread popularity of uncontro-
versial antiprejudice education, the utility of rights discourse and the courts 
to civil rights activists, and shifts in congressional politics that made redis-
tributive policies unlikely, were at work as well.
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At times, the political context did not fully account for racial individu-
alism’s expansion. Psychology’s theoretical orientation toward individual 
units of analysis and the field’s concern with the cognitive and emotional 
bases of personality are likely to have shaped the direction much postwar 
psychological research on racial issues took— as it did for Gordon Allport— 
regardless of wartime attention to Nazi racism or postwar  McCarthyism. The 
replacing of Chicago school social ecology with structural functionalism 
among sociologists and postwar turns to interdisciplinary behavioralism 
did fail to violate Cold War ideological constraints.2 Methodological and 
theoretical considerations were as important as antiradicalism, however, to 
declining enthusiasm for Chicago- school style case study methods, as Robin 
M. Williams’s and Arnold Rose’s concerns with particularism and  CETRRR 
debates over the tension barometer reveal. That economists and political 
scientists’ voices were muted in postwar discussions of the structural sources 
of racial inequality and segregation until the early 1960s, a factor that was re-
lated to but not reducible to antiradicalism, also encouraged postwar racial 
individualism.3 The intellectual context was as important as the political, 
then, in explaining why many postwar scholars viewed the race issue in 
terms of individual prejudice and discrimination.

Still, the politics of wartime and postwar knowledge production fre-
quently made methodological pressures toward individualism more acute. 
Wartime and postwar funding patterns— especially experiments in interdis-
ciplinary, quantitative, attitude- based survey research and the movement of 
these methods into universities in the immediate postwar years— directly fa-
vored research that was both quantitative and dispositional.4 By institution-
alizing survey research in sites like the National Opinion Research Center, 
individualistic methods seeped into debates in nearby academic settings like 
 CETRRR. Wartime methodological models also permeated privately funded 
scholarly initiatives like the American Jewish Committee’s Studies in Preju-
dice series well after the war had ended. In some cases, moreover, scholars 
may not have fully acknowledged the factors pressing on their assumptions 
about methodological sophistication. Debate over social scientific inclu-
sion in the National Science Foundation between 1945 and 1950 as well 
as congressional investigations into foundation support for “subversive,” 
leftist social science in the early 1950s created a context in which many 
social scientists felt pressure to defend themselves against the accusation 
that their work was politically motivated and thus unscientific. That scholars 
like sociologist Robin M. Williams Jr. defined rigorous sociology as general-
izable, theoretically oriented, and quantifiable— priorities that made a large 
data set essential and dismissed the relevance of case- based approaches— is 
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hardly surprising in these years, since the objectivity of the “softer” social 
sciences was being questioned from many directions.5 Of course research 
on race could be quantitative without being dispositional. Sociologists like 
W. E. B. Du Bois, Charles S. Johnson, and E. Franklin Frazier had quantified 
patterns of racial disadvantage since the early twentieth century.6 However, 
while survey technologies created exciting new methods for studying the at-
titudinal causes of racial injustice, these tools provided little help for schol-
ars seeking to measure the systemic or relational causes of (as opposed to the 
extent of) racial conflict or inequality. Especially between 1949 and the early 
1960s, dilemmas of scale hampered the efforts of many sociologists who 
worried about atomism but were unsure how to avoid it methodologically.

The politics of postwar knowledge production also incentivized theo-
retical shifts toward racial individualism. Among sociologists, the combina-
tion of social structural and political economic analysis that characterized 
the African American Chicago school fell outside the behavioralist, “human 
relations,” or “social relations” paradigms that wartime experiments in in-
terdisciplinarity and foundation support for the behavioral science after 
1949 greatly encouraged.7 While the precise sources of postwar behavioral-
ism are beyond the scope of this analysis, this theoretical drift had profound 
implications for social structural and political economic research on race.8

In addition to internalist pressures and the politics of knowledge pro-
duction, externalist political dynamics also encouraged individualistic ap-
proaches to racial research and reform. The rightward moving political and 
ideological context, which involved turns away from redistributive, political 
economic reform as Congress became more conservative after 1946 and anti-
communism limited academic and civil rights discourse after 1947, certainly 
contributed to racial individualism’s postwar appeal.9 The fact that legal and 
rights- based civil rights strategies proved effective in the shifting political cli-
mate was simultaneously of great significance. By the late 1940s, antiracist 
scholar- activists had to walk a fine line as they struggled against segregation, 
discrimination, and economic injustice while situating their demands within 
the rightward moving boundaries of postwar liberalism. Pragmatic social sci-
entists like Charles S. Johnson and Charles H. Thompson adjusted to the lim-
ited political possibilities they faced by turning to psychological and rights- 
based languages and by prioritizing battles on the most promising reformist 
“fronts.” This strategy proved both successful and inherently limiting.10 While 
psychological and rights- based individualism aided antiracist scholar- activists 
facing a challenging postwar intellectual and political terrain, individualism 
faltered when reformist attention shifted from de jure to de facto segregation 
and from legally sanctioned discrimination to racialized economic inequality.



184 / Conclusion

The history of antiprejudice education during and in the decade follow-
ing World War II illuminates the ways another set of political dynamics— in 
this case political possibilities rather than impossibilities— shaped not only 
reform strategies but also research. The cheap, small- scale, and relatively in-
nocuous character of antiprejudice education helped this reform appeal to 
a broad group that included both organizations like the Rockefeller Founda-
tion (RF) and National Conference of Christians and Jews (NCCJ), which 
sympathized with the politics of southern gradualism, and avid integration-
ists. Even the JNE embraced “education for racial understanding,” though 
the fact that the journal did so only briefly during World War II suggests JNE 
leaders wanted to draw wartime antifascist concerns to the integrationist 
cause, but does not expose a sustained theoretical or political commitment. 
Still, that so many different constituencies viewed antiprejudice education 
as acceptable certainly aided the endurance of this core component of racial 
individualism. This apparent agreement may have also obscured the sub-
stantial qualifications raised by those who considered tolerance education 
insufficient as a total paradigm for racial progress. In addition, antiprejudice 
education’s reformist popularity encouraged some psychologists and soci-
ologists, especially those like Allport and the authors of The Authoritarian 
Personality who already had theoretical and methodological reasons to study 
attitudes, to turn scholarly attention to prejudice. In fact, the relationship 
between social science and antiprejudice education exhibited a dynamic 
that advocates of the dissemination of scientific expertise like Louis Wirth 
hoped to avoid; a well- intentioned but narrowly conceived reform agenda 
generated much, also narrowly conceived, research. Between the mid- 1940s 
and the early 1960s, externalist factors built on and frequently reinforced 
internalist, institutional, and financial pressures to support racial individu-
alism as a social theory and as a program for racial progress.

Despite these intersecting pressures favoring racial individualism, inter-
racial networks of scholar- activists continued to nurture systemic and rela-
tional theories of racial injustice. Although the JNE and Fisk’s RRI welcomed 
psychological analysis as part of their commitment to interdisciplinarity, in 
general wartime excitement for attitude measurement and postwar enthusi-
asm for behavioralism had a fairly limited impact in these sites. A number 
of factors help to explain why. Foundation treatment of African American– 
led academic spaces as second tier allowed the combination of systemic 
and relational analysis that marked the African American Chicago school to 
continue into the late 1940s and 1950s, even when this approach became 
outdated in the elite white academic world.11 In addition, that the African 
American “counter- public sphere,” to which many of the leading voices at 
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the RRI and JNE had close ties, had a robust history of questioning liberal-
ism and supporting redistributive egalitarianism likely affected the endur-
ance of oppression- oriented and exploitation- based theories of racism in 
these settings.12 Moreover, given that many of the teachers, labor organizers, 
social workers, and race relations practitioners who attended Fisk’s Institutes 
and wrote for Howard’s JNE were engaged on a daily basis with African 
Americans struggling to find jobs, housing, and education, it is not entirely 
surprising that debates there were closely attuned to the economic concerns 
that permeated much grassroots civil rights activism.13

The endurance of structural and relational theories of the race issue in 
networks of scholar- activists tied to Fisk’s RRI and Howard’s JNE is impor-
tant because these frameworks faced so many obstacles elsewhere in the late 
1940s and 1950s. Certainly radical thinkers like Herbert Aptheker, Oliver 
Cromwell Cox, and W. E. B. Du Bois articulated structural and political eco-
nomic theories of the race issue from the margins of the academy through the 
1950s.14 At times critiques of racial individualism reached the “mainstream” 
academic world, as when E. Franklin Frazier, the first African American presi-
dent of the American Sociological Association, called on his colleagues to 
return to the study of race and social structure in his 1948 presidential ad-
dress.15 In addition, even if HBCUs were an intellectual underground, they 
still had close ties to the elite white academy. The postwar social scientific 
interracial left that moved through Fisk’s Institutes and wrote for Howard’s 
JNE included many white liberals like Gordon Allport, Louis Wirth, and 
Arnold Rose who were employed in leading, white research institutions. 
And yet it was the HBCUs they visited occasionally or the separate, action- 
oriented committees they established (like the American Council on Race 
Relations) not their home departments, where theoretical alternatives to 
racial individualism flourished most actively. This pattern suggests that 
African American– led intellectual spaces played an important role in sus-
taining non- Marxist, political economic and social structural alternatives to 
racial individualism in the postwar era. The precise connections between the 
intellectual underground the RRI and JNE nurtured and the radical theories 
of exploitation, oppression, and internal colonialism that reemerged in the 
late 1960s demands further investigation.16 It is likely, however, that these 
sites help to explain why, when civil rights activists became frustrated with 
the limits of formal equality by the late 1960s, a language that rooted racial 
oppression in political economy, that highlighted exploitation, that applied 
to de facto segregation, and that exposed institutionalized discrimination 
was so readily available.

Whether based in HBCUs or in elite white research institutions, the 
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postwar interracial social scientific left knew they had to tread lightly as 
they identified the elements of the race issue not encompassed by either the 
psychology of prejudice or rights discourse. To suggest that inevitable pat-
terns of technological development, migration, and intergroup competition 
(as systemic, social ecological theorists suggested) or inherently oppressive 
political- economic systems that required cheap labor and a divided working 
class (which relational theories identified) caused mid- twentieth- century 
racial conflict and inequality did not lead to policy recommendations that 
could be easily implemented in any political climate. In the postwar years, 
when support for desegregation often raised anticommunist ire in the South, 
resistance to statism and class analysis generated suspicion of “subversion,” 
and rightward turns in congressional politics meant that the redistributive 
elements of New Deal liberalism were on the decline, antiracist scholars 
carefully prioritized their political agendas.17 It is little surprise, then, that 
many who identified interracial competition and labor exploitation as root 
causes of racial oppression nonetheless promoted reformist agendas that 
avoided (or at least postponed) the political implications of those theories.

By the mid- 1960s a different set of theoretical and political pressures would 
nurture the return of systemic and relational frameworks among liberal 
social scientists focused on race and raise questions about the work postwar 
racial individualism left undone. The 1965 publication of two key volumes 
provides a fitting end point for a history of postwar racial individualism: 
Kenneth Clark and Talcott Parsons’s The Negro American, a multidisciplinary 
edited collection of social scientific research on the race issue, and Kenneth 
Clark’s Dark Ghetto, a community study that asked how Harlem’s African 
American poor responded to oppression.18 The two volumes marked a mo-
ment when a broad, interdisciplinary group of scholars questioned many 
of racial individualism’s core assumptions and redirected attention to the 
systemic and relational theories that had occupied the interracial left of the 
1930s and early 1940s.

Clark, Parsons, and their colleagues challenged basic elements of the 
postwar tendency to individualize the race issue. They questioned whether 
one must explain white prejudice to understand racial inequality, if pursu-
ing white tolerance through education was productive, whether fostering 
racial understanding through integration was desirable, and if civil rights 
law and legal desegregation could create substantive racial equality without 
affirmative social provisions. They also suggested that equal opportunity 
was an insufficient goal. The two volumes responded to the new political 



Conclusion / 187

and intellectual landscape of the mid- 1960s, a context defined by the civil 
rights movement’s success securing formal equality through legal desegre-
gation and civil rights legislation, the specter of black power and urban ri-
oting, widespread attention to the extralegal sources of segregation in the 
urban North and West, renewed possibilities for redistributive social and 
economic programming under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, the wan-
ing of foundation enthusiasm for behavioralism, and the return of econo-
mists and political scientists to debate on racial questions.19 Neither volume 
dismissed prejudice entirely, and all authors called for the enforcement of 
antidiscrimination legislation. Many scholars also promoted a different sort 
of individualism, damage theories that suggested that black poverty could 
be partly traced to African American psychology and behavior.20 As evidence 
of racial individualism’s evolution if not outright decline, however, The Ne-
gro American, which commentators described as a sequel to An American 
Dilemma, only devoted two of thirty chapters to the psychology of white 
prejudice.21 Instead, the intersection of political economic systems and 
social structural patterns occupied center stage. By 1965, a broad group of 
sociologists, economists, political scientists, urbanists, and anthropologists 
identified worsening racial inequality and the crisis of northern and western 
center city black poverty as key elements of the racial crisis and saw de facto 
housing segregation and labor market exclusion as its prime causes. The 
key question was how these largely economic, institutional, and political 
mechanisms of exclusion functioned.22

The message that emerged clearly from The Negro American and Dark 
Ghetto was that while desegregation and civil rights laws had been important 
starting points of racial reform, they did not constitute a full or sufficient 
response to the ongoing racial crisis. St. Clair Drake may have been to the 
left of his colleagues in suggesting a national guaranteed income, but he 
set the tone for the volume in calling for “structural transformations” and 
in worrying that the civil rights movement might, as Whitney Young Jr. of 
the Urban League had put it, leave the black masses with “a mouthful of 
rights, living in hovels with empty stomachs.”23 A broad group of liberal 
social scientists suggested in 1965 that in addition to the protection of black 
rights, social engineering of labor markets, programs of job creation, “pref-
erential treatment” for African Americans in employment, public programs 
to increase affordable housing, compensatory education, and expanded 
welfare provisions were necessary.24 Relational theories were also centrally 
featured in The Negro American and especially in Dark Ghetto, though au-
thors disagreed about whether racial conflict was inevitable, about whether 
African Americans should focus on securing “power,” and about whether 
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integration defined as intergroup understanding had any utility.25 For ex-
ample, Clark clearly exhibited relational logic when he described ghettos 
as “social, political, educational and— above all— economic colonies” and 
argued that the “invisible walls” of northern ghettos “have been erected by 
the white society, by those who have power, both to confine those who 
have no power and to perpetuate their powerlessness.”26 By the mid- 1960s, 
the scholars who contributed to The Negro American generally agreed that 
fighting white prejudice and discrimination, erasing legal segregation, and 
protecting African American civil and political rights were insufficient for 
progress in race relations. In so doing, they joined a growing chorus of mid- 
1960s voices, which included black power insurgents, the Kerner Commis-
sion, President Johnson, and Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., in addressing 
the incompleteness of racial individualism as a total paradigm for securing 
racial justice and equality.27

Despite these criticisms, racial individualism accomplished a great deal, 
not only in the psychological and legal realm but also by initiating insti-
tutional and bureaucratic changes that made important dents in patterns 
of racial inequality. While it is unclear precisely what combination of fac-
tors contributed to shifts in racial attitudes— no doubt the combination of 
antiprejudice educational efforts, widely televised civil rights protests, and 
the educational functions of legal and legislative change were all at work—  
the expression of “overtly racist sentiments” became considerably less so-
cially acceptable by the early 1970s than it had been earlier.28 Theories of 
racism that centered individual perpetrators and victims also proved quite 
successful in the legal fight against segregation and discrimination, helping 
Americans transform a legally sanctioned apartheid society into one that 
was equal before the law.29 As we have seen, legal desegregation and antidis-
crimination legislation in turn had some structural and institutional effects, 
establishing extensive civil rights bureaucracies, enfranchising southern 
African Americans, expanding African American access to jobs (especially 
state- related when the public sector grew in the 1960s) and education (es-
pecially in the South between the late 1960s and the 1990s), and requiring 
the federal government to use its funds, influence, and at times its troops to 
enforce desegregation.30

However, as critics of racial liberalism have long noted, racial individu-
alism’s focus on psychology, rights, and education had inherent limita-
tions as a paradigm for progress toward racial justice and equality, if one 
defines equality as more than formalized nondiscrimination. In addition, 
the mid- 1960s return of systemic and relational rhetoric that The Negro 
American and Dark Ghetto evinced did not lead to the implementation of 
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the structural reforms that the volume’s authors prioritized. The story of 
enduring racial inequality and federal retreats from structural reform on 
racial issues in the four decades following the 1964 Civil Rights Act is well 
known. In employment, the job creation programs that most authors of 
The Negro American considered essential were never attempted, even at the 
height of Great Society liberalism. Johnson’s celebrated War on Poverty was 
underfunded due to the Vietnam War and focused on training youth or 
retraining the unemployed.31 While affirmative action measures rested on 
a redistributive logic in their outcome- oriented definition of racial equality 
and use of preferential mechanisms, the courts have been chipping away 
at “racial preferences” in employment and in higher education since the 
mid- 1970s.32 The War on Poverty’s welfare agenda, while innovative in its 
willingness to bring poor people into decision making, rejected calls for 
“guaranteed income” and remained geared to the “deserving poor” of the 
disabled, elderly, and single mothers.33 Although efforts to integrate and 
substantially expand African American access to housing were central civil 
rights goals, the 1968 federal Fair Housing Act lacked sufficient enforce-
ment mechanisms and “placed the burden of investigation, exposure, and 
adjudication on private citizens.”34 Public housing and urban renewal 
initiatives did rest on structural logics, but they often destroyed cohesive 
African American communities and further concentrated racialized pov-
erty.35 The pervasiveness of urban/suburban residential segregation in the 
post– Civil Rights Act era also undergirded many other inequalities, in 
employment, health care, exposure to environmental hazards, wealth ac-
cumulation, and education.36 In the educational realm, by the late 1960s 
the hopes of scholars like Charles H. Thompson, who believed that school 
integration would effectively redistribute educational resources, foundered 
in the face of rigid metropolitan housing segregation. San Antonio v. Rodri-
guez (1973), which denied poor students a right to an “equal education,” 
and Milliken v. Bradley (1974), which deemed metropolitan busing uncon-
stitutional, made educational equalization, with or without integration, 
even more difficult.37

Of course, many factors limited American commitment to racially rele-
vant, redistributive economic and welfare policies in the second half of the 
twentieth century.38 However, the combination of psychological individual-
ism, rights- based individualism, and educational utopianism, whose post-
war history this book has examined, implied— as Myrdal so clearly stated— 
that if one challenged prejudice and secured civil and political rights “there 
would no longer be a Negro problem.”39 By suggesting that racial injustice 
existed only when intentional racial animus was present and by obscur-
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ing the structural and institutional mechanisms sustaining racial inequality, 
racial individualism encouraged reformist paradigms that proved insuffi-
cient against the extralegal sources of residential and school segregation and 
against enduring racialized economic inequality in the second half of the 
twentieth century.

In addition, racial individualism reemerged in a new guise when the 
political climate turned more conservative in the 1970s and 1980s. Chart-
ing the precise connections between postwar racial individualism and late 
twentieth- century conservative attacks on desegregation and affirmative 
action is beyond the scope of this analysis. However, late twentieth- century 
racial conservatives have effectively employed key rhetorical elements of 
racial individualism in efforts to paint the race problem as already solved. 
On the basic question of whether racial injustice can exist without indi-
vidual intention— which is at the heart of the distinction between disposi-
tional, systemic, and relational frameworks— late twentieth- century courts 
have leaned toward dispositional views in ways that undermined school 
desegregation. In the 1970s, proponents of desegregation in northern and 
western cities had a difficult time if they could not prove a school board’s in-
tention to segregate, while in the 1990s legal attention to segregative intent 
even aided conservative efforts to retreat from desegregation in the South.40 
Components of racial individualism have also reemerged in a conservative 
language of “color blindness”— a paradigm that shares with racial individu-
alism the tendency to present prejudice and discrimination as the full extent 
of racial injustice. Indeed, as historian Nikhil Singh argues of the last quarter 
of the twentieth century, “perhaps the greater success of post– civil rights 
conservatism was its ability to co- opt the discourse of civil rights liberal-
ism and to make its arguments about racial conditions without endorsing 
racial inequality.”41 Conservative opponents of desegregation and affirma-
tive action have been suggesting since the 1970s that because civil rights laws 
have been passed and “equal opportunity” secured, ongoing racial inequal-
ity must result from either a naturally functioning market or from failures 
of will, morality, or ability among African Americans.42

Synthesizing the research of a generation of social scientists committed to 
racial justice and equality, Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma (1944) 
proposed reforms that would expand state power, restructure labor markets, 
redistribute resources, and integrate American schools, housing, and public 
spaces. Myrdal’s proposals might have promoted “equality of results” but 
were likely, as King put it twenty years later, to “cost something.”43 Ameri-
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cans remembered Myrdal’s far- reaching agenda for state- led social engineer-
ing and nascent social democracy, however, as a call for Americans to treat 
one another kindly and to protect black civil and political rights at least 
partly because the economist framed the race problem in those terms.44 In 
foregrounding black rights and the white conscience, Myrdal was not the 
only postwar scholar of the race issue to pull (or in this case to obscure) 
his punches. Some members of the postwar interracial left continued to 
challenge racial individualism by calling for positive rights long after such 
language was popular, by emphasizing that the fight for racial justice must 
be fought “on many fronts,” and by presenting de facto segregation as a 
social and political- economic structure that reproduced racial inequality. 
Still, many left- leaning postwar antiracists simultaneously acquiesced to re-
forms that seemed reasonable but did not reflect the full complexity of their 
understandings of racial injustice.

The intellectual and political tightrope that postwar scholar- activists 
walked exposes both the challenges of projects of “social science for social 
action” and how rightward political shifts combined with scientism and 
behavioralism to constrain antiracist political agendas. Even in settings like 
Fisk’s RRI and Howard’s JNE, where methodological individualism and 
behavioralism exerted less pressure than at the RF or  CETRRR, a sense of 
political realism limited reformist visions in ways that some participants 
would later regret. Those who survived until the century’s end were still 
fighting seemingly intractable racialized poverty and de facto segregation 
in the 1990s, when Kenneth Clark worried that his life had been “a series 
of glorious defeats.”45 Clark questioned the individualistic approach he 
and his colleagues had taken in the postwar years, arguing in 1993 that “I 
am forced to face the likely possibility that the United States will never rid 
itself of racism and reach true integration.” “I look back and I shudder,” he 
added, “at how naïve we all were in our belief in the steady progress racial 
minorities would make through programs of litigation and education.”46 
Many postwar antiracists were not necessarily naive but acting strategically 
in the face of substantial constraints when they favored the programmatic 
implications of racial individualism. Their compromises proved to be both 
productive and at the same time inherently limiting.47 A significant number 
of Clarks’ contemporaries, including Frazier, Johnson, Wirth, Allport, and 
Rose, did not live to see much of the post– Civil Rights Act era. It is hard to 
imagine, however, that if faced with late twentieth- century racial inequality 
and segregation, they would not have shared a sense of mission incomplete 
or expressed frustration at the limited set of levers that had been at their 
disposal.
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