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ELLIOT ZASHIN 

The Progress of Black Americans in Civil Rights: The 
Past Two Decades Assessed 

In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its historic decision in Brown 
v. Board of Education-, the Justices unanimously declared unconstitutional the 

doctrine of "separate but equal" treatment in public education. Segregated pub 
lic schools were ruled a denial of equal protection to black children. The deci 

sion foreshadowed the beginning of a dramatic, intense struggle to make the 

civil rights of black Americans a reality. Few would deny that blacks have made 

important gains 
since that year. However, no consensus about the relative 

posi 

tion of black people has emerged, no sure sense of progress. Some Americans, 

especially blacks, believe that the udream" is still unfulfilled; others feel that the 

problems of black people have received a disproportionate amount of attention 

from government. Thus, there is no 
agreement about what remains to be done. 

This has been a disappointment; many citizens wanted to believe that the prob 
lem of black inequality had been faced honestly and, if not resolved, then at 

least sufficiently remedied to enable us to take it off the national agenda in good 
conscience. Although civil rights is no longer considered an urgent national 

issue, this is not because Americans feel comfortable with the results of previous 
efforts. The growing controversy about quotas and preferential selection in 

higher education and employment reveals that the sensitivities heightened by 
the civil rights movement are still alive, if less exposed. The issues of black 

inequality still divide us, and their current complexities have created confusion, 

compounding the disagreements. 

Why, after all the court decisions, demonstrations, legislation, and govern 
ment programs, has there been no satisfactory resolution? There is no simple 
explanation, but one crucial reason is that the major successes of the civil rights 

movement came in the South, and as a "model" for helping blacks achieve "full 

equality," that experience was terribly inadequate and misleading?as people 
on all sides of the struggle have learned to their dismay. A brief recapitulation 
of the major characteristics of the southern situation points up the differences 
between it and our present situation. 

The problem in the South was to eliminate public racism: dual school sys 
tems, white-only or segregated public facilities, exclusion of blacks from the 

ballot box. This did not require much redistribution of material goods. The 

conflict was primarily over status, a symbolic but paramount consideration. To 

the extent that whites had to acknowledge black parity in the public realm, their 

superiority was diminished. 
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From the perspective of the federal government, the eradication of southern 

segregation offered several advantages as a civil rights objective. First, because 

the system was publicly defined, enforced, and supported, it presented a clear 

target: government activity that maintained segregated facilities and unequal 
access to public services; and private activity with an obvious public aspect, for 

example, services and access to goods provided by private businesses to the 

general public. The system was overt and intentional. Second, segregation was 

an egregious deviation from democratic norms, and third, it was regionally con 

fined. To say that southern segregation provided an advantageous target is not 

to suggest that it was easily overcome; as anyone familiar with the civil rights 
movement is aware, the conflict was intense. Most southern whites did not 

believe that the elimination of segregation would benefit them in any way, so 

they resisted change. 
The southern situation was easy for Americans to grasp and handle. What 

we needed to know and to do was, in contrast to our 
present situation, obvious. 

This seems evident today, but it was not so then. Southern segregation embod 

ied not only definite attitudes but also practices that flowed directly from these 

attitudes; each reinforced the other. The activities that constituted segregation 
were easily indicated and measured: provision of separate and inferior schools, 
denial of political rights, exclusion from certain occupations and many public 
facilities, harassment of those blacks who violated the norms. The causal con 

nection between this treatment and the economically deprived and politically 

powerless condition of southern blacks was painfully obvious. We had few 

doubts as a nation that southern 
segregation 

was 
wrong in terms of humane and 

democratic political values, and that southern whites had to make great amends 

for perpetuating this system to the detriment of blacks. 

In the process of change, the government took certain critical actions: Presi 

dent Eisenhower's ordering federal troops to Central High School in Little 

Rock, Arkansas in 1957; the Justice Department's initiation of and intervention 

in school desegregation cases; the Department of Health, Education, and Wel 

fare's implementation of school desegregation guidelines; federal court decisions 

in desegregation and sit-in cases; use of federal registrars to put blacks on the 

voting rolls in certain Deep South counties; the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act. Yet the brunt of the conflict was borne by 
civil rights organizations and the people they mobilized: college students, black 

and white, organizing in black communities, assisting blacks to register, demon 

strating at public facilities; lawyers and law students protecting activists from 

harassment, gathering depositions for voting rights petitions, serving as counsel 

in desegregation suits; black citizens asserting rights to vote and to use public, 
facilities. Without this effort, the federal government's action would have been 

ineffectual; indeed, much of the federal action would never have been taken 

because it was the civil rights organizations and their constituencies that created 

the public demand for federal action. 

Tangible results were achieved. The percentages of southern blacks register 

ing and voting increased dramatically; black children began to enter previously 
all-white schools. Public and commercial facilities open to whites only, for ex 

ample, restaurants, hotels, motels, parks, 
and libraries, were 

desegregated, 
al 

though for poorer blacks equal access was often largely symbolic; in some 
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instances, local governments closed public facilities rather than permit blacks to 

use them at the same time as whites. 

By the time the focus of civil rights turned to the rest of the nation, the 

differences within the southern civil-rights movement, for example, between 

the Congress of Racial Equality and Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com 

mittee militants, and the more moderate Southern Christian Leadership Con 

ference, had come into the open and even the appearance of cohesion was 

dissipating. Nonetheless, within the government, there now were agencies and 

officials committed to further action to enhance black civil rights. Some of the 

liberals who had given support to the southern struggle still were sympathetic, 

although the emergence of black power and ghetto riots diminished their num 

bers and their effectiveness. There were still activists ready to challenge "rac 

ism" in the North, and black communities were being organized to press 
demands. Yet when the tactics and techniques that had worked in the South 

were used in the North, they did not have the same impact. In a sense, they 
were swallowed up in the complexity of the situations and the sheer number of 

problems that had to be addressed. 

The differences between the positions of blacks outside the South and in the 

South are apparent. Fundamentally, the "evil" in the North was less obvious. 

Discrimination existed, but less overtly; segregation was not a publicly legiti 
mated way of life. Blacks were neither disenfranchised nor excluded from shar 

ing public facilities. Northern ghettoes with their substandard housing 
conditions were a product of many factors in addition to discrimination?rapid 

migration of blacks from the rural South; changing demographic patterns in 

central cities in the postwar period; the availability of manual, low-skill jobs; 
low income. The schools of these cities rapidly became racially unbalanced; 
"white flight" no doubt contributed, but school authorities could appear the 

passive accountants of demographic change. Racial discrimination seemed obvi 
ous in the traditional crafts unions because virtually no blacks were to be found 

in them, but the concentration of blacks in the lowest-paid occupations and in 

the lower echelons of professional and technical occupations could be ascribed 
to fewer job skills and less education. In the 1960s, the federal government had 

increased its overall percentage of black employees significantly, "proving" that 

antidiscrimination programs could work; the continued relative absence of 

blacks from the middle and higher levels could be attributed to the scarcity of 

qualified candidates. In other words, even though no one doubted that blacks 

had once been victims of racism and discrimination, many people felt that the 

economic, educational, and political handicaps which were the legacy of black 

history were the primary factors currently preventing them from achieving 

equality. 
The shift in attention from the South to the rest of the nation has changed 

the national orientation toward civil rights. There is greater emphasis on equal 

opportunity, rather than on equal rights of participation in the public sphere of 

the community; and the proviso that the opportunities of the white majority not 

be reduced by efforts to help blacks is increasingly emphasized. To some extent, 
the very successes of the civil rights movement are responsible for present di 

lemmas. On the one hand, gains in the areas of education and voting put some 

blacks in a position to assert claims to equality in other activities and institu 
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tions; on the other, the fact that living conditions of many blacks were not 

basically touched by the civil rights successes forced black leaders to refocus 
their attention. The disadvantages and inequalities which have come under at 

tack pose more complex issues because the social institutions and practices 
which maintain them do not purport to be racially invidious or discriminatory. 
The general inertia of institutions impedes change, but there also appears to be a 

substantial residue of discriminatory attitudes toward blacks that makes change 
all the more difficult to achieve. 

I will return to the moral and empirical complexities of our present situation 
at the end of this essay. Now, however, I will review the changes which have 

occurred in the major areas of civil rights, pointing out new issues and dilemmas 
that have emerged and what courses of action appear to have the best prospects 
for producing further change. The areas to be reviewed are (1) Public Educa 

tion; (2) Voting and Political Power; (3) Occupational Status and Income; and 

(4) Housing Conditions and Residential Segregation. 

Public Education 

In the South, the amount of desegregation since 1954 has been very substan 

tial. The dual systems?separate and unequal?that prevailed then have been 

eliminated. But even though the aggregate changes are impressive,1 they did not 

come about as a result of any general willingness to comply with the Supreme 
Court's decision in Brown v. Board of Education. For approximately thirteen 

years, virtually no desegregation occurred except in the border states. In the 

Deep South, there was "massive resistance," and it was effective. The federal 

government and the federal district courts in the South did little to pressure 
school districts to comply with the mandate of Brown. Title VI of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 required federal agencies to cut off funds to programs which 

involved discrimination, and in 1964, the Office of Education (OE) began devel 

oping guidelines to ensure compliance with Title VI. Officials in the Johnson 
administration did not anticipate the resistance that southern school districts 

would offer to the guidelines, and virtually no resources were initially available 

for the implementation program. Gradually learning from their experience, OE 

officials tightened up the guidelines and used threats of fund cut-offs. Southern 

school districts began to move beyond nominal compliance to real desegrega 
tion. Two developments aided OE's efforts: passage of the Elementary and Sec 

ondary Education Act of 1965 substantially increased the amount of federal 

assistance to public education, thereby making fund cut-offs a more serious 

threat; and the federal district courts began imposing more stringent desegrega 
tion standards. School districts could no longer use compliance with lenient 

court orders as a substitute for compliance with OE guidelines.2 

By the early 1970s, the great majority of southern black children no longer 
attended predominantly black schools, but as Harrell Rogers points out, this 

achievement depended on several stringent conditions: 

(1) School officials, especially but not exclusively in the South, will normally obey 
civil rights laws only under coercion. (2) Legal standards for school desegregation 

must be unambiguous and forceful. (3) Greater progress is achieved if the three 
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branches of the federal government 
are 

reasonably unified and uncompromising in 

their approach 
to 

desegregation. (4) The burden for achieving school desegregation 
must rest with school officials, not with black citizens and their children. (5) The 
Administration must be prodded and carefully supervised by the federal courts if 

significant progress is to be made.3 

Few of these requirements have been met in the attempt to integrate public 
schools outside the South. The Nixon administration curtailed the number of 

desegregation suits in which the Justice Department intervened, and the burden 

of integration fell upon black plaintiffs and federal judges. Moreover, even in 

the South, the administration curtailed the use of Title VI enforcement proce 
dures and the threat of fund cut-offs receded. In numerous instances, school 

districts were found not to be in compliance, and yet the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare (HEW) did not cut off their federal assistance. 

At the same time that new problems have developed in southern school 

districts, for example, segregation within desegregated schools and resegrega 
tion caused by changes in residential patterns, the situation outside the South 

has been worsening. According to the Civil Rights Commission, approximately 
70 percent of nonsouthern black children attend predominantly minority 
schools.4 The marked division of black and white populations in many metro 

politan areas throughout the nation makes racially balanced schools within 

existing school districts increasingly difficult to achieve. Nearly three-quarters 
of the black children in the nation's 26 largest cities attend schools with 90 to 

100 percent minority enrollments.5 

The problems encountered in desegregating public schools in central cities 

indicate as well as any civil rights issue the contrast between the original south 
ern situation which led to the Brown decision and the conditions which have 

been the focus of desegregation efforts since the late 1960s. The Brown decision 
was written in terms of dual school systems: intentional, explicit segregation by 
race. As cases arising in different contexts?racially imbalanced school districts 

with no prior dual system, or desegregated dual systems that have become re 

segregated?the federal courts have strained to keep them within the mandate of 

Brown. Critics argue that the courts have considered racial imbalance (i.e., de 
facto segregation) as grounds for invoking the Brown mandate, using the guise of 

dealing with de jure segregation to cover the extension they have made. 
In the southern dual systems, all public school segregation was de jure, but 

now a key issue is the relation between de facto segregation and de jure segrega 
tion. Distinguishable in theory, are they distinguishable in practice? Are there 

situations of racial imbalance in public schools that cannot be traced to instances 
of "state action" such as city council zoning decisions or school board decisions 
on attendance boundaries and new school placement? Clearly, this requires a 

case-by-case examination of factual situations, rather than a priori speculation, 
but the "facts" are not immediately obvious. How far does one cast the net of 
"state action"? Beyond school district authorities to state boards of education? 

Beyond educational administrators and policy makers to government officials 
who make decisions about zoning, placement of public housing, granting of 

federally guaranteed mortgages and other housing subsidies? What constitutes a 

causal connection between culpable6 state action and racial imbalance? How 
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does one determine the impact of school board decisions made with segregative 
intent on the composition of other public schools in the same area that were not 

directly addressed or were in other districts? Who should bear the burden of 

proof to establish such connections (or lack of them)? 
These questions are esoteric to the layperson, but the legal argument is con 

strained by the constitutional requirement that "state action" must be an ele 
ment of racial imbalance in order for it to be a violation of the Fourteenth 

Amendment. This constraint hints at larger issues. Must differential outcomes 

for blacks and whites be caused by intentionally discriminatory actions in order 
to be considered morally and politically objectionable? If it can be shown that 

ostensibly neutral actions produce differential outcomes because of handicaps 
created in the past by discrimination, can it still be maintained that such actions 

are not discriminatory? These questions are important because most Americans 

may be willing to support efforts to root out the effects of an undeniable evil, for 

example, discrimination or racist attitudes. However, they may not be willing 
to create integrated situations for the sake of raising black aspirations and educa 

tional levels or fostering interracial tolerance and social mixing. Unless white 

Americans can be shown that practices and institutions which they do not con 

sider racially invidious are in fact causally linked to the inequalities that blacks 

experience, most whites are unlikely to support remedial efforts, especially in a 

sensitive area like public education, where their children may have to bear the 

burdens. 

A major determinant of racial imbalance in the public schools of major cities 

is racial concentration in residential patterns. The inmigration of lower-class 

blacks to northern and western central cities in recent decades and the out 

migration of middle-class whites to fringes and suburbs have played a major role 

in creating this situation. Thus, some commentators have suggested that resi 

dential segregation is the appropriate target for remedial action, not racial im 

balance in the schools. However, as we shall see, this, too, is a highly 
intractable problem, with many of the same issues in dispute, especially the 

contribution of discrimination, public and private, to its origination and contin 

uation. But advocates of further school integration do not consider the contribu 

tion of residential segregation to the worsening racial imbalance in the schools 

grounds for giving the latter problem a lower priority. Moreover, they contend 

that the overall pattern of racial separation has been decisively influenced by 

governmental policies and programs at all levels. 

The solutions that federal courts have devised include significant amounts of 

compulsory busing and, in a few instances, metropolitan desegregation plans, 
which cross school district boundaries. The Supreme Court apparently has 

temporized on the latter issue, perhaps fearful that mandating metropolitan in 

tegration will create so much social turmoil that racial segregation and inequal 

ity will be aggravated instead of ameliorated. In Milliken v. Bradley (1974), the 

Court refused to endorse a metropolitan integration plan ordered by a lower 
court for the Detroit area; the majority argued that sufficient grounds of dis 

crimination or segregation based on state action had not been established to 

warrant a plan requiring integration across district boundaries. Under the plan, 
school districts outside the city would have been compelled to participate. 

However, the Supreme Court rejected their inclusion in the compulsory in 
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tegration because there was no finding by lower courts that the school boards of 

these districts had contributed to the objectionable segregation. The variety of 

opinions offered by the Justices left the ultimate constitutionality of metropoli 
tan integration unresolved, but Milliken still was a blow to advocates of in 

tegration, who thought it created "an insulated position for suburbanites" that 

relieved them of the burdens of integration. Perhaps the majority of the Court 

was "acting on its perception, circa 1974, of the tolerable limits of judicial med 

dling with life patterns evolved during the past few decades,"7 but the decision 

may have encouraged whites leery of integration to believe that the suburbs 

would remain a refuge. 
The situations the federal courts now confront are not comparable to the 

southern dual systems, although there is some evidence that school authorities 

have, at times, acted with intent to maintain segregatory patterns. In effect, the 

courts have been grappling with the much larger and more complex issue of 

racial isolation in our major urban centers. The results of their decisions have 

not been happy. There has been intense resistance to compulsory busing plans 
in certain cities, most notably Boston, and racial hostility has increased. In the 

early 1970s, national polls registered increasing percentages of Americans op 

posed to busing for integration. The rhetoric of politicians made busing an even 

more salient and highly charged issue. There were popular misconceptions 
about the incidence and costs of busing for desegregation which made the ef 

fects appear much greater than they actually were,8 but no one can doubt that 

parents, and not just white parents, had real and justified anxieties about the 

consequences of such programs. Although it is difficult to believe that fear, 

dislike, or disapproval of blacks did not underlie some of the white protests, one 

cannot ignore class differences and educational concerns as factors. 

Compulsory busing plans have generated an often impassioned debate on 

many issues. Opponents of busing have defended the neighborhood school for 

encouraging parental involvement and community identity, as well as for its 

convenience, whereas proponents have responded that these are mainly ra 

tionalizations for preserving all-white schools. The antibusing position empha 
sizes cases of substantially increased costs for busing at a time when public 
education funds are in short supply. The probusing position points to the fact 

that much busing already occurs and that the increases required for integration 
are not high in comparison. Apparently, black children are much more likely to 

ride buses for integration than white children,9 and black parents have been 

unhappy about this. Critics of compulsory busing have accused well-known 

busing advocates of keeping their own children out of integrated city schools, 
whereas probusing advocates have questioned the motivations of persons oppos 

ing busing. A national survey revealed that antibusing opinions were not closely 
correlated with racist attitudes.10 

The learning achievements of black and white children in integrated schools 
have been studied intensively. Advocates of integration point to the gains that 

black children have made; opponents note the increase in black-white dif 

ferentials caused by greater white gains.n Generally the black gains?the social 

benefit usually offered as the major purpose of integration?have been modest at 

best. Opponents of compulsory integration cite studies indicating that students, 
white and black, who were involved in busing programs were less supportive of 
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such efforts than students who were not12; they also note racial disturbances 

occurring at the onset of integration programs. Proponents of further in 

tegration point to studies which show positive changes in racial attitudes and 

interracial relations in integrated schools. They caution that we should not be 
too hasty in our evaluation of integrated education; can we be certain that the 

situations being evaluated are truly integrated? 
White flight has also been the focus of considerable attention; some sociolo 

gists see integration of public schools as a major cause. Other commentators 

emphasize different factors. A recent study, using data from 86 northern school 

districts, concluded: "White flight, if it occurs at all, occurs not from the prob 
lems experienced during the first year of desegregation but from the fear of 

problems. In other words, if whites leave, it is typically not because they partic 

ipated in the plan and did not like it, but because they refused to participate at 

all. Apparently, whites who did participate in the first year of the plan did not 

leave after that."13 Critics of busing contend that the federal courts have pushed 
aside the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibition on busing to achieve racial balance; 

more important, they claim that the plans are producing results directly con 

trary to the courts' ostensible aims of integration and racial harmony. Propo 
nents contend that further efforts, particularly metropolitan integration, are 

constitutionally required to give black children equal opportunity in education 

and are feasible in terms of achieving racial balance with reasonable costs. Some 

commentators, seeking a middle ground, have proposed that black students be 

guaranteed the right to attend predominantly white schools with busing pro 
vided to make the choice of school a genuine one. 

In this debate, consensus has been a scarce commodity and it does not seem 

likely to increase. Although one cannot be optimistic about the short-run con 

sequences of compulsory integration, it seems highly improbable that racial in 

tegration of the schools will come in the foreseeable future if it must wait upon 
residential integration. A society in which blacks and whites are physically di 

vided is undesirable. Young white people grow up in almost complete isolation 

from members of other races, and in this environment, existing 
racial stereo 

types and fears are transmitted from one 
generation 

to the next; the same 
phe 

nomenon occurs in the black community. Severe racial imbalance in the public 
schools is likely to be both invidious and detrimental to black children. General 

ly it does not represent a choice by black parents to send their children to pre 

dominantly black or minority schools. Furthermore, in many instances, the 

public resources devoted to such schools are fewer than those devoted to pre 

dominantly white schools, especially considering the obstacles to learning 
which characterize the former. Integrated schools provide the only chance to 

modify these consequences in the near future. The dangers are real; integration 
without careful preparation, skillful matching, and continued sensitive super 
vision may serve only to reinforce the attitudes and fears which do much to 

maintain the 
separation 

of the races. 

Metropolitan integration, the most ambitious option proposed by advocates 

of integration, may offer the best prospects of achieving stable racial balance 

with moderate increases in busing, limited class mixing, and high majority-to 

minority school population ratios. In some instances, pairing schools across 

metropolitan boundaries may even reduce the amount of busing. It also has the 

best prospects for succeeding in educational terms because schools with a pre 
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dominance of middle-class white children seem to have the clearest impact on 

the achievement of black children. In addition, lower- and lower-middle-class 

whites in central cities may feel that the burdens of integration?which have 

fallen disproportionately upon them?are distributed more fairly under metro 

politan desegregation than under intracity plans. 
This is not to suggest that voluntary approaches to busing and metropolitan 

desegregation should be ignored or that metropolitan integration plans should 

necessarily take precedence over intracity plans. Federal funds could be used as 

incentives for school districts undertaking such efforts, as well as for planning. 
On the other hand, voluntarism did not work except on the periphery of the 

South, and there is no reason to suppose that many northern school officials are 

going to undertake large-scale integration voluntarily. In the early 1970s, cer 

tain politicians were suggesting that militant opposition might even block court 

ordered integration. Evidence that the federal government will not be firm in 

implementing the rights of minority-group schoolchildren is likely to increase 

opposition and conflict. The availability of court-ordered integration seems a 

necessary spur to action. Without it, voluntary integration initiatives probably 
will decline. 

Many persons may have resented the very considerable authority that feder 

al judges arrogated to themselves in desegregation cases; it may be that the 

responsibility is too great and the consequences too serious to let individual 

judges, although supervised by higher courts, determine final plans. In some 

instances, federal judges may have felt that the lack of cooperation and good will 

of school boards required them to increase their intervention. There is a positive 
role here for the federal executive: to provide assistance in the development and 

implementation of metropolitan integration plans and to assist in the mediation 

of conflicts. Recently, the Carter administration reversed a Ford administration 

policy not to withhold federal funds from school districts that refused to pair 
schools to facilitate desegregation. This change may indicate that the Carter 

administration will take a more active role in the area of school desegregation. 

Voting and Political Power 

Voter registration and voting is the second major area of civil rights in which 

significant progress was achieved in the South. Prior to the passage of the 1965 

Civil Rights Act, only about 29 percent of the eligible blacks were registered to 

vote in the seven states covered (wholly or in part14) by the act. By 1972, over 1 

million additional blacks had registered, raising the percentage to more than 56. 

Before passage of the act, the gap between white and black registration rates in 

the affected states averaged 44 percent; by 1972, the gap had dropped to nearly 
11 percent. As with school desegregation, these gains were the result primarily 

of organization and pressure, not the acquiescence of southern officials. Voter 

registration campaigns mounted by civil rights organizations and the use of fed 

erally appointed registrars in a limited number of especially recalcitrant areas 

overcame the atmosphere of intimidation and the often blatantly biased tactics 

of southern officials, especially in the Deep South. 

It is generally assumed that increased black voter registration led to in 

creased black voting, but this is difficult to prove because most states do not 

keep records of voting by race. Presidential election statistics in the states cov 
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ered by the 1965 act provide, by inference, some basis for this conclusion, al 

though it appears that there is still a gap between the levels of white and black 

voting.15 Other evidence of increased black political participation is to be found 
in the growing number of blacks running for public office and, in some in 

stances, winning. Some southern white politicians are showing concern about 
the impact of their public positions upon potential black support, for it appears 
that the black vote is influencing outcomes where white candidates only are 

competing. 
Outside the South, the civil rights and subsequent black power movements 

apparently contributed to black cohesion at the polls. The first notable results 
came in the 1967 victories of black mayoral candidates Richard Hatcher in 

Gary, Indiana, and Carl Stokes in Cleveland, Ohio. Blacks also voted cohesive 

ly for recent Democratic presidential candidates, reaching a peak in the 1976 

election; surveys completed immediately afterward indicated that over 90 per 
cent of the blacks who voted cast their ballots for Carter. This support was 

considered crucial for his electoral victory. 

Despite substantial increases in the number of blacks holding office in the 

last few years, they constitute only a very small fraction of the total: as of 1974, 
less than 1 percent of the 79,000 public officials in the South and 0.6 percent of 

elected officials in the nation as a whole.16 In the early 1970s, it appeared that 

black candidates needed an electorate with a majority or near majority (2/5) of 

blacks to win an election. People seemed to be voting strongly along racial lines. 

However, the data on medium and large cities with black mayors suggests that 

this is not necessarily the case. Of 26 such cities, blacks were a definite minority 
in 17 in 1974.17 On the other hand, in the South, "Most blacks holding munici 

pal or county offices who are elected at-large serve predominantly black commu 

nities. This is especially true of black mayors, 93 percent of whom are in 

majority black municipalities."18 White resistance to voting for black candidates 

obviously limits the potential gains, but in those southern counties where blacks 
are a majority, it would appear that they can translate their votes into black 

office holding. At present, blacks are still rather underrepresented among office 
holders in those counties. One important factor may be increased white voting 
in response to greater black political participation. A study of black voting in the 
29 Mississippi black majority counties during the late 1960s and 1970 suggests 
that economic vulnerability was a major factor inhibiting black voting. The 

authors believe that political organization could be a critical factor for blacks in 

overcoming fear of economic reprisals.19 
Even when blacks obtain office in the South, their ability to influence policy 

appears to be limited. A 1970 study found that in the 125 southern city councils 

with black representation, only 25 had more than one. Thus black council rep 
resentatives usually were not in a position to form caucuses or voting blocs. The 

political influence of black officeholders may also be substantially restricted by 
the fact that many run as token representatives on tickets supported by white 

dominated party organizations. In general, at-large jurisdictions probably serve 

to limit black representation.20 
In other parts of the country and in larger constituencies, for example, con 

gressional districts, the prospects of significantly increasing black office holding 

depend crucially on the willingness of whites to choose a black candidate in 
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preference to a white one. Except in those large cities where the black popu 
lation is rapidly nearing a majority, an increase in black registration and voting 
can at best affect outcomes marginally because the great gains have already been 

made. In addition, the remaining gap between black and white registration and 

voting rates may not be closed because the young, the poor, and the poorly 
educated tend to participate less in politics than their opposite numbers, and 

blacks tend to fall disproportionately in the former categories. 
Continued black involvement and white support for black candidates prob 

ably will be determined largely by the performance of black office holders, espe 

cially black mayors, who may be in the best relative position to meet the needs 

of constituents. Unfortunately, the obstacles that black mayors face are very 
formidable. The Joint Center for Political Studies found in 1974 that the south 
ern communities with black mayors (generally quite small, i.e., populations of 

1,000) were characterized by low per-capita income, poor housing, high 

unemployment or underemployment, poor health and sewage facilities, mini 

mal administrative staffs, and difficulties in obtaining federal aid. In the 23 of 26 

medium and large cities with black mayors studied by the Center, 16 ranked in 

the top third of all American cities based on rates of poverty; nearly one-half 

had sharp population declines in the last decade (prior to the election of the 

black mayors), and 15 ranked in the bottom half of all cities based on per capita 
income. In many, housing 

was old relative to other cities. 
Generally, "the struc 

tural characteristics of city politics 
... 

by nature are painfully restrictive and 

often unresponsive."21 But the situations in which black mayors must work are 

especially unpromising, and at the same time, the expectations of black con 

stituents are high. 
Because black mayors in the larger cities depend on white support to win, 

they cannot develop programs which ignore their white constituents, whose 

needs often are rather different from those of black constituents. Moreover, 

many of these mayors lack the resources which seem to be necessary for lead 

ership in large cities. Most of the black mayors are independent of political 
machines or established political elites; they have little party support. In addi 

tion, they usually have no influence on the selection of state and congressional 
candidates or over county machines which impinge on city administration. In 
13 of the 23 cities studied by the Center, black mayors lacked significant author 

ity over appointments and budget control, and they had no veto over council 
resolutions and ordinances. In general, black officials have avoided championing 

militant black causes, at least in part because of their weak positions. They have 
even sacrificed reform goals in order to work out compromises which have 

gained white support for distributions of existing public services and benefits 
that would be more equitable vis-?-vis the black community. As a result, it 

appears that they have been ineffectual in achieving systemic changes in power 

relationships. 
Black mayors must use what authority they have over appointments and 

their influence on personnel policies to recruit competent blacks and to develop 
their administrative skills and political expertise. When Richard Hatcher made 

his first appointments, 90 percent of the persons in key staff positions had no 

previous governmental experience. To supplement the limited power of black 

mayors, black organizations must expand and develop political resources. Black 
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officeholders need broad and cohesive support from black constituents; divisions 
within the black community can negate initial electoral gains. Black constituents 
are particularly vulnerable to disillusionment and consequent withdrawal from 

active political involvement. Thus, black political leaders face a formidable chal 

lenge in maintaining high levels of black political participation and translating it 
into political influence.22 

The increasing urban-suburban division of whites and blacks also threatens 
to limit the impact of newly attained political representation for black constitu 
ents. Although this division makes it more likely that blacks will become a 

political majority (or near majority) in central cities, thereby increasing the 

number of black officials, another result may be some polarization along racial 

lines between state governments and city governments on revenue allocation 

and tax matters. At the same time, the problems of central cities seem less and 

less tractable within their own boundaries and unless there is some form of 

metropolitanization (formation of political units that encompass central cities 

and suburbs), central cities probably will suffer continued and perhaps worsen 

ing financial, employment, school segregation, pollution, and mass-transit con 

ditions. Yet the prospect of metropolitanization means the dilution of black 

representation as the "threshold" problem reemerges for blacks in larger politi 
cal units. 

Occupational Status and Income 

Eliminating discrimination in employment?public and private?was a ma 

jor objective of federal civil-rights legislation and executive orders in the 1960s. 

The underlying assumption was that racial discrimination played a major role in 

creating the income and occupational differentials that existed between whites 

and blacks. In 1965, the median annual income of all black families was 55 

percent of the white median figure; it had hovered near that point since the early 
1950s. Occupationally, blacks were disproportionately concentrated in the low 

skilled, low-paying categories of employment. For example, in 1965, the per 

centage of white males in the professional and technical category was 12.8; for 

nonwhite males (of whom blacks constitute about 90 percent), the figure was 

5.7.23 In other major categories, the percentages were as listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 

percentages in occupational categories 

White Nonwhite White Nonwhite 

Male Male Male Male 

Managersand 10.2% 4.0% Craft and 20.2% 11.1% 

administrators kindred workers 

White Nonwhite 

Female Female 

Nonfarm laborers 6.3 21.0 Private house- 4.4 30.1 

hold workers 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Department of Labor, Handbook of Labor Statistics 1975 

(Washington, D.C, 1975), Table 19. 
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John F. Kennedy was the first President since World War II to initiate con 

certed action against employment discrimination. In 1961, he established a 

committee on equal employment opportunity to recommend affirmative steps to 

implement the federal policy of nondiscrimination. Blacks began to enter high 
level agency positions in significant numbers. Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights 

Act prohibited discrimination by employers with more than a certain number of 

employees; however, the federal government was not brought under the pur 
view of this prohibition. In 1965, President Johnson transferred responsibility 
for federal equal-employment opportunity enforcement to the Civil Service 
Commission. In 1969, President Nixon issued an executive order emphasizing 
the responsibility of each federal agency to develop an affirmative action pro 
gram. 

None of these initiatives significantly increased the percentages of black em 

ployees at the middle and upper levels of the federal service. In 1965, the per 
centage of black employees in the GS 9-11, 12-15, and 16-18 levels was 3.4, 
1.3, and 1.0, respectively. Five years later, the comparable percentages were 

5.3, 2.6, and 1.6.24 By this time blacks constituted 11.1 percent of all employees 
on General Schedule and similar pay plans, and 15.2 percent of all federal em 

ployees. Thus, the problem was not to open up federal employment in general 
to blacks but to promote those hired into more responsible positions and to find 
others qualified to enter at the higher levels. A congressional study in 1971 
found defects in Civil Service Commission (CSC) procedures and as a result of 
this finding, Congress legislated amendments to Title VII of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act, bringing protections already afforded to private-sector employees to 
federal employees. Previously, complaints filed against a federal agency were 

investigated and judged by the agency itself, and this procedure undermined 
confidence in the complaint process. Now the CSC was directed to review and 

approve affirmative action plans annually and to evaluate agency programs. Un 
til 1972, the CSC apparently regarded itself as a consultant on affirmative ac 

tion, not as an enforcer. 

In 1974, the Civil Rights Commission (CRC) issued a massive study of fed 
eral civil-rights enforcement25; it was severely critical of the federal effort, citing 
such deficiencies as inadequate staffs, loose guidelines which often lacked a basis 
for 

evaluating improvement, inadequate monitoring, overreliance on 
voluntary 

compliance, and the build-up of large caseloads of complaints with resultant 

delays in processing. In that year, the percentages of black federal employees in 
the GS 9-11, 12-15, and 16-18 grades were 7.2, 3.6, and 2.8. Civil rights 
supporters evaluated these figures from a number of baselines, for example, 
percentage of blacks in the federal work force, percentage of blacks in the total 
work force, and percentage of blacks in the total population, and found them 

disappointing. 
A similar picture appeared in the work forces of state and local governments, 

where data on minority group employment was not collected by the federal 

government until 1973. The percentages of high-status positions filled by blacks 
that year were as listed in Table 2. Serious efforts to increase minority employ 

ment in state and local government have begun only in the last few years, so it is 
too soon to judge their impact, even if the data were available.26 
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Table 2 
blacks in high-status positions 

State County City Township 
Government Government Government Government 

Officials and 3.9 4.4 5.2 1.0 

administrators 

Professionals_^9_^9_1L9_1.2 
Population parity for blacks was 11.0% nationally. 
Source: From Harry Kranz, The Participatory Bureaucracy (Lexington Mass.: D. C. Heath, 

1976), Tables 5-14, 5-24, 5-32, and 5-37. The original data came from the EEOC. 

It is difficult to compare the experience in the private sector with public em 

ployment except in gross terms. In 1974, the proportion of nonf arm managers 
and administrators who were black was 6 percent; of professional and technical 

workers, 6 percent; of crafts and kindred workers, 7 percent. Again, judged 

against the baselines that civil rights activists were using, these figures were 

thought to represent a continuing failure to overcome discrimination. On the 

other hand, improvements had occurred: "the proportion [of blacks] employed 
as 

managers and administrators, professional 
and technical workers, and crafts 

men and kindred workers?the three highest paying occupations?almost dou 

bled between 1958 and 1973, while the proportion employed in service work, 
nonf arm, and farm labor?the three lowest paying occupations?fell by one 

third."27 The changes for the period 1960-1970 can be observed from the per 

centages, listed in Table 3, of major occupational categories filled by non 

whites:28 

Table 3 

nonwhite major occupational categories 

_1960 1970_1960 
1970 

Private 50 42 Clerical 5 8 

household workers 

Nonfarm laborers 27 23 Craftsmen and 5 7 

foremen 

Farmers and farm 16 11 Managersand 3 4 

workers officials 

Operatives 12 14 Sales 2 4 

Professional and 4 7 

technological 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Department of Labor, Handbook of Labor Statistics 1975 

(Washington, D.C, 1975), Table 19. 

Whereas blacks made a significant movement out of the most menial, poorest 

paid jobs, their gains in the higher status positions were modest. What im 

pressed those critical of the antidiscrimination effort was the slowness of the 

changes in occupational status. Economists have pointed out that the major 

impact, if any, of antidiscrimination programs such as that conducted by the 

Office of Federal Contract Compliance must be in narrowing the differentials in 

pay to members of different racial groups with similar "endowments." How 
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ever, much of the pay differential apparently is instead a function of intergroup 
differences in "endowments" (i.e., differences in education, skills, etc.), and 

antidiscrimination programs can have, at best, only a limited effect there. 

The government did not neglect the skill side of the employment problems 
of blacks in the 1960s. During the height of the War on Poverty, several pro 

grams were established to upgrade vocational skills and provide employment for 

members of disadvantaged groups.29 At first, blacks were enrolled in these pro 

grams in large numbers and thereby gained income from their employment. 
However, possible long-term effects of these programs were negated, at least in 

part, by the decision of the Nixon administration to cut back on them. At the 

same time, there was a marked decline in black participation beginning in the 

late 1960s. Apparently program priorities were shifted in some instances to 

other minorities and veterans; in the case of the JOBS program, the recession 

seems to have been a contributing factor, with black participants down from 74 

percent of the total in fiscal year 1970 to 41 percent in fiscal year 1973. New 

employment gains seem to be tenuously held. On balance the long-term effects 

of such manpower programs seem to have been limited, in part because they 
could reach only a fraction of all those who might have benefited from them. 

The occupational changes recorded here have been reflected in income gains 

by certain groups of blacks. For example, the annual incomes of black males 

with some college education reached 80 percent of white counterparts' annual 

income in the early 1970s. The median annual income of young black couples 
when both work has matched that of their white counterparts. What has appar 

ently depressed the annual median income of all black families relative to white 

family income is "the rapid increase of female-headed families from 23.7% of all 

black families in 1965 to 34.0% in 1974."30 This group is a particularly vulner 

able one, and neither antidiscrimination nor manpower programs may help 
them. 

In the last two or three years, the affirmative-action stance of the federal 

government has come under increasing criticism, with goals and timetables the 

focus of attention. Critics of affirmative action contend that the whole federal 
antidiscrimination program has been perverted by the imposition of statistical 

parity (between blacks and whites) goals. Federal agencies have pressured em 

ployers, public and private, to hire and promote increasing percentages of mi 

norities, and strenuous efforts to recruit qualified minority group members are 

not considered satisfactory unless they produce results. The implication is that 

blacks are being hired whether or not they are qualified. Critics also contend 

that blacks were making significant gains in employment without additional 

federal pressure for measurable progress. Whereas instances of overzealous en 

forcement can be cited, and goals and timetables have been required in some 

instances, we do not have the data necessary to evaluate these criticisms. With 

regard to the federal agencies as employers, we are not in a position to say what 

results have been achieved when goals and timetables have actually been em 

ployed. With regard to employment under federal contract, there have been 

specific plans employing goals and timetables (in which the burden of proof of 

good-faith efforts has been placed on the employers and unions), for example, 
the Philadelphia Plan, but employment gains have been modest, and institu 

tional changes few. 
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With respect to general employment in the private sector, it is hard to evalu 
ate the impact of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), 
for its primary role is to deal with individual complaints. The fact that com 

plaints have increased year by year probably is a function of the agency's greater 

visibility and enlarged responsibilities (state and local government coverage was 

added in 1972), but according to the CRC, the EEOC has no monitoring capa 

bility to determine the effectiveness of its entire compliance process in terms of 

results. Black employment gains in the high-status occupational categories of 

the total work force in the 1970-1974 period were virtually nil. Because this was 

a recessionary period, such a result suggests that equal employment opportu 

nity efforts are quite vulnerable to economic conditions. It is often hard to sepa 
rate program impact from the effects of economic conditions on labor markets. 

The key problem with federal equal employment opportunity agencies is 

not the aggressiveness of their public posture?which seems to disturb critics of 

affirmative action?but whether they can effectively implement and monitor a 

coherent set of guidelines. Before deciding that federal agencies should restrict 

their efforts to requiring nondiscrimination, we need to know more about the 

actual practices of federal agencies and federal contractors in implementing the 

"basic ingredients" of their affirmative action programs, for example, their ef 

forts to find qualified minority-group members, to upgrade minorities already 
on their staffs, and to make employment 

attractive to such persons. 

The equity of goals (or quotas, as critics refer to them) and of preferential 
selection is becoming a highly salient issue,31 yet we are not in a position to say 
that whites have suffered from the use of such devices. Because we do not have a 

clear picture of when and how these devices have been used, we cannot talk 

about overall impact knowledgably. Of course, one can point to a few highly 

publicized instances of white students being passed over for less qualified black 

students in admission to professional schools, but it seems to be this kind of 

situation to which the public is reacting, not firm information about con 

sequences. Are white candidates for jobs actually being passed over for less 

qualified blacks, and if so, how extensive is the practice? 
The equity issues involved in preferential higher-education admissions poli 

cies should not obscure two important unanswered questions in the employ 
ment area: Are the qualifications imposed by employers job relevant? Do 

employers, public and private, have enough information about the presence of 

presumably qualified blacks in the relevant work force to determine whether or 

not sufficient numbers are available to meet the goals set by federal agencies? In 

most instances, we probably do not know what qualifications really are neces 

sary for successful performance of specific jobs. This has been a major issue of 

contention between supporters of affirmative action and the Civil Service Com 

mission. The former point out that most job selection tests and devices have not 

been validated as performance relevant. Critics of affirmative action respond 
that meeting federal guidelines on test validation is difficult because the require 

ments are very stringent 
and validation research is expensive. At the same time, 

it appears that federal agencies are not making the efforts necessary to develop 

adequate information about the availability of minorities in the general work 

force. Supporters of affirmative action will question the "good faith" of anti 

discrimination programs until employers develop validated job-related selection 
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criteria and devote greater efforts to gathering information about potential mi 

nority employees. 

Recently, Joseph Califano, Secretary of HEW, said that "employment quo 
tas can and do work in reversing patterns of job discrimination." Two weeks 

later, he admitted that he had made a mistake in advocating quotas.32 Califano's 

quick retraction suggests how sensitive the issue has become in political terms, 
but his statements point to the symbolic aspect of the federal government's 

public posture. If federal agencies were to communicate to their constituencies 

that they will not require goals, timetables, and the data collecting necessary to 

evaluate progress, the result, I suspect, would be a definite decline in affirma 

tive action as a priority for private and public employers. At the same time, 

agencies enforcing equal employment opportunity compliance must recognize 
that "good faith" efforts may not produce significant increases in the number of 

blacks hired and promoted. Even though it is unfair to equate "good faith" with 

hiring results, employers should be able to show that their affirmative action 

activities?information gathering on the availability of qualified minority per 
sons, recruiting, skill inventories on black employees, in-service training, and 

promotion reviews?are indeed being pursued energetically. 

Housing Conditions and Residential Segregation 

For blacks, inadequate housing and residential segregation are closely re 

lated problems. To a large extent, residential segregation has meant that blacks 

are confined to areas with poor housing; of course, many black families could 

not afford decent housing even if it were available. Recently, the connection 

between improving the quality of housing available to blacks and increasing the 

opportunities of blacks to live in integrated neighborhoods has tightened be 
cause (1) the federal courts have begun to insist that federally supported housing 
not maintain or foster racial segregation and (2) the housing needs of the grow 

ing class of middle-income blacks apparently could be met to a much greater 
extent if these blacks could compete on an equal basis for housing available in 

predominantly white areas of central cities and in the suburbs. 

In general, the housing of blacks has been no more than minimally adequate. 
For example, in 1970, 23 percent of all nonwhites lived in housing rated as 

substandard by the Census Bureau. Although this was a major improvement 
from 1950, when the figure was 73 percent, most of this housing is modest in 

value and limited in amenities. In 1970, the median value of black homes was 

$10,800. Only 8 percent of black-owned-and-occupied homes were worth 

$15,000 or more and were built after 1960. Nearly one-half of black homes 

lacked a clothes washer; 82 percent lacked an air conditioner. A considerable 

gap remains between housing conditions for blacks and for whites. In 1970, 
blacks were still four times more likely than whites to live in substandard units, 
and three times more likely to be overcrowded.33 

Residential concentration and segregation of blacks in central cities is intense 

throughout the nation, although commentators disagree about trends and 
causes. In recent years, central cities and urban fringes have generally gained 
blacks, while nonurban areas have lost them. A study using 1970 data found 

that blacks at all value levels of housing (owned and rented) were over 
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represented 
in central cities and underrepresented 

in suburbs.34 Glazer points 
out that a substantial increase in black population in the suburbs between 1950 

and 1970 (from 2.2 to 3.7 million) tends to be concealed by the rapid white 

migration to the suburbs, so that blacks constituted a slightly smaller percentage 
of the total suburban population in 1970. He also notes that the number of 

central cities in which the segregation index decreased between 1960 and 1970 
was much greater than the number in the period from 1950 and I960.35 He 

acknowledges that the figures are high; for example, the median housing segre 

gation index for 53 northern cities was 81; for 10 western cities, 81; for 12 

border cities, 87; and for 34 southern cities, 91. Pettigrew estimates that "it 

would require at the 1960 to 1970 rate of change four to five centuries to elimi 

nate" these racial concentrations.36 

The federal effort to make good on its commitment to provide decent hous 

ing for low-income families has been a failure; urban renewal in particular has 
an especially poor reputation because many such projects demolished more low 

income housing than they replaced, and blacks were especially vulnerable to 

these consequences. During 
President Nixon's first term, there was a great in 

crease in subsidized housing programs (rent and purchase subsidies), and by the 

end of 1972, blacks occupied more than one-third of all such subsidized hous 

ing. However, near the end of that year, the Nixon administration placed a 

freeze on new commitments. According to Levitan, the subsidized housing was 

not much more than minimally adequate; outside central cities, racial in 

tegration and dispersal of subsidized projects did not occur on a large scale. The 

record of the federal government in providing blacks with equal opportunity in 

housing has generally been unimpressive. Two major federal mortgage 

insuring agencies, the Federal Housing Administration and the Veterans 

Administration, did not make a concerted effort to help blacks obtain mortgages 
until the late 1960s. During the Nixon administration, blacks began to receive a 

proportion of federally guaranteed housing mortgages that was commensurable 

with their numbers. At the same time, neither agency used its lending power to 

encourage the development of integrated housing projects. 

Although the number of whites who agree, in response to survey questions, 
that blacks are entitled to equal opportunity in housing has increased substan 

tially in the last two decades, many whites apparently still do not want to have 

blacks for neighbors. Whereas many blacks may also prefer to live in homoge 
neous neighborhoods, polls taken in the late 1960s indicated that a very consid 

erable number preferred racially mixed neighborhoods. The problem seems to 

be that neighborhoods which blacks would regard as desirable, that is, racially 
mixed near 50:50, whites would regard as undesirable. Of white respondents to 

a 1971 survey, 70 percent said they would move if blacks entered their neigh 
borhood in "great numbers"; the "tipping point" may be as low as 15-20 percent 
black.37 Fear that a neighborhood into which blacks are moving in substantial 

numbers will become virtually 100 percent black may motivate whites to leave, 
but this result can, of course, be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Only collective meas 

ures such as some communities have taken?action against blockbusters, prohi 

bitions on "for sale" signs38 and on canvassing and solicitations by realtors?can 

prevent that outcome. 



BLACK AMERICANS IN CIVIL RIGHTS 257 

For blacks with low and moderate incomes, the only possibility for im 

proved housing lies in public housing or subsidized private housing. Public 

housing has a troubled history. The large-scale high-rise projects constructed 

after World War II often created conditions conducive to a variety of social 

pathologies. Public-housing income requirements tended to prevent socioeco 

nomic mixing and to exclude the more successful members of a 
community. 

One response has been to 
plan smaller clusters on scattered sites and another to 

combine low- arid moderate-income families within the subsidized projects. 
These changes in concept have not been so easy to implement. Federal subsidies 

have been available for such housing on an integrated basis, but there has been 

considerable resistance from white middle-income neighborhoods within cen 

tral cities and in the suburbs. 

Two recent Supreme Court decisions have been viewed as supporting this 

opposition. In June 1976, the Supreme Court ruled 6-3 "that it is constitutional 

for a city to require property owners who want their land rezoned to first get 

approval 
of the 

city's 
voters in a referendum."39 As a result, residents can block 

attempts to introduce into their communities low-income housing projects that 

would be available to minorities. Another recently decided case, Arlington 

Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Development Corp., arose from the refusal of a 

village board to rezone acreage for multiple family units of low and moderate 

income housing. A private, nonprofit development corporation was chartered to 

develop integrated housing in suburban areas, subsidized by federal funds for 

low and moderate income residents. It signed a 90-year lease (and option to buy 
15 acres) with a religious order. The village board and plan commission rejected 
the corporation's request for the required rezoning, and the corporation sued 

the village in federal district court, contending that the village violated the Con 

stitution by discriminating against the rights of blacks and other minorities to 

equal access in housing. The case was appealed up to the Supreme Court, 
which ruled that the refusal to rezone was not unconstitutional merely because 

it had a "racially disproportionate impact." Intent to discriminate also had to be 

proved, and the Court decided that this element had not been demonstrated. 
A similar issue has been posed in suits against public-housing authorities 

which charge them with violating the constitutional rights of racial minorities 

by locating federally funded public housing in nonwhite areas of their cities. 

Although federal district courts have found discrimination in such cases, ef 

fective remedies are difficult to devise. Mandating that housing authorities build 

public projects in predominantly white areas does not ensure that units will be 

built, only that they will not be built in predominantly minority areas. Resis 
tance by middle-income whites to low- and moderate-income public housing 
has slowed such developments within central cities and in suburbs. 

Because the Supreme Court upheld the zoning authority of suburban com 

munities against the charge of racial discrimination based on racially dis 

proportionate impact, the likelihood that blacks will achieve significant 

improvements in either housing conditions or residential integration apparently 
is reduced. There is federal legislation?Title VIII of the 1968 Civil Rights 

Act?and a Supreme Court decision?-Jones v. Mayer?which together prohibit 
discrimination in all housing. However, the burden of action falls largely on the 
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individual who thinks he or she has been the victim of discrimination. The 

Department of Housing and Urban Development can take enforcement action 
under the 1968 law, but it lacks sanctions. More can be done in this area, espe 

cially against large rental corporations, developers, and real estate agencies. But 

it will take concerted action by civil rights organizations to make the legal reme 

dies available to individuals effective on a significant scale. An attack on the 

institutionalized discrimination of the private housing market would help 
middle-class blacks able and willing to move to the suburbs. 

Whatever can be accomplished by such challenges to discrimination, the 

greatest opportunities to improve black living conditions may not lie in the sub 

urbs. Although some analysts have suggested that blacks must get out of central 

cities to find employment because jobs are moving to the suburbs, others claim 

that central cities may still be economically viable for blacks. Studies of black 

income and occupational status comparing city, periphery, and suburbs in 

dicate that blacks in the suburbs are not distinctively better off than their city 

counterparts. There are still large numbers of jobs in central cities for which 

blacks can compete, although it appears that job training, job counseling, and 

placement services on a 
large scale, as well as 

improved urban transportation 

systems, are required to make these job opportunities real options. One cannot 

be optimistic about the possibilities of rebuilding the ghetto economy; nonethe 

less, the suburbs are no panacea for black needs in housing and employment. As 

Glazer notes, there is more housing being built in central cities than in the 

suburbs relative to population growth.40 Moreover, dispersion in the suburbs 

would undermine recently achieved political gains and the possibility of com 

munity-controlled institutions that many blacks appear to want. In the short 
run at least, it will be extremely difficult to make significant improvements in 

the housing available to blacks while simultaneously reducing the level of resi 
dential 

segregation. 

Conclusion 

In the early 1960s, black inequality suddenly became a national issue. For 

approximately 
a decade, there was intense activity 

to narrow the various so 

cioeconomic and political gaps between blacks and whites; then, not long after 

the shock of ghetto riots and armed black militants, it subsided rapidly. By the 

early 1970s, the civil rights movement had passed into American history. 
The movement represented the first broad effort to eliminate black inequal 

ity since Reconstruction. For nearly ninety years, we had, as a nation, largely 

ignored the plight of the black population. Major changes in American society 
occurred in this period, and the problem of black inequality also changed. It 
was no longer only the reverse side of southern racism and southern poverty41; 
blacks had migrated to urban areas throughout the nation, taking with them the 

legacy of slavery and segregation. In the institutions and mores of our increas 

ingly urban society, black inequality was taken for granted; school systems, 
residential patterns, labor markets, and commercial practices developed in ways 
that accepted and exploited the various forms of black inequality. Taking black 

inequality for granted did not seem racist or even discriminatory to most Ameri 



BLACK AMERICANS IN CIVIL RIGHTS 259 

cans; northern whites did not see themselves as culpable for the poverty, poor 

education, ill health, and crowded living conditions that most blacks had to 

endure. These were the legacy of the South's treatment of blacks. 

In a sense, the civil rights movement had to begin in the South, but unlike 

Emancipation and Reconstruction, it could not stop there. The southern civil 

rights movement raised the group consciousness and the expectations of blacks 

throughout the nation, and it made many whites uneasy?for the first time? 

about the forms of black inequality in their own areas. It set in motion individ 

uals, organizations, and federal programs that began to attack these problems, 
but as I have already argued, it could not provide an adequate model for achiev 

ing the elimination of black inequality in the complex, interrelated forms it now 

encompassed. The nature of southern segregation, with its direct connection of 

racist attitudes and discriminatory actions and institutions, was not suited for 

the primary educational task outside the South: to make whites see that many 
actions and practices in which they engaged without invidious intentions rein 

forced the handicaps blacks already suffered as a result of their experience under 

slavery and segregation. 
In a sense, much of the controversy about black inequality arises because the 

links between differential intergroup outcomes and discriminatory attitudes and 

actions are not apparent. The questions underlying opposed points of view re 

volve around that indeterminacy. Are the differential outcomes themselves? 

the forms that inequality takes?objectionable whether or not discriminatory 
attitudes and intentions can be shown to be proximate causes? Some Americans 

say that these differences are not invidious in themselves and thus do not call for 

remedial action unless a causal connection to discrimination can be shown. Oth 
ers argue that seemingly neutral decisions can perpetuate the differentials 

between races by accepting as givens situations that were created by dis 

crimination. Is this kind of connection sufficient to make those "neutral" de 

cisions objectionable? 
We need to see more clearly the links between racially discriminatory atti 

tudes and differential outcomes for racial minorities, but a judgment will still 

have to be made whether ostensibly nondiscriminatory decisions must also be 

changed. If differential treatment is used as a prima facie or surrogate measure 

of discrimination, then who should be compared to whom and how different 
must the treatment be to qualify as objectionable? What should be the basis for 

comparison in determining whether and how much discrimination in employ 
ment and segregation in housing exists? For example, is the appropriate baseline 

for judging discrimination in employment the percentage of blacks in the total 

population? Is a random distribution of blacks and whites the proper standard 
for determining the amount of segregation in housing? What role should minor 

ity group preferences play in determining such baselines? 

These questions lead inevitably to more explicitly value-laden ones. What is 

the ultimate goal of our efforts in the civil rights area? What situations are we 

trying to approximate with the measures taken and proposed? Equality of op 

portunity is much too vague a concept to be regarded as an answer to such 

questions, yet it is the one most commonly offered. Another abstraction is "full 

participation as equal citizens." A third proposal is the goal of a fully integrated 
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society. Even if defined, such concepts still pose difficult problems of applica 
tion. How does one determine when equality of opportunity has been achieved, 
for example, in employment or admission to professional training? If our goal is 

full integration, how much concentration by race is probable, given "reason 

ably" free choice? Does choosing to "segregate" oneself represent a manifesta 

tion of democratic freedom or a failure of democratic socialization? If we can 

answer these kinds of questions, we still have to consider what rate of change is 

desirable? tolerable? feasible? Finally, we have to ask ourselves how much these 

goals are worth to us. What burdens are we willing to shoulder to achieve them? 

How much should we be willing to sacrifice? How are the burdens likely to be 

distributed in light of what we know about the distribution of power in our 

society? How should the burdens be distributed?if we are guided by demo 

cratic principles? 
These questions are not intended to numb or bewilder the reader. They 

may suggest that consensus is hopelessly unobtainable. Perhaps. Nonetheless, 
we must try 

to formulate explicit answers; then, at least, the substance and 

extent of our disagreements will be clear and the chances of reasoned debate 

between partisans, public, and government officials increased. Muting dif 

ferences in order to avoid conflict may seem expedient, but in the long run, it 

will not improve the basic situation. Decisions affecting black inequality will 

continue to be made, and if these questions are ignored, the decisions are likely 
to be 

piecemeal 
and ex 

parte?not conducive to a measure of progress 
even as 

large as that already achieved. 

The gains of the past two decades have placed blacks in general much closer 

to equality?however defined?than ever before in our history. We cannot re 

turn to the conditions which prevailed before the 1960s; blacks are too con 

scious, civil rights legislation barring overt discrimination is too much a part of 
our practice, and blacks have achieved enough of a political foothold to prevent 
a return to a not terribly benign neglect. But I do not think that one can say 

objectively that black inequality is no longer a major problem in American so 

ciety, nor can one say with confidence that the forces set in motion by the 

developments of the last two decades will?say, 
in two or three more decades? 

eliminate virtually all the handicaps that have been the legacy of racism and 

discrimination. We must confront the issues posed by continued black inequal 

ity, or the effects of past racism and discrimination will persist many decades 

into the future. Apparently, most whites are not inclined to think that black 

Americans are victims of discrimination any longer; this climate of opinion 
bodes ill for the educational and remedial tasks that remain. 
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