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Preface to the Paperback Edition







MUCH HAS HAPPENED since this book went to press in early 1997. Perhaps most important, President Clinton launched an “initiative” designed to “promote a national dialogue on controversial issues surrounding race,” appointing the distinguished historian John Hope Franklin as head of an advisory board.


The appointment of Dr. Franklin put the issue of racial change—the central question in our book—squarely on the table. “Every time people take a breath,” Franklin has said, “it’s in terms of color.” As he described it, the brutal murder of a black man in Jasper, Texas, in June 1998 was “not all that much of an aberration. We have at least several incidents like that every year.”1


This is a view very different from our own. From the response of citizens in Jasper and across the country, it was clear that this sort of incident now evokes horror among blacks and whites alike.


Implicitly or explicitly the question of change runs through every debate on race. John Hope Franklin is not alone, of course, in his pessimism. In July 1998, Bill Cosby s wife, Camille, writing on the murder of their son, described racism as “omnipresent and eternalized in Americas institutions, media and myriad entities.”2 It’s certainly easy to get discouraged, and Camille Cosby had special reason for bitterness. But such misguided despair, we believe, threatens further progress. If racism is truly ubiquitous and permanent, then racial equality is a hopeless project—an unattainable ideal. Gloom becomes a dangerous, self-fulfilling prophecy.


In fact, both deep pessimism and complacent optimism seem to us unwarranted. America in Black and White has generated considerable controversy. Unfortunately much of that controversy results from a misrepresentation of what we say. For instance, New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis accused us of believing that “Americas race problem has been substantially solved.”3


That is not what we believe, nor is it what we said. America remains a very color-conscious society, and true racial equality is a dream. There has been much progress, and there is still much to do. For instance, in 1964 only one in five white Americans had any black neighbors; today the figure is three out of five, a national average that includes whites living in states like Utah and Vermont where black residents are rare.4 And yet of course one needs only to walk the streets of, say, southeast Washington, D.C., to know that racial isolation is not a thing of the past.


In part, despair is the product of misguided expectations. We are passionate advocates of integration, and yet it’s unrealistic to expect that African Americans will one day be uniformly distributed across the residential landscape, such that they are 12 percent of every census tract. No other strongly defined group is so scattered. In the Boston area, Jews are concentrated in Brookline, Armenians in Watertown, Portuguese in Fall River, Cambodians in Lowell, Hispanics in Lawrence, and so forth. Again, this is not to say racial hostility plays an insignificant part in where blacks live; but one needs always to ask where we’ve been, how far we’ve come, and where we’re likely headed.


James Q. Wilson has described America in Black and White as a work that supports, with facts, what most people really believe—namely, there is both good news and bad.5 The good news, though, has been greeted with a measure of outrage that perhaps we should have expected. “Virtually the entire civil rights leadership,” Washington Post columnist William Raspberry has noted, “has been hellbent on proving that both the passing of the era of oppression and the dawning of a new era are myths…. It has become a virtual heresy in black America to acknowledge progress…. When Stephan and Abigail Thernstrom write…that the black condition, white attitudes and race relations have all improved dramatically, it is taken as an assault on black America.”6


It’s tempting to believe that the hostile misreading to which Raspberry refers once again demonstrates how difficult it is to talk about race. But on this score, too, we are optimists. In the last year we have found ourselves in the thick of debate in a period of heartening political and ideological ferment. Today our voice is no longer that of outsiders. Indeed, last December, President Clinton invited one of us to participate in a “town meeting” on race in Akron, Ohio, and three weeks later both of us met with him and the vice president in the Oval Office. To an unprecedented degree much of the discourse on race-related matters now exhibits the more significant diversity of competing ideas.


Thus, former New York congressman Floyd Flake, a man with impeccable civil rights credentials, has become an impassioned advocate for school vouchers that would allow inner-city parents to make educational choices traditionally reserved for the economically better off. In response to a June 1998 newspaper article that minimized black educational progress, William H. Gray III, president of the United Negro College Fund, accused the reporter of paying “more attention to the vestiges of a past era of oppression than…to a dawning of a new era of hope, opportunity and measurable progress.”7 The editorial page of the Boston Globe is a bulwark of traditional liberalism, and yet on 31 July 1998 it praised a speech by Justice Clarence Thomas as displaying “not only the courage to confront his detractors but also a lucidity that is all too rare in the nations political discourse.” “We may not agree with the road Thomas has taken,” the editorial explained, but “we support his right to take a different view, and we share his faith ‘that whites and blacks can live together and be blended into a common nationality.’”8


The winds of intellectual and political freedom are blowing. And yet ugly divisiveness remains the norm when it comes to one question: that of racial preferences.9 Why this should be so is a topic for another day, but even on this deeply polarizing issue, there is, we believe, the potential for common ground.


“Where race is concerned, it is time for facts to win out over rhetoric,” Alan Wolfe argued in his review of our book in The New Republic.10 And indeed, the tendency to wade in a swamp of feelings is a central problem in discussions of race. We would like to see Americans get beyond race, and beyond emoting about race. If we can agree on the facts, we can work together to solve the problems. The point applies to the issue of preferences: move the debate from feelings to facts, and perhaps we can break the emotionally laden intellectual stalemate.


It is, for instance, an undeniable fact that the dropout rate of preferentially admitted students at highly selective schools has been very high. And indeed, in an April 1998 Wall Street Journal op-ed piece, we calculated that the number of University of California black and Hispanic students who would actually complete a four-year degree was likely to go up with the end of preferential admissions.11 In the short run fewer will attend Berkeley; more will go to Riverside. But a larger number will graduate, which has important implications for long-run earnings. A hard look at data, in other words, conveys some good news to those who worry that the end of preferences will be devastating for non-Asian minority students.


The dropout data make another important point: the real issue (as Hugh Price of the National Urban League often says) is not admissions to institutions of higher learning, but black education in the elementary and secondary school years. Close the racial gap in academic achievement (a gap we discuss at length in Chapter 13), and the entire issue of preferences disappears. If we look together at the facts, surely many of us can agree: K-through-12 education must become the civil rights cause.


Closing that gap will take deliberate and well-conceived educational policy. But the most divisive issue of all—that of preferences—may melt away even without the all-out effort that our youngsters deserve. Cynthia Tucker, an African-American editorial writer for the Atlanta Constitution, has a Mexican-American brother-in-law; “Blaxican” is how she described her soon-to-be-born niece in July 1998.12 This past year, in the University of California system, more than one in seven students accepted for admission refused to check the racial classification box on their applications.


Half of all Asians are now marrying non-Asians; by the third generation half of all Hispanics are also marrying outside the ethnic group. The black intermarriage rate is slowly but steadily rising. The categories “Hispanic,” “Asian,” and “white” (always questionable) are fast becoming a positive anachronism, and even “black” is a label that is fraying at the edges. Cynthia Tucker’s family is not an anomaly.


Is America moving beyond race? Billy Martin became a chief legal strategist for Monica Lewinsky in the days before she testified before the grand jury. “I was brought into a major case and delivered the kind of services that were needed, and no one mentioned that I was an African-American,” said Mr. Martin, who added that race was never an issue.13 And of course one of the men closest to the president himself has been Vernon Jordan, whose race is also simply irrelevant. But more important, ordinary Americans—black and white—are working together, dining together, living next door, forming interracial friendships, and dating members of the other race. Nearly nine out of ten black teenagers now say racism is either “a small problem” or “not a problem at all” in their daily lives.14


Racial progress is a train that left the station fifty years ago and has been chugging along ever since, this book argues. Moreover, there is no going back. But if doom is a self-fulfilling prophecy, so is hope. The ongoing struggle for racial equality requires faith in ourselves. Martin Luther King and the entire civil rights movement understood our capacity for fundamental moral change, and built a movement upon that conviction. In writing this book we hoped to encourage our readers to recapture their faith in America. And we like to think that, in this important respect, we have had a bit of success.















Introduction







AN AMERICAN DILEMMA,” Gunnar Myrdal called the problem of race in his classic 1944 book. He saw a painful choice between American ideals and American racial practices. But in 1944, ten years before Brown v. Board of Education, most white Americans were not actually in much pain. Indeed, when asked in a survey that same year whether “Negroes should have as good a chance as white people to get any land of job,” the majority of whites said that “white people should have the first chance at any kind of job.”1 Blacks belonged at the back of the employment bus, most whites firmly believed.


“Are they relatives of yours?” a white asks the protagonist in Ralph Ellisons 1952 novel, Invisible Man.




“Sure, we’re both black,” I said, beginning to laugh.


He smiled, his eyes intense upon my face.


“Seriously, are they your relatives?”


“Sure, we were burned in the same oven,” I said.2





Burned in the same Jim Crow oven, in the heat generated by overwhelming racial hostility. That brutal world is gone, but some of the scars remain. Both points are easy to forget but essential to remember. On both left and right, writers too often distort the picture for political ends, clouding our understanding of the nations most important domestic issue. On the right, they frequently dismiss the persistence of racial animus, suggesting, indeed, that “those who look carefully for evidence of racism…are likely to come up short.”3 On the left, critics such as Derrick Bell allude to the “bogus freedom checks” that “the Man” will never honor.4 An enslaved people remains enslaved.


There is no racism; there is nothing but racism. The issue of race sends people scurrying in extremist directions. And thus there is almost no overlap between opposing views, and little sympathy and understanding across the lines of political battle. In October 1994 the Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit struck down the University of Maryland’s blacks-only Banneker Scholarship program. “I can’t get over the irony of the rising African American jail population and then taking away a program like this that tries to bring African Americans into the university,” the president of the university remarked.5 The Fourth Circuit had seen the issue quite differently: “Of all the criteria by which men and women can be judged,” the court had said, “the most pernicious is that of race.”


Americans committed to racial justice were not always so divided. In 1963, when the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., stood at the Lincoln Memorial and spoke of his dreams, blacks and whites marching together pictured the “beautiful symphony of brotherhood” that treating blacks and whites alike would surely create. But that shared vision quickly faded, as many came to believe that race consciousness was the road to racial equality. “In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race,” Justice Harry Blackmun said in the Bakke case in 1978. In the civil rights community, by the late 1970s, that much-quoted aphorism had come to seem indisputably right.


Today we argue without a common language. University of Pennsylvania law professor Lani Guinier, a much sought after presence in the media, has repeatedly called for “a national conversation on race.” We have not exactly fallen silent on the subject. We talk endlessly, obsessively about the issue, but across linguistic barricades. “Equal opportunity” is a much-used phrase with a much-disputed meaning. In the battleground of ideas, language is part of the territory each side seeks to capture. And thus, while advocates of race-neutral policies equate such equality with basic access—an absence of closed doors—their critics look for outcomes. “As a general matter, increases in the numbers of employees, or students or entrepreneurs from historically underrepresented groups are a measure of increased opportunity,” Christopher Edley and George Stephanopolous, advisors to President Clinton, argued in 1995. No opportunity without results.


Definitional quarrels are only the start of the problem. Opposing sides in the debate over race start from different premises, and see American society through very different lenses. The topic of race raises fundamental questions about who we are, where we’re going, how we get there. To talk about race is to talk about America—and vice versa. The question pops up everywhere; one can’t escape it. Try to name a significant domestic issue that has nothing to do with the status of African Americans: it’s a challenge. Crime, family, education, housing, the environment, even foreign military entanglements and border control. Immigration is a good example. Newcomers, immigration advocates say, are good for the country; they contribute to its economic vitality. But are they good for black America? And if not, how much does that matter? What do we owe those who arrived on our shores in 1619 and remained members of an oppressed caste for more than three centuries? A relatively narrow question—immigration policy—is hopelessly entangled with the central issue in American life.


As authors, we have no easy answers to such policy questions. We offer instead a framework for debate—a map. Or rather a book of maps, in the hope that if we understand the territory we can better decide the direction in which to head. Thus, we start with six historical chapters dealing with developments that climaxed in the 1960s and fundamentally altered the place of African Americans in American society and altered American society itself. We open with a detailed account of the development and nature of segregation in the Jim Crow South, drawing a dark picture too often forgotten. Until World War II three-quarters of the black population lived in the South, where they were a subordinate caste in a society dedicated to white supremacy. Chapter 2 traces the first Great Migration of blacks from South to North and describes the life blacks found upon arriving in Chicago and other northern cities. The contrast between the two regions was real, but not as stark as some have made it out to be. In the North, the pervasive threat of white violence that defined southern black lives was absent. But discrimination in the labor market and elsewhere was rampant.


In Chapter 3 we turn to the impact of World War II on the status of African Americans—the major social, economic, and demographic changes that occurred in the 1940s and 1950s. Once again, in large numbers blacks boarded trains and buses for northern cities where the money was (relatively) good; in the war and immediate postwar years, black earnings rose dramatically—more dramatically than they have in any subsequent two decades. The military was segregated, but southern and northern blacks served together, and the exposure of those from the South to northern racial attitudes was subversive. Ten years after the end of the war, the Montgomery bus boycott would begin—a peaceful mass protest that led straight to the great civil rights legislation of the mid-1960s.


In Chapter 4 we trace the breakdown of that amazing patience that African Americans had so long displayed. We open with a discussion of Brown v. Board of Education, look at the quiet revolution in racial attitudes that began in the 1940s, and then go on to the opening chapters of the civil rights revolution itself: Montgomery; the rise of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference; the use of federal troops to force the desegregation of Little Rocks Central High School; and the sit-ins that began in 1960. Chapter 5 opens with a discussion of presidential politics and civil rights, and closes with the making of the 1964 Civil Rights Act; in the intervening pages it describes the Freedom Rides, the crashing failure of the demonstrations in Albany, Georgia, and the stunning success of those in Birmingham, Alabama; the revolution in white racial attitudes; the 1963 March on Washington; and the political timidity of President John F. Kennedy. In the last chapter of this first section, we treat the murder of student civil rights workers in Mississippi, the passage of the crucial Voting Rights Act of 1965, the emergence of the black power movement, and the eruption of race riots in the nation’s cities.


We linger over what might seem, to some, ancient history (although within our lifetime, as authors) for two reasons. Much has changed, and we want to make that clear. Too often, the voices of racial pessimism depict a caste society in the 1990s not fundamentally different from that in which Richard Wright grew up in the Jim Crow South—or that which he found in the North when he migrated at the end of the 1920s. The racial problems of today are in fact not the same as those of yesterday, and we cannot address them with a clear head unless we understand the difference.


There is another point to the historical chapters, however. We have not only come a long way; we began our travels well before the civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s. As important as that movement was, led by Dr. King, it would not have succeeded if white racial attitudes had not already begun to change. By the time of the Montgomery bus boycott, at the end of 1955, a great many whites had already come to acknowledge the truth of Myrdal s charge that Americans did not practice what they preached.


From the historical section we move on to a group of chapters that examine social, economic, and political trends since the civil rights revolution. How many African Americans work in professional jobs? How many black families have middle-class incomes? How many now live in suburbia? How many black students are graduating from high school and attending college? Are whites voting for black politicians? We do a lot of counting in this book; how to measure social change reliably is one of our main concerns. We supply the reader with more than seventy statistical tables, making it possible to judge whether or not our conclusions are grounded in the evidence.


The third section is devoted to public policy and the changing racial climate. It’s indisputably different to be black than white in America; race does matter. But how should Congress, federal agencies, courts, school boards, and others engaged in shaping our public life respond to the continuing importance of race? We trace the evolution of that response over the last thirty-five years and weigh the costs and benefits of race-conscious legislative districting, busing to integrate public schools, set-asides that reserve public dollars for minority-owned firms, affirmative action in university admissions, and related policies.


We end Part III with a chapter that explores the current racial climate: the racial divide that the O. J. Simpson trial made so evident; the seeming alienation of the black middle class; the conspiracy theories that have a surprising life across the lines of social class in the black community; the beliefs and social interaction of ordinary blacks and whites (as revealed in survey data); and the politics of racial grievance. And finally, in a conclusion that wraps up the book, we consider the status of blacks today, compare the black experience with that of other racial and ethnic groups, consider the general question of group differences, and outline our hopes for the future. As two authors for whom the 1960s were formative years, we remain committed to race-neutral policies. Not simply because they are morally right; in a society already deeply divided along lines of race, we see divisive race-conscious programs as dangerous.


This is a long book that provides a great deal of information about a wide range of matters related to the problem of race. But we cannot pretend to have examined every important facet of this enormous topic. Both of the authors are social scientists with a strong interest in public policy, and we have naturally devoted much of our attention to the issues that social scientists and policymakers have argued about most. We have neglected other dimensions of race and race relations not because we think them unimportant but because we know too little about them to feel that we have something significant to add. For example, it would undoubtedly be illuminating to trace the changing role of African Americans in American popular culture over the span of years considered here, from the days when two white radio performers played Amos and Andy, stereotypical black characters, to the era of Oprah, Michael Jackson, and Magic Johnson. Today disproportionate numbers of blacks rank among the highest-paid entertainers and athletes. Although we do not analyze this remarkable shift here, we believe that central arguments of the book will help to explain it.


The picture we draw is both heartening and sobering. Heartening because real progress has been made—more progress than those who put their lives on the line in the 1960s probably imagined. Sobering because some of that progress has had negative unintended consequences; because civil rights strategies have not ameliorated the problems that grip the rural poor and the urban underclass; because some of those problems have actually worsened over time; and because old worries have now been joined by new and unexpected ones.


The signs of progress are all around us, although we now take that progress for granted. “Thirty-three years ago, I could not have come in here to have a cup of coffee and talk with my friends,” Franklin McCain, Jr., the son of a participant in the first Woolworths sit-in in Greensboro, North Carolina, noted in 1993 on the occasion of the closing of that store. “Today, I know my money is as good as any other man’s. This means a lot.”6 Andrew Young, among others, has also marveled at the pace of change. Delivering a sermon in 1983, he recalled his fear when driving through Georgia in the early 1960s. “It was the worst place in the world,” he said. “If someone had told me that I would be a congressman in Georgia, an ambassador to the United Nations, and a mayor of Atlanta, what I would have replied cannot be said in a church.”7


In 1940 there was not a single African-American policeman in the five Deep South states, although those states contained almost 5 million black people, close to 40 percent of the nation s total black population. In that year the poverty rate for black families was a staggering 87 percent. Traveling in the South at about that time, Gunnar Myrdal was appalled to learn that any white could “strike or beat a Negro, steal or destroy his property, cheat him in a transaction and even take his life, without much fear of legal reprisal.”8 Black people, he discovered, were “excluded not only from the white mans society but also from the ordinary symbols of respect.”9 It would have been a major violation of the social order to address a black woman as “Mrs. Washington”—“Mrs.” being a term reserved for whites. Few African Americans could vote, and blacks and whites were kept apart in all public places.


In the North, restaurants, hotels and other public accommodations were not segregated by law. Blacks could cast a ballot and run for office, use the local hospital and the public library, sit at the front of a bus, share a lunch counter—and even shake hands—with whites. Perhaps most important, they had rights that whites had to respect. But a color line kept them out of the best-paid and most desirable jobs, the better restaurants, most “white” neighborhoods, and therefore “white” schools. In fact, some states allowed local communities to operate dual educational systems; Brown v. Board of Education, it may be recalled, involved segregated schools in Topeka, Kansas.


The curtain came down on the Jim Crow South in the 1950s and 1960s. In the North, too, the status of blacks began to improve dramatically—the consequence of judicial decisions, the congressional action that followed civil rights protests, and a revolution in racial attitudes that began in the 1940s. In 1942, half of all northern whites believed that blacks were not as intelligent as whites, that they could not “learn things just as well if they [were] given the same education and training.” Four years later the skeptics were down to less than 40 percent, and by 1956 their numbers had dropped to 17 percent. Asked whether they would object to a black “with the same income and education” moving into their block, in 1942 almost two-thirds of the nation whites said yes. By 1956 the figure was down to 49 percent, and to 42 percent among northern whites.


Those were questions asked before sickening scenes of German shepherds and water from high-pressure hoses, used to quell peaceful demonstrations, had flashed across American television screens in the early 1960s. The civil rights revolution changed hearts and minds, as well as the law. By 1972 there was almost no dissent—even in the South—from the notion that whites and blacks should have an equal opportunity to get “any kind of job” moreover, 84 percent of whites agreed that black and white students should attend the same schools.


Today almost three-quarters of black families are above the poverty line. In 1940, 87 percent of black families were in poverty; the figure was down to 47 percent in 1960 and 26 percent in 1995. The black college population has grown from 45,000 in 1940 to over 1.4 million today, a thirtyfold increase. Sixty percent of employed black women were domestic servants in 1940; today very few are. A majority, in fact, hold white-collar jobs. The number of black men in professional occupations has also risen impressively. Power and influence, in fact, were exclusively white prerogatives in 1940; there was no Vernon Jordan and no Michael Jordan.


That’s the good news—too little acknowledged or even understood. But there is much that is bad as well—as anyone who has paid cursory attention to the news reports knows. The proportion of blacks in poverty is still triple that of whites. The unemployment rate for black males is double the white rate, the rate of death from homicide six times higher. Two-thirds of all black infants are now born to unmarried women, and only 35 percent of black children live with two parents—dramatic changes that are of recent origin.


There are some discouraging—as well as many encouraging—signs on the educational front. Today’s typical black twelfth-grader scores no better on a reading test than the average white in the eighth grade, and is 5.4 years behind the typical white in science. Blacks from families earning over $70,000 a year have lower average SAT scores than whites from families taking in less than $10,000; blacks with a parent who graduated from college on average score below whites whose parents never finished high school. In a 1992 test of adult literacy and numeracy, the typical black college graduate performed only a shade better than the typical white high school graduate with no college, and far below white college dropouts.10


Some of the bad news is familiar (the black poverty rate, for instance), its high visibility in part a consequence of the great expectations—inevitably frustrated—that the civil rights revolution properly raised. And then, too, there is grave and legitimate concern in the mainstream media about the appalling condition of much life in the black urban ghettos. We have quarrels with the pictures drawn by the media but not with the concern expressed.


That quarrel centers on the lack of analytic rigor that so often characterizes media discussions of white racism. Take, for example, a July 1994 report in the New York Times on the “lagging” recruitment of black police officers in that city.11 Despite two black police commissioners, the last holding office from 1990 to 1992, the number of black men in the NYPD remained low, the article pointed out; in 1994 the city was 29 percent black, while its police force was only 11.6 percent African American.


In 1993 the police department had tried hard to recruit minority officers, and the number of test-takers had risen. But while the written tests had been purged of most supposedly discriminatory features, the Times reported, those who passed the entry exams were also screened for psychological, medical, and character problems. That more-subjective testing still favored white males, black officers charged. Although no direct quotation was provided, the president of an organization of black police and corrections personnel complained that white psychiatrists, physicians, and interviewers assessed minority candidates by “white, middle-class values.” Subtle and not so subtle discrimination kept the NYPD disproportionately white, said such “experts” and “advocates.”




Other cities had done better—for instance, Los Angeles. In 1994 the LAPD, like the city itself, was 14 percent black. Did that mean that its recruitment processes were more racially fair? The Times did not suggest that possibility, perhaps because the LAPD suffered a national reputation for racism even before anyone had heard of Mark Fuhrman. The applicant pools may have been different. The job market differs from city to city; in New York perhaps better-paying work was more available. The Times ignored these and other possibilities. Over the previous two decades, it reported, the proportion of black men in the police force had actually declined (from 7.7 percent to 7.5 percent). Had either the city or those who ran the NYPD become more racist since the early 1970s? It is difficult to believe.


Racism is serious, but such uncritical stories—with their unsubstantiated charges and casual assaults on standards disparagingly labeled white and middle-class—invite indifference. Worse still, such assaults encourage dangerous conclusions about the significance of skin color and reinforce the perception that blacks in general have “underclass” values, such that the “character testing” used to screen whites was inappropriate for them. In a very long article the Times quoted no one who questioned the notion that blacks should not be judged by the same criteria as whites. Racist assumptions crop up in unexpected quarters.


What counts as racism? And what to do when we find it? Two questions, and no consensus on the answers. On the policy issue, in fact, there is increasing disagreement within the civil rights community itself. As the problems have grown more complex, the solutions have become more controversial. More than forty years down the civil rights road, the terrain has turned hazardous.


Take the issue of persistent segregation in higher education. In 1992 the U.S. Supreme Court found that the State of Mississippi was still separating white and black college students.12 There were no WHITES ONLY signs, of course. But the majority of whites and blacks attended different schools, in part because African Americans who applied to the University of Mississippi and other historically white institutions faced a hurdle that whites more easily surmounted. Those schools relied heavily (by no means exclusively) on American College Test scores in selecting students for admission, and although they set the bar low, fewer blacks than whites met the standard.


The use of the ACT “fostered” segregation, Justice Byron White argued in U.S. v. Fordice, speaking for a majority of eight on the Court. Although neutral on their face, the admissions criteria and other policies were declared to have their roots in the Jim Crow era and were thus constitutionally suspect. “That college attendance is by choice and not by assignment does not mean that a race-neutral admissions policy cures the constitutional violation of a dual system,” he wrote.13


The past is always present, the Court had suggested. “Everything in Alabama’…is influenced by past segregation,” Kenneth Tollett, a law professor at Howard University remarked in response to a related ruling.14 But what, precisely, was that “influence”? In 1962, when James Meredith broke the color barrier at “Ole Miss,” it was clear why the school was 100 percent white; that’s the way the whites wanted it. But thirty years later the Court in Fordice was reduced to talking about admissions criteria, institutional “mission assignments,” and programmatic duplications that conceivably influenced to an unknown extent the decisions students made about which school to attend.


Elusive definitions of racism that fail to pinpoint actual harms invite remedies that provide no genuine relief. In 1954 in Brown v. Board of Education, the Court had spoken of the irrevocable damage to the “hearts and minds” of the black children condemned by the state to segregated schools, but were the college students who had elected to attend Mississippi Valley State University more than three decades later similarly affected? And if not, what exactly—if anything—was wrong with majority-black MVSU?


Nothing, was the conviction of those who had brought the Fordice suit; they had wanted more money for historically black schools. But increased funding was unacceptable to the Court, which saw in that remedy the ghost of “separate but equal”—a return to the infamous 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson, a walk backward into a dark past. Only this time the misleadingly labeled “exclusively black enclaves” (they weren’t all-black) would be created “by private choice”: an important difference that made no difference to the High Court.15 Thus, the district court, in whose hands the question of a remedy rested, proposed instead closing all but one of the traditionally black colleges, forcing African-American students to attend largely white schools. Those forced choices, Justice White had already intimated, would be “truly free.”16


That wasn’t how the black leadership saw it, however. In the summer of 1994, the NAACP (at first thrilled by the Supreme Court’s ruling) organized a civil rights march to preserve Mississippi Valley State University, an historically black institution founded in the Jim Crow era. An allegedly “segregated” institution had become a black cause. The march was the culmination of two years of outrage. “The mood runs from anger to disgust to disbelief,” MVSU president William Sutton had said in the fall of 1992. No one wants a repeat of Brown v. Board of Education, which led to the closing of black schools, an assistant counsel for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund had added.17 “It’s important…for blacks to hang onto something and call it their own,” an MSVU student remarked when in 1995 the district court judge finally said okay, the “black enclaves” that had so offended the Supreme Court’s integrationist sensibilities would remain.18


Ironies abound. Brown v. Board of Education was by far the most important case the NAACP ever won; thirty-eight years later that same organization spoke of that landmark decision with regret. The Supreme Court had attempted to draw a straight analytical line from Brown to Fordice, but in fact much had changed between 1954 and 1992. Laws such as that which barred Linda Brown from school had vanished; desegregation had come to mean the busing of students to achieve racial balance; the status of blacks had improved dramatically; white racial attitudes had been transformed; and black views on many issues had shifted. Changing black sensibilities in a different America, courts and other public institutions caught in shifting civil rights winds, troubling definitions of racism, a racial climate created in part by the unintended consequences of well-meaning remedies—these themes, so apparent in the Mississippi higher education case, run as a leitmotif through our book.


Much has changed, but the racial divide has not disappeared. The trial of black celebrity O. J. Simpson, accused of murdering his white ex-wife and Ronald Goldman, was a particularly vivid reminder of that sobering fact. Blacks and whites were equally absorbed by the trial, but from the outset their views were radically different. Most whites concluded Simpson was guilty; most blacks believed his professed innocence. And in the days that followed the October 3, 1995, not-guilty verdict, unforgettable images flitted across the nation’s television screens: of cheers, hugs, and high fives among black crowds; of downcast whites and racist graffiti in Brentwood, the traditionally white, liberal, upscale neighborhood in which O.J. and Nicole Brown Simpson both lived. “Whites v. Blacks” was the title Newsweek gave its postverdict story.19 “Will the Verdict Split America?” Time magazine asked.20 Are we two nations or one? The question assumed still greater urgency when Louis Farrakhan led a Million Man March in Washington, D.C., just thirteen days after the O.J. verdict.


Questions that had moved to the periphery of the civil rights debate have now returned to center stage. How culturally important is skin color? Are blacks a group like no other and likely to remain quite separate? If so, does the drive for integration remain important? “When I got my law degree, I didn’t check my blackness at the door,” Leonardo Knight, a lawyer living on Capitol Hill, remarked in 1994.21 “There is very little difference between black Americans and white Americans when you go to the bottom of it. But what little there is, is very important,” the literary critic Gerald Early had written a year earlier.22 Black and white, much more equal, but still separate. It wasn’t the vision we once had.


“We cannot walk alone,” Dr. King said in his 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech. The destiny of whites and blacks is inextricably entwined. But how to walk together? That question has lost none of its urgency in the fifty years since Gunnar Myrdal wrote An American Dilemma. Myrdal’s work was full of hope; he believed fervently in the potential for racial decency in most Americans. Our book, too, rests on that optimistic premise.















PART ONE


History



















CHAPTER ONE


Jim Crow






IN 1962, COLIN and Alma Powell, recently married, packed all their belongings into his Volkswagen and left Fort Devens in Massachusetts for a military training course in Fort Bragg, North Carolina. “Driving through Dixie with a new wife was…unnerving,” General Powell wrote in his 1995 autobiography. “I remember passing Woodbridge, Virginia,” he went on, “and not finding even a gas station bathroom that we were allowed to use. I had to pull off the road so that we could relieve ourselves in the woods.”1


In 1962—not so long ago—no bathroom that a man, serving his country and about to leave for Vietnam, could use. Filling stations that sold black customers gas would not let them use the restroom. A minor indignity? No. And only one of many that southern blacks faced every day less than four decades ago.


That world is gone—gone and often seemingly forgotten. Scholars casually refer to the “new slavery” in describing the condition of black America today. Or they talk of “segregation” and “hypersegregation,” as if the residential clustering of the mid-1990s were equivalent to the “Jim Crow” laws and customs that once rigidly mandated black and white separation in the South.2 Have we really just been spinning our wheels, going nowhere since the civil rights revolution of the mid-1960s? It’s a fundamental question. We cannot understand the present without an accurate picture of the past. We need to know how far we’ve traveled and by what road.


Discussions of the status of blacks today are often laced with historical references. In the 1990s the end of Reconstruction is repeating itself, it is often charged; once again, white America is abandoning blacks.3 Do the two periods in fact resemble one another? Racism is said to be “worse now than it’s ever been.”4 Worse than in 1910? In December 1995 black employees at the Library of Congress forced the closing of an exhibit about slave life on southern plantations. “I was so upset I couldn’t look at the rest of the exhibit,” reported an employee who had glanced at an 1895 photograph depicting an armed white man on a horse looking down on black cotton pickers. “It reminded me of the white overseers here at the Library…looking down over us to make sure we’re in the fields doing our work.”5


Past and present, one and the same? An odd denial of historical change, it seems to us. Especially odd when, at the same time, the past is said to be too painful to contemplate.6 Thus, in October 1994, protesters from civil rights organizations and a local college objected to the reenactment of a slave auction in historic Williamsburg, Virginia. “The story of slavery needs to be remembered, not necessarily retold,” a local newspaper publisher argued.7 Slave auctions represent such a wrenching chapter in black history that people “don’t want to see it rehashed again,” Salim Khalfani of the NAACP said, summing up the message of callers to the organization’s Richmond office. A black man laying bricks in Colonial Williamsburg was disturbed to learn of the reenactment. “Blacks around here don’t want to be reminded,” he said. “It bothers people. People think it’s very insensitive to dig it all up again.”8 Six of the demonstrators who objected to the auction pushed through the audience and began singing “We Shall Overcome,” the song from the 1960s that symbolized the fight against the Jim Crow South.9


In such emotionally stormy seas, navigation isn’t easy. And yet, as James Baldwin wisely observed in 1955, “the Negro problem in America” cannot “even be discussed coherently without bearing in mind its context; its context being the history, traditions, customs, the moral assumptions and preoccupations…”10 In the next few chapters we explore the historical context that Baldwin insisted we know. Our starting point is the South, the home of the overwhelming majority of the nation’s blacks until after World War II. Our objective is to draw a picture of the separate and unequal life that African Americans were forced to live in the white man’s South.




THE BACKDROP




African Americans today are city people. When Gunnar Myrdal wrote his monumental report on the state of black America half a century ago, they were predominantly rural, not city folk, and certainly not big-city folk. In 1940 fewer than half (49 percent) lived in communities with as many as 2,500 inhabitants.11 African Americans were a mere 6 percent of the population in New York City; in Chicago they totaled 8 percent, in Detroit 9 percent, as compared with 29 percent, 39 percent, and 76 percent respectively today.12


Blacks lived on the land and in the South. Until World War II three-quarters of the black population resided south of the Mason-Dixon line (along the Pennsylvania-Maryland border), where they were a quarter of the total population. In the Deep South the black concentration was even greater: more than a third of the residents were the descendants of slaves. In Mississippi about half the population was black, and the figure for South Carolina was almost as high (see map). No state outside the South had concentrations of African Americans remotely approaching those levels. In 1940 blacks were less than 5 percent of the population in New York, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Ohio, and Illinois.13


Historical circumstances as old as the nation itself made the South home to the vast majority of the nation’s African Americans. Blacks were originally brought to America in chains to work as slaves cultivating cotton, tobacco, rice, and other crops that were the foundation of the southern agricultural economy. Although the institution of slavery existed in all of the British colonies in North America, it was marginal to the economies of those north of Delaware and Maryland, and was abolished there in the aftermath of the American Revolution. But that revolution—despite its stirring egalitarian rhetoric—abolished slavery only where it was not economically vital. In the South itself its eradication required a bloody civil war. Halfway through the war Lincoln issued an Emancipation Proclamation that freed the slaves in those parts of the Confederacy still in rebellion, and in 1865, with the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, the “peculiar institution” finally died.


The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments abolished slavery and gave full citizenship to African Americans. Only temporarily, however. Basic civil rights were enforced in that brief period known as Reconstruction, but the effort to remake the South failed. Southern whites had always thought of blacks as an inferior breed of person, less than fully human. Yankees could insist that all men were created equal and endowed by their Creator with inalienable rights, but the white South thought otherwise. Conquest had not changed hearts and minds; indeed it had created fierce resentments—against both those who came to conquer and those whom they liberated.


In addition, the slave system under which African Americans had been forced to live had not been designed to produce the independent, self-reliant citizens celebrated in nineteenth-century American democratic political thought. Quite the contrary: it aimed to control every aspect of the lives of its black victims in order to extract maximum profits from their toil. The African Americans suddenly released from bondage by the defeat of the Confederacy were thus impoverished, illiterate, and despised by most of the whites with whom they came into contact.14


Moreover, the high-blown democratic, egalitarian rhetoric of the Yankees sounded hypocritical, and that perception further fanned the flames of white southern resentment. Had the northern architects of Reconstruction truly wanted the best for blacks, they would have rolled out the welcome mat, inviting them to join the thousands of immigrants from foreign lands who were coming to their job-rich, rapidly industrializing region. But northerners were generally hostile to the tiny numbers of free blacks who already lived in their midst, and they were certainly averse to an influx of many more. Not even Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, one of the most progressive members of the Senate, could swallow a proposed plan to stimulate black migration northward; “utterly untenable,” he called it.15


[image: image]


Sumner and his allies did push to win new political rights for blacks in the southern states in the hope of putting that region in the Republican column in national elections. That strategy, however, had an important flaw: African Americans were only 42 percent of the population in the eleven states that had joined the Confederacy.16 Republicans thus still came up short, especially because the new black vote predictably drove southern whites into the Democratic camp. As a result, once federal troops were withdrawn from the South, blacks were left at the mercy of the party that opposed the basic civil rights that the war had, in theory, ensured.


The black population was numerically strong, but it could not organize and fight to sustain those rights. It was too poor and thus too economically vulnerable. The planters had lost their slaves but not their lands, and without their own land, the freedmen had no alternative but to work for their former masters as tenants or sharecroppers. In a position of economic dependency, they were politically impotent as well. If they dared to try to vote, they could be starved into submission.


In case that point was lost on some African Americans, dozens of organizations also sprang up with the aim of driving blacks (and white Republicans) from politics by any means necessary. These groups had begun to form immediately after the end of the war; for instance, the Ku Klux Klan was started by Confederate veterans in Tennessee in 1866. Even before the end of Reconstruction their impact was apparent. After a wave of black murders by vigilante groups on the eve of the 1876 elections in Mississippi, the Republican vote in six heavily black counties plunged from over 14,000 to a mere 723.17 Federal troops were still stationed in the South, but their numbers were too small to suppress such a powerful grassroots movement; in Mississippi in 1875 only 596 soldiers were available to protect black voting and other civil rights.18


Northern zeal for Reconstruction waned. Quelling southern white resistance began to seem impossible without a more or less permanent occupation and thus a totally unprecedented suspension of democratic self-government. Furthermore, Republicans soon discovered their party could be competitive in national politics without the southern black vote. By the time the last federal troops were withdrawn from the South in 1877 and Democratic opponents of the Reconstruction governments had seized control in every southern state, “the solid South” was reliably Democratic. Eleven and only eleven of the states in the union failed to go Republican more than twice in the presidential elections from 1876 to 1944, and they were the states that had seceded to form the Confederacy.19 Republican strength in other regions sufficed to offset that electoral advantage, however, allowing that party to capture the White House in three out of every four presidential elections between the Civil War and the Great Depression of the 1930s.




DISFRANCHISEMENT




Reconstruction ended in 1877, but southern whites, with their eye on northern opinion and the possibility of renewed intervention, still felt some need to be cautious in their treatment of blacks. By the 1890s, though, that danger seemed remote, and two powerful movements swept the South: a campaign to drive black people from the polling booth and public life altogether, and a parallel drive to separate the races and force African Americans to use racially segregated “Jim Crow” institutions and facilities.


“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged…on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude” the Fifteenth Amendment stated. To write a law that explicitly stripped blacks of their right to vote would violate a clear constitutional right—one of the basic rights guaranteed in the aftermath of the Civil War. The Supreme Court might well avert its gaze from disfranchisement that took a more subtle form, however, and thus in the 1890s the South began to enact a variety of measures that indirectly kept blacks from the polls. The two most important were the poll tax and the literacy test; neither were novel southern inventions, but both had a devastating effect. The demand that voters pay a poll tax affected more blacks than whites; black farming families, on average, earned an annual income of under $100 in the 1880s and 1890s, making the tax of even a dollar too high to pay. And literacy tests for voting were difficult hurdles for citizens who had no schooling before 1865, and only the most inferior education thereafter.


In fact, not even educated blacks could pass a literacy and “understanding” test administered by racist registrars. The view of southern Democrats was summed up fifty years later when a Mississippi white told the eminent scholar of southern politics V. O. Key, “right or wrong, we don’t aim to let them vote. We just don’t aim to let ’em vote.”20 Fraudulent tests that illiterate whites passed but fully literate blacks failed decimated the African-American vote. Thus, Louisiana’s 1896 registration law cut the proportion of black adult males on the electoral rolls from 93 percent to 9 percent, and a new state constitution two years later whittled the proportion down further, to just 3 percent.21 By 1904 the number of black voters in the state had plunged from 130,000 to just 1,342. By 1906, Alabama managed to purge all but 2 percent of its adult black males from the voting rolls.22


Several southern states added a “grandfather clause” to their state constitutions. Uneducated southern whites would not support the imposition of literacy tests if they, too, might fail. They would be reassured, however, if all voters whose grandfathers had been eligible to vote before Reconstruction were exempt from the new requirements. That exemption, of course, would affect only whites, since blacks had been disfranchised. Not until 1915 did the Supreme Court strike that blatant evasion of the Fifteenth Amendment down, and its decision affected neither literacy tests nor the poll tax. A 1909 article in the Harvard Law Review asked: “Is the Fifteenth Amendment Void?” The answer was clearly yes.23 The most basic of constitutional guarantees had been abandoned, but not even the North objected. “The experience of some thirty-five years,” said the editor of Harper’s Weekly in 1905, “has shown that the colored people, considered as a whole,…are not qualified to possess the franchise.”24


The long-run effect of the destruction of slavery, ironically, was to give southern whites increased power in national politics, once blacks had been driven from the polls. Article I, Section 2 of the Constitution allowed states to count slaves as only three-fifths of a person, a rule designed to limit the political influence of the South. But with Emancipation, ex-slaves became whole persons, and the South—the politically white South—gained. In 1860 Mississippi’s 437,000 slaves added only 262,000 to the state’s total in determining the number of congressmen and presidential electors to which it was entitled (437,000 X 3/5 = 262,000). After the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment (permanently barring the holding of slaves), the states black citizens counted as a full 437,000. And yet by the end of the nineteenth century, African Americans in Mississippi and elsewhere in the South had no more political rights than a slave—which is to say, none at all.




THE ORIGINS OF SEGREGATION




As southern states moved to deprive blacks of any political voice, they also built a system of racial segregation in all public facilities. The private lives of black and white people were often intertwined; black women, for example, did the cooking and cared for the children in the typical white middle-class home. But the public realm was different. The races were strictly separated by law on streetcars, buses, and railroads; in schools; in waiting rooms, restaurants, hotels, boardinghouses, theaters, cemeteries, parks, courtrooms, public toilets, drinking fountains, and every other public space. The mania for separation went to such lengths that Oklahoma required separate telephone booths for the two races; Florida and North Carolina made it illegal to give white pupils textbooks that had previously been used by black students. Macon County, Georgia, took the prize for absurdity by seriously debating a proposal that the county maintain two separate sets of public roads, one for each race, and rejecting the idea only because of the prohibitive cost.25 By the early twentieth century the two races were as rigidly separated by law in the South as they later would be under apartheid in South Africa. In fact, South African whites closely followed what was happening in the American South, and used it as a model in devising their own segregation codes.26


The Jim Crow codes were new in the 1890s, but before that, it need hardly be said, the two races in the South were not happily integrated. The public schools that had first been created during Reconstruction were racially segregated from the outset.27 There was little racial separation in public facilities other than schools before the 1890s, but that is mainly because there were few public facilities of any kind in the overwhelmingly rural South. Forcing blacks to sit in a separate section at the back of the streetcar was not an urgent issue in a region in which there were hardly any streetcars.


By the last decade of the nineteenth century, though, the urban population of the South had grown to over four million—a fourfold increase since the Civil War. There were thus more streetcars and other similarly anonymous settings for interracial contact, settings in which blacks might not behave as if they knew their “place” and where violence might break out as a result. And by then most African-Americans had never experienced the harsh discipline of slavery and were not inclined to defer automatically to whites, a necessary survival skill in the antebellum South. Southern lawmakers responded by drawing the line between the races very clearly, just as it had been drawn previously in public education.


It might seem that laws preventing black people from riding in the same railroad car as whites were patent violations of their constitutional rights. The Fourteenth Amendment, passed in 1868, had barred states from denying “to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the law.” But by the 1890s the Supreme Court had lost all enthusiasm for supervising the South’s treatment of its black citizens, as its 1896 decision in Plessy v. Ferguson made crystal clear. A Louisiana statute mandating separate cars for blacks and whites on railroads operating within the state was constitutional, the Court held.


Although the specific phrase did not appear in the opinion, Plessy was the source of what became known as the “separate but equal” doctrine, and it gave a green light to a flood of state and local segregation measures that were enacted soon after. With only one dissent the Court held that legally mandated separation of the races in public transportation did not violate the Constitution if the segregated accommodations were “equal.” The plaintiffs who challenged Louisiana’s statute had argued a point that was clear to anyone with eyes to see—that such legislation placed “a badge of inferiority” on black people in plain violation of the commitment to equality contained in the Fourteenth Amendment, and indeed that it could also be seen as “a badge of servitude” that violated the Thirteenth Amendment. With breathtaking obtuseness, the majority responded that “if this be so, it is not by reason of anything found in the act, but solely because the colored race chooses to put that construction on it.” “If one race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States cannot put them upon the same plane,” said the Court.28




Justice John Marshall Harlan wrote the sole dissent in Plessy, insisting quite correctly that the decision would one day be regarded as no less “pernicious” than Dred Scott, the 1857 ruling in which the Court had declared African Americans noncitizens. “Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens,” Harlan argued. Laws that were obviously “conceived in hostility to, and enacted for the purpose of humiliating, citizens of the United States of a particular race” were “inconsistent not only with that equality of rights which pertains to citizenship but with the personal liberty enjoyed by every one within the United States.”29


Justice Harlan’s was a lonely voice in 1896, and decades would pass before the Supreme Court or any other branch of the federal government would begin to act to secure the promises contained in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments.30 By the end of the nineteenth century the position of black people in the United States had been fixed for half a century to come. Although the long span of years between the Plessy decision and World War II saw sweeping changes in virtually every aspect of American life, the basic situation of African Americans altered remarkably little. In the South, where the vast majority continued to live throughout the period, they were both disfranchised and forcibly segregated from whites.




THE JIM CROW ECONOMY




The prosperous “Sunbelt” states of today were not always so well off. From the Civil War until World War II, the South was economically the most backward part of the United States; it had remained an agrarian backwater in an increasingly urban and industrial age. Even its agriculture was behind the times. In 1940 more than half of the nation’s farmers lived in Dixie, but the farms of the region turned out little more than a quarter of the nation’ agricultural output.31 On the average, they were only about half as productive as those in Iowa and Nebraska.


The South was poor. And the black people who lived there were, for the most part, the poorest of the poor. After carefully examining the evidence, Gunnar Myrdal concluded flatly that “the economic situation” of African Americans in the southern states half a century ago was “pathological.”




Except for a small minority enjoying upper or middle class status, the masses of American Negroes, in the rural South and in the segregated slum quarters in Southern cities, are destitute. They own little property; even their household goods are mostly inadequate and dilapidated. Their incomes are not only low but irregular. They thus live from day to day and have scant security for the future. Their entire culture and their individual interests and strivings are narrow.32







In 1940, according to one estimate, no fewer than 71 percent of all African Americans in the United States had incomes below the poverty line. Another calculation, based on a less stringent definition of what qualifies as being poor, puts the black poverty rate in 1940 at a staggering 87 percent.33 Both of these studies estimated the white poverty rate at about half the black level. It is indisputable that all but a “small minority” of African Americans, as Myrdal said, had incomes at the bare subsistence level.


These figures are for the nation as a whole. They would look even worse, much worse, if available for the South alone. Poverty levels were generally much higher in the southern states, and the black-white income gap was considerably greater there as well. The median income of black husband-wife families in Atlanta in 1935–36 was 34 percent of that which white married couples earned; the figure was the same for Mobile, Alabama, and slightly lower (31 percent of the white average) in Columbia, South Carolina.34 The vast majority of southern blacks were poor because they were confined to ill-paid, insecure, menial jobs—jobs that few whites would take. As a subordinate caste in a society dedicated to white supremacy, blacks were treated as a lesser breed suitable only for certain kinds of work: toiling in the fields, doing the cooking and laundry, collecting the garbage, and the like.


Agriculture was still the main source of livelihood for almost half of southern blacks.35 In Mississippi, the most agrarian as well as the most heavily black state, over two-thirds of African Americans were agricultural workers.36 They toiled on farms, but few of them were “farmers” as the term was understood in other parts of the country. Only one of eight southern black farmworkers owned the land on which he worked, as compared with over 40 percent of the whites who worked in southern agriculture. Most blacks employed in agriculture were either “sharecroppers” or “laborers.” Sharecroppers rented the land they cultivated, but lacked the cash to pay the rent in advance or to obtain food, clothing, or other necessities. In return for providing these, the landlord took a share of the crop when it was harvested. What was due the landlord at year’s end was often more than the crop was worth, so that the cropper ended up another year older and deeper in debt.


Southern black sharecroppers and farm laborers probably worked harder for less money than any other occupational groups in America. In 1937 sharecropping families in the southern Cotton Belt had annual incomes of just $73 per person, a mere one-eighth of what the average family in the nation took in that year. Farm laborers were paid even less than that, hard though it is to imagine that anyone could live on so little.37


By the 1930s the southern economy was no longer entirely agricultural. Alabama, for example, had a great complex of steel mills in Birmingham. North Carolina had tobacco factories and lumber mills, and much of America’s textile industry had moved from New England to the South because of lower labor costs there. Some optimists expected that the urbanization and industrialization of the South would undermine Jim Crow, but that did not happen. From the employers point of view, segregation in the labor market was inefficient and irrational. To refuse to hire perfectly competent blacks (or members of any other group) is to pay a wage premium to the white workers hired in their place.38 Southern employers, though, did not act in accord with the logic of the market, picking those who could do the job best, regardless of race. Many doubtless accepted the notion of black inferiority so deeply ingrained in southern white culture, and would thus have been too blinded by prejudice to assign challenging tasks to a black employee. But they could not, in any case, break the color bar without risking a strike by their workers and ostracism by their neighbors.


By 1940, African Americans were thus more strongly segregated, and even further behind whites in the competition for well-paying work than they had been decades earlier.39 One out of seven southern white males had a skilled job of some kind in 1940; the figure for blacks, on the other hand, was one in twenty-five. Another 18 percent of whites, but only 11 percent of blacks, held “semiskilled” positions.40 It was a dismal economic situation that put heavy pressure upon black women to work for wages, too. Married white women—even working-class white married women—didn’t generally work in 1940; just one out of seven were employed outside the home. But black women were different: more than a third had to work for wages.41


Black women might seem to have been, in this limited sense, uniquely liberated. But in fact they were driven by desperation. High rates of out-of-wedlock births, divorce, desertion, and widowhood meant that a substantial number of black women had no husband living with them—18 percent, compared to 10 percent for whites.42 And even those who did have a husband were under unusual economic pressure because black men’s earnings were so low and irregular.


The presence of a huge pool of black women desperate for work did much to make life easier for southern white women, and gave them a strong stake in the maintenance of the caste system. Elsewhere in the nation, middle-class Americans had long complained of “the servant problem,” their inability to find reliable domestic help at wages they could afford to pay. The picture in the South was quite different. The financial need of black women was so great, and their employment opportunities so few, that most white families could afford a black servant. A 1935 survey revealed that in southern cities more than 60 percent of white families with incomes above the poverty line employed household help; in northern cities, the figure was less than a third of that.43


The black women who did such work toiled amazingly long hours for a pittance. In North Carolina black domestics put in six twelve-hour days to earn from $3.00 to $8.00 a week; in Georgia they got from $2.75 to $6.00, in Alabama $2.50 to $5.00 for toiling from dawn till dark, with only Sunday off.44 Inflation has eroded the purchasing power of the dollar approximately tenfold since the Great Depression, but even multiplied by ten these are pathetically low earnings.45 That plenty of African-American women were nevertheless available for such jobs is compelling testimony to the absence of any alternative for them.




SCHOOLS IN THE CASTE SYSTEM


Slaves had been given no formal education at all. Indeed, it had been a crime to teach a slave to read; ignorance made for a more docile and tractable labor force. It took the better part of a century to wipe out the mass illiteracy that was one of slavery’s most crippling legacies. In the opening year of this century almost half—45 percent—of the nation black adults were unable to read and write, and in 1940 the proportion was still a sizable one out of nine.46


Although sheer illiteracy was becoming uncommon by 1940, the educational level of the black population was exceedingly low. It was not very high for southern whites either; the South lagged well behind the rest of the nation in education, as it did in virtually every other aspect of economic and social development. Nevertheless, even by the standards of an educationally backward region, blacks were deprived. The average African-American adult in the South in 1940 had spent just five years in school, three and a half years less than the average white (Table 1). Blacks who had gone through high school were a much smaller elite group than black college graduates today. Only one in twenty had a high school diploma, as compared with one in four whites.47


The schools black children attended were not only inferior; they were segregated—by law. Because that had been true during Reconstruction as well, the 1896 decision in Plessy, which sanctioned segregation, had little impact on education. It simply ratified the status quo. And indeed, while the Supreme Court had specified that the separate facilities for the two races must be “equal,” it was not a serious demand. But in the late 1930s the Supreme Court did begin to look critically at whether the educational opportunities provided blacks were indeed equal, and to put pressure upon southern states to devote far more funds to schools for African Americans. From then until 1954, when it abandoned the “separate but equal” formula in Brown v. Board of Education, substantial progress was made toward eliminating the gross funding inequities that had been so common.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Special Studies, P-23–80, The Social and Economic Status of the Black Population in the United States: An Historical View, 1790–1978 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1979), 93.


 


The poverty of the South and the blindness of its planter-dominated leadership to the need for an educated labor force made the region the educational backwater of the country. School expenditures per pupil in Georgia in 1940, for example, were 42 percent of the national average; they were even lower in Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi.48 Those were figures for both black and white students; blacks of course fared worse than whites. Thus, in 1940, Alabama spent 3.2 times as much per pupil on whites as on blacks; Georgia 3.3 times as much; South Carolina 3.8 times as much; Mississippi a staggering 7.2 times as much.49 In the most heavily black counties of the Black Belt (so-called because of the exceptionally rich dark soil), per-pupil expenditures for black children were less than one one-thirteenth of what was spent on whites.50 A pamphlet documenting such inequalities issued by the National Conference on Fundamental Problems in the Education of Negroes in 1934 observed wryly that “if we assume the democratic principle of equal educational opportunity for all children, it would appear that it takes seven times as much to teach a white child as a Negro. As Booker T. Washington used to say, it is too great a compliment to the Negro to suppose that he can learn seven times as easily as his white neighbor.”51


Although educational spending is hardly a perfect measure of school quality, the Jim Crow schools of the South were clearly dreadful. Gunnar Myrdal paid a visit to one in the Georgia countryside in the late 1930s. Students ranging in age from six to seventeen were crowded into a single classroom, taught by a twenty-year-old with only a high school education. None of the pupils knew who the president of the United States was or even what the president did. One hesitantly suggested, in response to a question about Booker T. Washington, the most eminent black American in the nation at the turn of the century, that he was “a big white man.” Not one had ever heard of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People or of W. E. B. Du Bois, Washington’s successor as the country’s most prominent African-leader. A question about what the Constitution of the United States was and its significance for them provoked a long silence, until someone volunteered that it was “a newspaper in Atlanta.”


Myrdal considered this particular Georgia school even more dismal than most Jim Crow institutions, but he concluded that “a large portion of rural Negro schools are at, or near, this cultural level.”52 For the most part, the teachers, whose own schooling had of course been in inferior segregated institutions, were not equipped to provide a solid education. In the school Myrdal visited, the teacher at least had a high school diploma; that was not the case for a third of the teaching staff in southern black schools in the 1930s.53 When the distinguished black educator Horace Mann Bond administered the Stanford Achievement Test not to students, but to 306 African-American teachers in Alabama’s black public schools in 1931, he found that their scores averaged below the national norm for ninth-graders.54


That blacks without even a high school diploma or the equivalent skills were employed as teachers is not surprising; most southern states had little interest in educating the children of their black citizens beyond the primary grades. Whites believed, as one educator put it, that “the colored race is only capable of receiving and profiting by an elementary education, which costs comparatively much less than that suitable for the white race in its more advanced stages of civilization.”55 Thus it was that eighty-seven southern counties with 46,000 black students of high school age provided only primary education for African-American pupils in the 1938–1939 school year, and in another 115 counties with over 100,000 black children of that age, the segregated “high schools” they were eligible to attend stopped short of twelfth grade. These were not counties with such small black populations as to give white racists an excuse to ignore black educational needs. Forty-five, in fact, were majority-black.56


Opportunities for black children to receive an education would have been even more restricted if the matter had been left entirely to those white authorities. It is a bizarre and revealing fact that a great many of the schools attended by black pupils were not built as a result of public initiative; nor were they paid for by tax dollars, although black families of course paid taxes. Black children went to school because liberal northern philanthropists made it possible. Between 1914 and 1932 the Julius Rosenwald Fund subsidized the construction of some 5,000 schools for African Americans in the southern states.57 The Fund typically picked up 15 percent of the bill. Local governments, charitable whites, and the impoverished black community itself had to raise the remainder.58


Other northern philanthropic organizations also poured money into the South to build black schools and to train teachers for them.59 The extreme stinginess of the southern states in providing schools for black children was rooted in the deep ambivalence of the whites who held an absolute monopoly of political power. In his classic 1937 study, Caste and Class in a Southern Town, John Dollard described the picture in Indianola, Mississippi. On the one hand, southern whites shared the commitment to mass education that was integral to American culture.60 Since Americans saw schools as the solution to almost every problem that ailed the society, Mississippi whites found it hard to suggest that black children should go educationally hungry. But they worried that educating African Americans did more harm than good. If blacks were literate, who would pick the cotton? “When they learn to spell dog and cat,” warned a Virginia newspaper, “they throw away the hoe.”61


Partly for this reason, it was late before either whites or blacks were compelled to attend school in the South.62 The region’s large black population cast doubt on the whole educational enterprise. When North Carolina’s commissioner of labor polled white farmers in 1905 about a proposal for a compulsory school attendance law, nine out of ten respondents said that the requirement would be all right for white children but not for blacks, because “educated Negroes, in nearly all cases, become valueless as farm laborers.”63 Many whites thought that an educated Negro was a contradiction in terms. In 1909 one of the most vocal of the South s many demagogic white politicians, Mississippi governor James K. Vardaman, spelled out a view that was still common a generation later:




Money spent today for the maintenance of public schools for negroes is robbery of the white man, and a waste upon the negro. You take it from the toiling white men and women, you rob the white child of the advantages it would afford him, and you spend it upon the negro in an effort to make of the negro what God Almighty never intended should be made, and which men cannot accomplish.64





If blacks were incapable of learning, it was odd to fret about their taste for picking cotton once they had more schooling. But the views of southern whites were not logical. Exposed to education, ineducable blacks (they worried) would fast pick up dangerous political ideas. The void in the students’ knowledge of elemental facts about American government and history that Myrdal discovered was not coincidental. Those were supersensitive subjects in a segregated society. For southern blacks to know the rights of American citizens that were guaranteed by the Constitution would doubtless have had a subversive effect on the caste system. What would they have made of the Fifteenth Amendment, which explicitly guaranteed their right to vote? Incredible as it may seem, in 1940 the Mississippi State Senate debated a proposal to purge all references to voting, elections, and democracy in civics texts used in the black public schools. It was defeated by a slim margin.65


Who knew where political ideas might lead? “Education,” a leading Alabama attorney said in 1946, “causes the Negro to seek political equality because political equality leads to social equality and social equality leads to intermarriage.”66 He reasoned that schooling would stimulate black desires for a political voice, and a political voice would lead to sexual mixing, contaminating the “purity” of “white blood.” Given such fears, it is perhaps surprising that Jim Crow schools were not even worse than Myrdal found them.


 




BADGES OF INFERIORITY


 


There was nothing innately degrading about segregation, the Supreme Court had maintained in Plessy. If critics saw Jim Crow laws as “badges of inferiority,” they were deluded. At the end of the Great Depression, after half a century’s experience with separate “equality,” the inequality should have seemed evident. African Americans were barred from virtually all of the better jobs available in the southern economy. Their children were confined to second-class schools. And the caste system provided constant reminders that they were considered a lesser breed, precisely as it was designed to do.


Consider, for example, the laws and customs that dictated how black passengers had to behave while riding a bus. In all the southern states African Americans were required to sit at the back of the bus and to stand while riding if there were no empty seats in the designated “colored” section; a vacant seat up front was out of bounds. That the section reserved for blacks was at the rear was hardly coincidental. The back is where the once-enslaved belonged. What is more, in many communities blacks had to board the bus at the front in order to give the fare to the driver, but then—amazingly—go back down the stairs, walk outside to the rear door, and climb back up again.67 Was the arrangement bizarre and irrational? Not when one understands that such rules conveyed an important message: the inferiority of blacks, the superiority of whites. As Dollard observed after his prolonged stay in Indianola, Mississippi, northerners could derive social prestige from wealth or education. Southerners needed neither; just being white sufficed. Whites had “an automatic right to demand forms of behavior from Negroes which serve[d] to increase [their] own self-esteem.”68


Jim Crow speech codes revealed the racial hierarchy clearly. In a small southern city, Gunnar Myrdal repeatedly asked the whites he met how to find Mr. Jim Smith, the African-American principal of the black high school, and was met with blank stares. When Smith was finally located, Myrdal was told that he should have just asked the whereabouts of “Jim.”69


The most aggressive and demeaning term whites used in addressing black people was, of course, “nigger.” As Dollard noted, this racial slur had “the effect of isolating the Negro from human society and establishing him as an inferior, animal-like being,” and it clearly gave “a sadistic satisfaction to the user.”70 “Nigger” was only the tip of the iceberg of the intricate vocabulary of caste. Blacks who were known to the white speaker were at least called by their first name; those who were not were normally addressed as “boy,” a term freely applied to adult black men until they were obviously of such an advanced age that “uncle” was used instead. Young African-American women were referred to as “girl,” and older ones as “auntie.”71


When the black person being addressed was someone of such standing in the community that using his or her first name was thought to be too offensive, a title like “professor,” “doctor,” or “reverend” was employed, even when the individual in question was nothing of the sort.72 This small gesture of ostensible respect was thus undercut by an element of ironic mockery. White schoolteachers were never called “professor,” while black teachers very often were. Clearly this did not mean that whites respected black teachers more than white ones. (In sly retaliation some blacks addressed whites with no claims to the title as “judge,” or “colonel” in similar fashion, stroking their egos while laughing behind their backs.) 73


What’s in a name? A great deal. Charles S. Johnson, a distinguished black scholar who investigated African-American reactions to Jim Crow on the eve of World War II, found that resentment about the seemingly small matter of forms of address was expressed so often by the blacks he interviewed that “this offense to personal self-esteem might be considered more acute than the fact of segregation itself.”74 Such patterns of etiquette were an obvious holdover from the antebellum South; slaves, of course, never called their masters “George.” And slaves had no last names by which they could be addressed. More than seven decades after slavery had been abolished from the land, blacks were still, as Myrdal noted, “excluded not only from the white man’s society but also from the ordinary symbols of respect.”75 No Negro could aspire to them, and no white would be allowed to offer them. So great was white aversion to dignifying African Americans with “Mr.” or “Mrs.” that postal officials in some southern towns actually crossed those titles out on envelopes addressed to African-American residents until they were forced to stop the practice by orders from Washington.76


Breaking bread with whites was another “ordinary symbol of respect” denied to blacks. Restaurants and lunch counters were never open to both races. Moreover, interracial dining in private homes was equally out of the question. After his extensive travels in the South, Gunnar Myrdal concluded that “the taboo against eating together” was “the main symbol of social inequality between the two groups.”77 Myrdal himself broke this taboo a few times by dining with Ralph Bunche, a black scholar working on his staff who went on to a distinguished career as a diplomat and the first African-American winner of the Nobel Peace Prize. Perhaps because of Myrdal s obvious foreign accent, Bunche’s light skin, or both, the two were served without incident, but Bunche was apparently rather irritated that Myrdal had so cavalierly run the risk of a humiliating public incident.78


Sharing a meal seemed to whites an irresistible invitation to other forms of social equality, a fatal first step down the road to perdition. One scholar has attributed the extreme phobia of southern whites over interracial dining to “the post-prandial non-sequitur,” the delusion that “if a Negro eats with a white man he is assumed to have the right to marry his daughter.”79 And marriage was even worse than rape, since it meant that a white female had consented of her own free will to what white society considered the ultimate degradation. A psychoanalyst could doubtless go on at great length about what might explain this extraordinary phobia about sexual relations between members of the two races; the historian can only note the fact.


The phobia was really about sexual relations between black males and white females, of course. Under slavery many white masters took advantage of their female slaves, who were powerless to say no. After Emancipation, it was not uncommon for white men to have black mistresses, though the custom seems to have been dying out in the South as more puritanical attitudes towards marital fidelity took hold in the twentieth century. There was a strict double standard, though. White females did not have similar latitude to cross the color line in search of a sexual partner. Southern white women were on a pedestal. To “protect” them was the highest duty of the southern white man, and there was no danger greater than that posed by the supposedly lustful, insatiable black man. The southern white woman and “her blue-eyed, golden-haired little girl” were “the loveliest and purest of God’s creatures, the nearest thing to an angelic being that treads this terrestrial ball….”80 Presumably it was panic at the “threat” to such “angelic beings” that led otherwise rational men to lapse into very strange logic when confronted at the prospect of the “mixing of…blood.” One white minister asked: “Do black birds intermingle with the blue birds? Does the redwing fly with the crows? Would it make sense…to mix Black Angus cattle with…pure-bred Herefords?”81 The real aim of all critics of racial segregation, said an Alabama state senator flatly, was “to open the bedroom doors of our white women to black men.”82


Fears of sexual contact between whites and blacks were a major reason that racial integration in the schools was seen as monstrous, and likewise why racially integrated municipal swimming pools and dance halls were regarded as so abhorrent. All of these forms of social intimacy, at least in the minds of southern whites, held out the promise of intolerable sexual intimacy.


Two other rigid rules of social intercourse under the caste system deserve mention. Blacks who came to the residence of a white, whatever the reason, could not enter through the front door.83 In one Mississippi town, a northern observer reported in amazement, some residents were in the habit of locking the back door against thieves but not the front door when they went out. Apparently they assumed both that all potential burglars were black, and that even blacks determined to commit a crime would not dare to come in the front door!84


In addition, whites never shook hands with blacks. For a handshake, like walking through the front door, suggested equality. The taboos, on the other hand, were powerful reminders that the two racial groups were ranked, the basic organizing principle of the caste system. As Myrdal noted, the “thousand and one precepts, etiquettes, taboos, and disabilities” inflicted upon blacks in the Jim Crow South had “a common purpose: to express the subordinate status of the Negro people and the exalted position of the whites.”85




Whites were able to do things that were simply off-limits to blacks. Thus, public libraries in the South were not really public libraries; the black public was not welcome, except in the branch libraries for “colored” residents that could only be found in a few large cities. As a teenager, Richard Wright, who would become the first black novelist to reach a wide national audience, hungered for books; he was able to take them out of the Memphis Public Library by claiming that he was fetching them for his white employer. “You’re not using these books, are you?” the librarian suspiciously asked young Richard of the H. L. Mencken volumes he was clutching. “Oh, no, ma’am. I can’t read,” he answered.86


Public parks were likewise parks for white members of the public only; just a few cities had separate parks that blacks were allowed to use. Houston was unusually liberal in opening the park that contained its zoo to African Americans on certain special days each year.87 Such recreational facilities as roller-skating rinks, bowling alleys, municipal swimming pools, and public tennis courts were for whites only. The first public swimming pool open to blacks in the entire state of Mississippi was built in the tiny all-black town of Mound Bayou during World War II.88 Arthur Ashe, born in Richmond, Virginia in 1943, had to learn tennis on segregated courts in the public park and could not compete in the tournaments in which whites played. The state university was also out of bounds.89


The color line applied as strictly in sickness as it did in health. In the rural and small-town South, hospitals were for whites. Some institutions might examine black patients in the emergency room, but would provide them only with what was essentially first aid. A seriously ill black person had to travel to a city, where there would be a hospital that had a “colored” ward. Even in Baltimore, far from the Deep South, the University of Maryland hospital had “Colored” and “White” entrance signs chiseled into the stone doorways.90 In Mississippi in 1938 there were 0.7 hospital beds per 1,000 African Americans in such segregated facilities, but more than three times as many for whites (2.4 per 1,000).91


The picture was more varied and confusing in stores, but that fact was a mixed blessing, since it meant that blacks could only determine whether they could make a purchase by subjecting themselves to the potential humiliation of finding out that they could not. In stores that did serve blacks as well as whites, clerks customarily waited on white customers first. Blacks were automatically at the back of the line, even if they arrived first, just as they were automatically at the back of the bus. In small towns and rural areas, though not in the larger cities, this was even true at the U.S. Post Office. Blacks could buy stamps or pick up mail only when there were no white customers. And when it came to buying personal items like clothing, hats, and gloves, they could never try them on, since their touch was regarded as contaminating.


The coming of the automobile to the South in the 1920s posed a challenge to the caste order. Blacks as chauffeurs was one thing, but the idea that black people might own automobiles and go where they chose was another. And yet whites could not stop African Americans from buying cars. Thus, there were efforts to impose a “racial right-of-way”—a rule of black deference to white drivers, especially white women drivers, without regard to which car arrived first at an intersection. It was an unworkable rule, soon abandoned, although in Mississippi as late as World War II, there were towns open only to white motor traffic.92


On the other hand, gas stations (although not their rest rooms) were open to blacks and whites alike even in the most rabidly segregationist areas of the Jim Crow South. Filling up the tank was such a transitory and impersonal experience that service station operators would not sacrifice profits in order to indulge their prejudices. But motels and hotels for the weary auto traveler were strictly segregated by race, of course, and in most of the South those open to blacks were few and far between.


These are the best generalizations that can be made about the etiquette of race relations in the Jim Crow South. But they are only generalizations. Exactly how black people were expected to conduct themselves vis-à-vis whites in fact varied considerably from place to place. Indeed, this variability was one of the worst aspects of the caste system. Behavior that was regarded as routine and perfectly acceptable in one town might be interpreted elsewhere as a violation of the caste order. Thus, it was very dangerous for African Americans to travel into unknown territory, since they would not know the precise rules of the local game. They would know only that all the caste rules, constraints, and taboos conveyed the same very clear and very ugly message. It was well summed up by a Mississippi undertaker who was interviewed by Charles S. Johnson on the eve of World War II:




In this part of the country a Negro can only go so far. I know that, and that’s the reason I am able to stay out of trouble. They know you are a Negro and I know I am a Negro, and I know that there is a certain way white people are going to treat a Negro. They want you to stay in your place, and if you get out of it too much they are going to put you back in it. I mean by this that the white man is the boss in the South and you got to talk to him like he is the boss. It don’t make any difference how much money you have or how much education you have, he won’t look at you as his equal, and there is no use in you acting like you’re his equal if you want to stay here.93





LYNCH LAW AND WHITE SUPREMACY


 


The ultimate sanction upholding the caste system was a lynching—death at the hands of a mob. In the years between 1883 and 1927, more than 3,000 African Americans were lynched. Mississippi was the leader, but Georgia, Arkansas, Alabama, South Carolina, and Texas were not far behind in the body count.94


The lynch mob sometimes sent its victims to a speedy death at the end of a rope or with a bullet to the brain. Often, though, lynchers displayed a savagery that most Americans today may find difficult to believe. They dragged blacks to death tied to the bumper of a car; they tortured the life out of them with a blowtorch or a hot iron; they burned them to cinders in bonfires a Mississippi paper called, with sickening humor, “Negro barbeques.” One black couple accused of murdering a planter had their fingers and ears chopped off one by one, their eyes gouged out, and their bodies ripped open with corkscrews before they were tossed into a roaring fire.95


The number of lynchings in the South averaged over a hundred a year in the 1890s, and then began to fall off (Table 2). By the second decade of this century the figure had been cut in half, and it continued to decline sharply in the 1920s and 1930s. In the entire depression decade, 1931–1940, there were fewer lynchings than in a typical year in the 1890s. But it still did not take many outrages as monstrous as a lynching to terrorize the population that was its target. The lynch mob delivered a message that was unforgettable. In 1968 an investigator who was attempting to study a lynching that had occurred in the town of Rocky Ford, Georgia, more than forty years before found the task impossible because local blacks were still too traumatized to say a word about it. Not one was even willing to mention the victim’s name.96


It is tempting to regard such monstrous crimes as aberrant—irrational outbursts by redneck hoodlums, without larger significance. In fact, lynchings were only the most extreme expressions of the determination of southern whites to uphold the foundation of the southern caste system—the principle of white supremacy and black subordination. They were not usually the furtive work of masked men wearing sheets, as is sometimes thought. Rather they were highly public events; the perpetrators were not only known to the community but sometimes even posed for “before” and “after” photographs in the local paper first with their victim and then with their victim’s corpse!


Lynchings were a communal ritual designed to reaffirm white solidarity in support of the view that, as one newspaper put it, the South was “a white man’s country to be ruled by white men as white men see fit.” They were an unmistakably vivid warning to blacks that whites would feel no inhibitions about taking the most drastic repressive measures against any African Americans who sought “social and political equality.”97 A white resident of Oxford, Mississippi, put the point bluntly when he said in 1938 that it was “about time to have another lynching. When the niggers get so that they are not afraid of being lynched, it is time to put the fear in them.”98
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970, 2 vols. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 422.


THE UNEQUAL PROTECTION OF THE LAWS


 


Traveling in the South in the late 1930s, Gunnar Myrdal was at first puzzled that the black men and women he met were so obviously afraid of him. “The Southern Negro,” he observed, “seems to suspect a possible danger to himself…whenever a white stranger approaches him.”99 In fact, blacks displayed the same fear around whites whom they knew, he soon discovered.


That fear, Myrdal soon realized, was not paranoia. In the Jim Crow South, he was appalled to learn, blacks were frightened of whites for the very good reason that whites seemed to have a license to treat them without any regard for law or morality whenever they wished: 100




The Negro cannot claim the protection of the police or the courts, and personal vengeance on the part of the Negro usually results in organized retaliation in the form of bodily injury (including lynching), home burning or banishment. Practically the only check on white maltreatment of Negroes is a rather vague and unformulated feeling on the part of Southern public opinion that a white man should not be “mean” to a Negro except where he “deserves” it. But unless a white man acquires a reputation for being mean and unjust, his occasional violation of a Negro’s legal rights is felt to be justified or—at most—“his own business.”101





To be black in the South was to live without the most elemental personal security. Your freedom, your property, your very life might be snatched away if you made a misstep. This, of course, was an outrageous violation of the right to “the equal protection of the laws” guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment, but the Supreme Court was not prepared to take on the enormous task of ensuring that southern law enforcement authorities—no more racially enlightened than the white community they served—provide equal justice for blacks.


In one sense the southern justice system was “democratic” judges, prosecuting attorneys, sheriffs, and police chiefs were either elected directly or picked by elected officials who had to answer to the voters. But the electorate that chose them was all white, since blacks had been completely excluded from political participation by the end of the nineteenth century. And thus in any conflict between enfranchised whites and disfranchised blacks, the rights of the latter inevitably counted for little. The blatant injustice of the “justice” blacks received made for strongly negative attitudes toward the law and law enforcement officials, an alienation that was one of the worst and most enduring legacies of Jim Crow. A middle-class black woman from Cleveland who came South for a long visit in the 1930s noted “the strangest feeling…the policeman on the corner was not there to protect me.”102


The policeman was almost invariably white. The five Deep South states of Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina had populations more than a third black in 1940, and were the home of almost 40 percent of the nation’s black population; none had a single African-American police officer. Likewise, in Arkansas and Virginia, with populations more than a quarter black, only whites enforced the law. The entire state of North Carolina had just one black officer; Florida had five.103 The city of Houston was positively enlightened: it had five black police officers. Their exclusive beat, though, was the ghetto, and they were not empowered to arrest whites!104


Whites on a police force had not been selected on the basis of standards that blacks, who had attended inferior Jim Crow schools, could not meet. Little in the way of education or special skill was required to qualify for a badge. The typical policeman was just a “poor white with a legal sanction to use a weapon,” and with views even more racist than those of other southern whites, Myrdal thought.105 Certainly the uninhibited sadism of police officers toward the blacks they arrested suggested that was the case. “The badge of police authority,” observed a black scholar after careful investigation, “gives lower-class whites freedom to bolster their socially impoverished egos, which has contributed, perhaps more than any other factor, to the generalized hostility of southern Negroes…”106 Moreover, it was a freedom unconstrained by the array of legal rules that today protect the criminally accused.


Blacks were no better represented in other parts of the criminal justice system. There were no black judges in the South, of course, and virtually no attorneys. In 1940 there were but eight African-American lawyers in the entire state of Georgia, which had a million black residents. There were five for the 800,000 blacks in South Carolina, and just three for the million in Mississippi. As late as 1947, Louisiana—with about 800,000 African Americans—had but one black attorney.107 The only law school in the South that admitted blacks was at Howard University, in Washington, D.C., and until the 1930s it was an unaccredited night school. Most of the tiny number of blacks in the nation with law degrees naturally avoided the South, where some judges would not admit them to the courtroom, where juries were almost invariably all white, and where they had great difficulty getting clients unless they had an arrangement with a white attorney who would front for them. Of course the criminally accused did need counsel, but black defendants had reason to fear that having a black attorney might be a liability in a judicial system already stacked against them. In any case, neither poor blacks nor poor whites could afford an attorney, and except in the case of capital crimes, criminal defendants did not have a constitutional right to legal representation until the 1960s.


Juries were all white because blacks were excluded from them. Laws explicitly limiting jury service to white males had been struck down by the Supreme Court as early as 1880, but the decision had very limited impact, in part because black defendants who wished to challenge the composition of a jury had to prove deliberate, intentional discrimination in a southern court. In addition, the law was often irrelevant; in rural areas and small towns blacks were simply left off the jury lists. Only in a few large cities—and even there, mainly in the federal courts—were African Americans occasionally allowed to sit in the jurors’ box.


In 1935 an important Supreme Court decision allowed defendants in criminal cases to establish a prima facie case of discrimination by showing a marked disparity between the number of blacks serving as jurors and the black population. But, again, its impact and that of other decisions interpreting the holding was quite limited. Southern jurisdictions considered using black jurors only when the defendants were black and the charges were serious (the only circumstances in which a challenge to the jury composition was likely), and even capital cases often had all-white juries unless the prosecution thought that an appeal was likely.108


Although many blacks in the South complained of aggressive and brutal treatment by the police, others objected to the lax law enforcement and insufficient police protection.109 These were not contradictory views. Southern police officers and southern courts were extremely harsh and punitive in their treatment of blacks convicted of crimes against whites or the white-dominated caste order. But they were extremely lenient with blacks whose victims were “only” other African Americans. Whites in Indianola, Mississippi, John Dollard reported, thought “Negroes…[were] a mysterious lot, impulsive and primitive; and they should not be held accountable by white standards.”110 Unless, of course, they harmed a white person. “We have very little crime,” said a white resident of Natchez, Mississippi. “Of course, Negroes knife each other occasionally, but there is little real crime. I mean Negroes against whites, or whites against each other.”111 A Mississippi newspaper editor estimated that only a third of blacks who murdered other blacks were ever arrested. “It is like dog chewing on dog and the white people are not interested in the matter. Only another dead nigger—that’s all.”112


This laxity in dealing with black-on-black crime was especially pronounced when the accused happened to be the employee of some powerful local white willing to appear for him as a character witness. Judges sometimes asked “Whose nigger is this?” when the defendant first appeared, and if a prominent resident claimed him, it affected the outcome. In the rural and small-town South, where most blacks still lived, a social pattern rooted in slavery survived as late as World War II—a paternalistic bond between powerful whites and their powerless black employees. Dollard thought that this patron-client relationship had a “feudal” character, and noted that it meant that some blacks had “extraordinary liberty to do violent things to other Negroes.”113 Myrdal likewise reported that many African Americans in the South were disturbed that “criminal and treacherous Negroes…secure immunity from punishment because they are fawning and submissive toward whites.”114


Southern apologists sometimes claimed that the protection provided black defendants accused of black-on-black crime was proof of white goodwill. Blacks should be pleased, one argued, that “the weaknesses of a child-race are accorded only an amused indifference or a patient tolerance by their stronger neighbors.”115 This glaring double standard, Dollard saw, “made life dangerous in the Negro group.” The “lack of adequate legal protection of the Negro’s life and person,” he suggested, was “itself an incitement to violence.” 116 Treating blacks with special leniency when they committed crimes against fellow blacks was no less discriminatory than treating them with special harshness for crimes against whites.


The statistics on crime and punishment seem to confirm Dollard’s observations, though we must remember that the evidence was all compiled by a highly racist, white-dominated criminal justice system.117 Thus, a study of all murders committed in Richmond, Virginia, and six North Carolina and Georgia counties in the 1930s found that 83 percent of the 645 victims were black, though blacks were only 29 percent of the population of those communities.118 The racial disproportion was almost three to one. There may well have been other murders of blacks by whites that did not get registered as such. (Only six whites were indicted for killing blacks.) Quite possibly, too, white indifference about yet “another dead nigger” resulted in some black killers of blacks not being apprehended and prosecuted. Both of these biases, though, would work in the same direction, suggesting that the disproportionate representation of blacks as murder victims was even greater than the reported three to one.


Blacks were both victims and perpetrators—as they are in inner cities today. All but 6 of the 532 accused murderers of blacks in the study of Richmond and six counties were themselves black, and 408 of the 411 persons actually convicted of these crimes were black. But there was a clear racial double standard in the treatment of those convicted of homicide. Black defendants were not routinely given far tougher sentences than whites, as is sometimes assumed. The picture was the more complex one that Dollard described. The severity of the sentence depended not only on the race of the offender but the race of the victim. Only 3 percent of the blacks convicted of killing other blacks were executed; whites who killed whites were five times as likely to receive the death penalty. (Part of this seeming racial difference may have been that more of the black murders grew out of disputes between friends or family members, which the law has always treated less harshly than killing store clerks, bank guards, or other strangers, but the disparity seems too large for that to be the sole explanation.) Whites who murdered their fellow whites were also three times as likely to be put away for life as were blacks who murdered their fellow blacks. The 22 blacks convicted of killing whites, though, were treated more severely than white killers of whites. Six out of 10 of them were executed or locked up for life, as compared with only a quarter of the whites who murdered other whites. (Again, this could in part reflect differences in the character of the crimes, with more of the white-on-white murders involving kin or friends.)


Thus, whatever the cause of the very high rate of black-on-black violence—the experience of racial subjugation and the laxity of police enforcement are the obvious explanations—one fact was clear: the law provided very little protection for black citizens, either from lawless whites or lawless blacks.


 


UNDUE PESSIMISM


 


What was the legacy of the Jim Crow South? The impact of segregation and white supremacy, Gunnar Myrdal believed, could be seen in the “distorted” and “pathological” nature of black communal life. Myrdal s discussion of that life was actually the least satisfactory part of his great survey of the “American Dilemma” half a century ago, and indeed he devoted only two of his forty-five chapters to the institutions and culture that defined “the Negro Community.”119


The emphasis on “pathology” made a powerful political point. By hammering away throughout his massive volume on the terrible damage that racial subjugation had inflicted, and by giving hardly any sympathetic attention to the life black Americans had made for themselves within the severely circumscribed limits set by white society, Myrdal sought to awaken the national conscience and thus to persuade his readers of the urgent need for major reform to promote racial justice. To have provided a more positive picture would have weakened the force of his stinging moral indictment of American racism.


It is thus not surprising that An American Dilemma was a main source of ammunition for the NAACP when it argued that the Supreme Court should strike down racially segregated public schools. Nor is it surprising that Myrdal “svolume was cited favorably in the Court’s unanimous opinion in Brown v. Board of Education. Thurgood Marshall, leader of the NAACP s legal team, had told his staff that they should try the case “just like any other one in which you would try to prove damages to a client. If your car ran over my client, you’d have to pay up, and my function as an attorney would be to put experts on the stand to testify how much damage was done.” 120 An American Dilemma was used to provide that proof of damage; white America had been a runaway car that had crushed black citizens under its wheels, and it was time to “pay up.”121


One of Myrdal s most enthusiastic supporters was Richard Wright, author of the best-selling novel Native Son (1940), the first work by a black writer to be made a Book-of-the-Month Club selection. Wright called An American Dilemma “monumental,” and argued that it demonstrated that “the Negro’s conduct, his personality, his culture, his entire life flow naturally and inevitably out of the conditions imposed upon him by white America.”122 That was the assumption that underlay Native Son, his searing tale of racial oppression. None of Wright’s black characters in the novel had a shred of personal autonomy and independence; they belonged to no culture or ethnic community from which they could draw strength.123


One of the few dissenting voices in this chorus of approval was that of a younger black writer just beginning his career. Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man (1951) displayed a very different sensibility. The Antioch Review had asked the relatively unknown Ellison to review An American Dilemma but failed to publish his critique, perhaps because it ran counter to prevailing white liberal orthodoxy. Although Ellison found the book impressive in many ways, he also expressed serious doubt about the core proposition upon which Myrdal and Richard Wright agreed: the view that the most important characteristics of black Americans were largely “marks of oppression.” “Can a people,” Ellison asked, “live and develop for over three hundred years simply by reacting? Are American Negroes simply the creation of white men, or have they at least helped to create themselves out of what they found around them? Men have made a way of life in caves and upon cliffs, why cannot Negroes have made a life upon the horns of the white man’s dilemma?”124


Myrdal’s view, as Ellison saw it, robbed blacks of all dignity. But there were good political reasons for ignoring Ellisons point until segregation was in retreat and the need to stress its damage consequently diminished. There was indeed a black American cultural style, as Ellison later put it, that could be discerned in “jazzmen and prize fighters, ballplayers and tap dancers; in gesture, inflection, intonation, timbre and phrasing…in all those nuances of expression and attitude which reveal a culture.”125 And there was a black communal life, centered in large part around the church. Myrdal seems to have been tone deaf to religion; Richard Wright, reacting to the overdose of religion he had been given as a boy, was similarly unperceptive. Nothing in either Native Son or An American Dilemma prepared readers for the role that the black church would play in the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and ’60s. In fact, the accounts given in these books provided no clue as to how a group whose communal life was so “distorted” and “pathological” could produce a disciplined and powerful mass movement that destroyed Jim Crow.


The notion of blacks as putty in the hands of white racists, their culture entirely shaped by whites, did not die with Myrdal or the civil rights revolution of the 1960s. It lives in the arguments of those who attribute all the social problems that seem particularly evident in inner-city black communities (a high crime rate, low levels of educational attainment, and the like) directly to the “lingering effects” of slavery and the Jim Crow South.126 And it lives on in the widely believed notion that blacks are helpless against a variety of white conspiracies—that drugs in poor black neighborhoods, for instance, are a consequence of a deliberate government decision to make them available, a topic to which we will return in later chapters.


White conspiracies and black helplessness have been important themes in a number of contemporary autobiographies by black writers. Whites have “a master plan that leaves little to accident, that [means] most of the ugliest things happening to black people are not accidental but the predictable results of the working of the plan,” John Edgar Wideman wrote in Brothers and Keepers. His brother had refused to play by white “rules” he was into “rebellion”—or rather “what little is left in us.” He paid a high price, landing in prison convicted for murder.127 In Makes Me Wanna Holler, Nathan McCall painted much the same portrait. He described “two distinct worlds”: one for blacks, “dark and limited,” and one for whites, full of promise. When a white teacher reached out to him, he wondered how he could possibly “‘make something’ of [himself] in the fucking white man’s world?”128


“Blacks aren’t accepted because whites believe they can’t succeed,” Derrick Bell has said.129 In fact, it is Nathan McCall, John Edgar Wideman, and Derrick Bell himself—three black writers—who seem to believe that blacks cannot succeed. If Myrdal’s pessimism—his picture of blacks as totally crushed by racism—was useful at the time, Ellison’s optimism was much closer to the truth. Black life in America has changed profoundly in the decades since Myrdal wrote, and blacks themselves have had much to do with the course of that change, we hope subsequent chapters will show.














CHAPTER TWO


The Promised Land






IN 1927 THE young Richard Wright boarded a train for Chicago in search of the “dignity” he had never found as a “black boy” in the South.1 The trip was not his alone. In two “Great Migrations,” each triggered by the outbreak of world war, a great many African Americans moved from South to North and from country to city. And in doing so, they transformed the issue of race—largely a southern “dilemma”—into a national question.


“Harlem was as close to Heaven as we were going to find on this Earth,” the Delany sisters wrote in Having Our Say. They were describing their arrival in New York toward the end of World War I.2 In fact, the North was no racial paradise, as the two sisters acknowledge. But by the standards of the South, it was the land of freedom. “Would you speak to a white girl up there?” a white factory worker asked Richard Wright upon learning he was moving North. And when Wright answers, “Oh, no, sir…,” his interrogator replies, “You’ll change. Niggers change when they go north.”3 That was of course precisely the point for Wright: the chance to change.


Upon his arrival in Chicago he saw a difference immediately. In the train station, he later wrote, “I looked about to see if there were signs saying: FOR WHITE—FOR COLORED. I saw none. Black people and white people moved about, each seemingly intent upon his private mission. There was no racial fear.”4 That was the difference that made all the difference. In the North, blacks were shut out of “white” neighborhoods, restaurants, beaches, and even some schools, but Wright could speak to those white girls who were first and foremost on the mind of his white interrogator on the factory floor in Memphis. Working in a Chicago restaurant, in fact, he was astonished to feel the body of a white waitress pressed closely against his as she drew a cup of coffee. In the South




the work of the hot and busy kitchen would have had to cease for the moment so that I could have taken my tainted body far enough away to allow the southern white girl a chance to get a cup of coffee. There lay a deep, emotional safety in knowing that the white girl who was now leaning carelessly against me was not thinking of me, had no deep vague, irrational fright that made her feel that I was a creature to be avoided at all costs.5





For Wright and the other southern blacks who left the South in two great waves, it was that relative “emotional safety” that made the North so very different.


THE GREAT MIGRATION




With the end of slavery, African Americans acquired that most elementary and American of rights—the freedom to pick up stakes and settle elsewhere. And yet in the half century that followed the Civil War, despite assaults by lynch mobs, disfranchisement, and the tightening bonds of segregation, surprisingly few blacks actually left the South. Fully 89 percent of the nation s 10 million blacks still resided in the southern states in 1910, a mere 3 points lower than the figure at the time of the Census of 1860.


They stayed because they had a place in the southern economy. A place on the bottom of the heap, to be sure, but nonetheless a place. In both the farming and industrial sectors, employers were accustomed to using black labor, mainly at jobs that whites would not take. In the North, on the other hand, European immigrants were flocking to New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and other cities in numbers sufficient to meet the needs of industry. Few employers had any experience with black workers; moreover, hiring them risked bitter resistance from white workers and their unions.


War changed the picture. The outbreak of fighting in Europe in 1914 cut off the flow of immigration, creating an acute labor shortage—a shortage that became even greater after the United States entered the war in early 1917. The young men who had worked in the factories left for the battlefields at the same time that wartime orders created a booming economy and thus plenty of work. Needing laborers, for the first time northern industrial employers opened the factory gates to black workers, who heard the call and came from the South. And while the supply of fresh laborers from Europe was temporarily restored when the war ended, restrictive legislation in the 1920s once again cut the supply of immigrants and increased the demand for indigenous labor.


Close to half a million blacks had left the South by 1920, and they were joined by another three-quarters of a million by the end of the 1920s.6 From 1910 to 1930, the African-American population in New York City soared from 92,000 to over a third of a million, producing the outpouring of literary and musical creativity known as the Harlem Renaissance.7 In 1930, Chicago had over 200,000 black residents, almost six times as many as twenty years before; Detroit had a stunning twenty-four times as many.8




This “Great Migration” was not very great in terms of sheer numbers; it was great mainly by contrast with the remarkable immobility of southern blacks in the half century between Emancipation and World War I. In 1930 the vast majority of the nation’s African Americans—almost four out of five—still lived in the region in which their parents and grandparents had been born. The picture was little different in 1940.




A CHANCE TO BE A MAN




Mary Antin, a young Russian-Jewish immigrant who came to the United States with her parents at the end of the nineteenth century, titled her poignant 1912 autobiography The Promised Land. Blacks who moved to Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit during the Great Migration likewise thought in Old Testament terms; they had escaped bondage in the South and entered a promised land—although without a Moses to lead them. The Chicago Defender, the nation s leading black newspaper, exhorted southern blacks to join in “The Flight Out of Egypt,” and printed the lyrics of songs titled “Bound for the Promised Land” and “Going into Canaan.”9


In some respects the North was indeed a promised land—a place where blacks would find freedom from systematic racial subordination and oppression. After the intensive investigations he conducted at the end of the 1930s, Myrdal concluded that the “most striking” difference between the regions was the relative freedom from constant fear; northern blacks did not need to display “the submissive and guarded manners of the Southern Negro.”10 A sensitive black scholar who wrote a volume on segregation practices as part of the Myrdal project made the same point; “aggressive self-assertion,” he noted, could often be seen in blacks living in Harlem and on the South Side of Chicago, while “subservience and apology” were far more common in the South.11


African Americans in northern communities encountered plenty of prejudice and discrimination, as Richard Wright discovered soon after his arrival in Chicago in 1927. What he did not find in Chicago was a system of racial social control designed to inspire terror. In the South from which Wright had come, “the whites had drawn a line over which we dared not cross,” he later wrote. A “latent sense of violence” underlay every contact between blacks and whites; the ever-present threat of violent sanctions ensured general compliance with that racial line.12 Life in Chicago was not easy for blacks, but African Americans had an elementary sense of personal security. They did not have to worry about being “uppity niggers” who did not know “their place.” In the North, said one African-American newcomer, you had “a chance to be a man regardless of [your] color.”13


The freedom to sit next to a white in the front of the bus or to use the same drinking fountain: these seemed matters of relatively minor importance. But the point of those proscriptions in the Jim Crow South was to remind blacks who was boss, to underscore the fact of “white supremacy.” In that respect the North was fundamentally different.14 The elaborate code of racial etiquette that defined and preserved caste boundaries in the South was absent in the North. Whites did not habitually refer to black men by their first names or as “boy” or “uncle.” Conversely, as a migrant to Philadelphia noted with pleasure, blacks did not have to “mister every little white boy [who came] along.”15 The notion that blacks should only enter white homes by the back door was unheard of. For members of the two races to dine together was not taboo, nor was the simple act of shaking hands. Black people were not automatically at the back of any line that formed. Richard Wright at first found it startling to stop at a busy newsstand and to find that he was able to buy a paper before all the whites crowding around it were served.16 The newcomer to Philadelphia similarly marveled that “if you are first in a place here shopping you don’t have to wait until the white folks get through trading…”17


The radical difference between North and South was equally evident in the realm of politics. Black people could run for office, and they were actually encouraged to vote. Not because politicians were passionately committed to egalitarian ideals, but because they were realists and knew how to count. As Black Metropolis, the classic sociological account of black life in a northern city, put it, Chicago’s politicians realized that “the Negro had a commodity in which they were interested—the vote.”18


The strenuous competition for the black vote meant that African Americans flocked to the polls. In 1930 the turnout rate in one of Chicago’s most heavily black wards was 77 percent, nine points above the city average, despite the fact that rates of political participation are generally lower in neighborhoods with low income and educational levels.19 Several black candidates won seats on the Chicago City Council in the 1920s and, even though blacks were less than 7 percent of the population, an African American was elected to a municipal judgeship in a citywide contest. Whites did not find it unthinkable to vote for a black candidate. By 1928 five African Americans from Chicago were sitting in the lower house of the Illinois state legislature, one was in the state senate, and one was in the U.S. House of Representatives. In addition, blacks held important appointive offices—six assistant corporation counsels, five assistant city prosecutors, and an assistant state’s attorney.20


Political power must have had some impact on the delivery of services in the city. And perhaps that impact, combined with relatively low expectations on the part of blacks, explains the almost complete absence of any discussion of police brutality in Black Metropolis.21 In 1945, the same year the work was published, managers of a large cotton plantation in the Mississippi Delta came to Chicago to meet with some former black employees. The plantation was hard up for workers, and hoped to persuade the black migrants to return to the South. But the managers’ arguments fell on deaf ears in part because the black workers believed they got better protection from the law in the Windy City.22




NEW ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES




The prospects of finding a reasonably well-paid job were far better for blacks in the North than in the South. It was precisely the opening up of better jobs for African Americans in northern industry that set the Great Migration in motion. Until the labor shortages that started with World War I, however, the prejudices of white employers, workers, and customers kept northern blacks locked into a few traditional “Negro jobs,” working as unskilled laborers, servants, waiters, janitors, porters, or elevator operators. The industrial semiskilled and skilled positions that gave millions of immigrants the chance to climb out of poverty were off-limits.


Thus, in 1910 only 3,000 African-American men worked in Chicago’s factories, and most of them were doing traditional “black” jobs like sweeping the floor. By 1920, as a result of the labor-hungry war economy, their numbers had risen to 15,000 and most were in occupations previously restricted to whites. By then a third of the city’s African-American men were working for large manufacturers such as International Harvester, Pullman, Swift, and Armour, pulling down “white” wages that averaged about $25 a week at a time when black farm laborers in the South earned as little as 75 cents a day.23 The cost of living was higher in northern cities, of course, but not nearly high enough to erase the huge difference in wages.


The advances made during the World War I decade were impressive, but a large racial disparity in occupations remained. In Chicago in 1920 only 9 percent of African-American men were professionals, business proprietors, clerks, or salesmen, less than a third the proportion among whites. Only a tenth had skilled jobs, as compared to over a quarter of the whites. Four out of five black men were unskilled or semiskilled laborers of some kind, and were usually found in the dirtiest, most dangerous, least secure, and lowest-paid jobs.24 Two decades later, in 1940, the racial gap in occupations had narrowed only a little. The proportion of black men holding white-collar jobs had edged up from 9 to 16 percent, but it was still well below the 40 percent of white males who were white-collar workers.25 The fraction doing skilled manual work had not risen at all. Changes on the job front for black women are much simpler to describe: there was no change at all. In 1940, 64 percent worked as domestic servants, precisely the same proportion as in 1920.26


The lowly position of black workers was in good part due to their very few years of education in the South’s rotten Jim Crow schools; they lacked the training required for many white-collar and skilled jobs. In addition, most were rural folk unfamiliar with the rhythms of urban, industrial society. Relatively uneducated European immigrants from peasant backgrounds also had to settle for jobs on the bottom rungs of the ladder when they first arrived in the American city.27


These background handicaps, though, were not the sole reason blacks were rarely doctors, certified public accountants, or tool and die makers. The children of African Americans who were living in the North before the Great Migration were, after all, familiar with city ways. They had much more education than southern migrants, and they had attended racially integrated schools. But such northern-born blacks did not fare dramatically better in the job competition than black migrants from the South. There was a color fine in the labor market, a job ceiling that kept them out of many of the more attractive occupations. That ceiling was not nearly as low as in the South, and the color fine was less rigid. But racial barriers to getting many of the best-paid and most desirable jobs were nonetheless real.28


Labor unions were a particularly important barrier to black occupational advancement. It is often assumed that discrimination in the labor market is largely the work of prejudiced employers who find it profitable to treat members of minority groups unfairly. In fact, to discriminate against minority labor was economically irrational from the employer’s vantage point, since black laborers were often willing to work for a lower wage.29 It was white workers who profited from the exclusion of nonwhites; they acquired protection by virtue of being the “right” color.


The workers’ instrument of exclusion was the labor union, already strong by the time blacks arrived on the industrial scene. If it was in the interest of white workers to restrict the competition for jobs to whites, it was natural that the organizations that represented those white workers—trade unions—should exclude African Americans from membership and limit their employment options to the menial positions that whites did not want.30 And it was equally natural for blacks to work as “scabs”—strikebreakers—when unions went out on strike.


When black exclusion was impossible because African Americans already had a solid foothold in an industry, unions did seek to bring them within their ranks. But when the Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen launched a major drive to organize blacks working at the Chicago stockyards in 1919, no more than a third of the African Americans signed up. On the basis of long and bitter experience, blacks were deeply suspicious of labor unions.31 With very few exceptions, until World War II American unions were antiblack, and American blacks were antiunion.




NEIGHBORHOOD SEGREGATION




The color line was even clearer in the housing market than in the labor market. After the Great Migration, neighborhood segregation in the North was as pronounced, or even more pronounced, than in the South. Before the war, however, the residential patterns of blacks resembled those of various European immigrant groups, and historians refer to this as the period “before the ghetto.”32 In Cleveland in 1910, for example, blacks were less strongly segregated from native whites than were both Italian and Romanian immigrants, and not much more segregated than Russian and Hungarian newcomers from abroad.33


But the immigrant ghetto was not imposed upon its inhabitants by the hostility of others. Not many native whites were horrified at the prospect of living next door to an Italian or Romanian. “Poletown” was an ethnically identifiable neighborhood by choice; immigrants unpacked their bags where relatives and friends already lived. Moreover, neither they nor those who had arrived before them stayed long; “Little Italy” was a temporary way station, not a permanent abode. As Italians learned the language, became citizens, and traded their ditch-digging jobs for fruit stands, grocery stores, and other businesses, they dispersed into more ethnically mixed neighborhoods.34


The contrast with blacks was striking. Black migrants to northern cities also went where their friends and family already were; they, too, wanted a neighborhood church in which they felt at home. But the black ghetto was fundamentally different from European immigrant neighborhoods. Whites did not want blacks next door. Even before the Great Migration, when the African-American population was too small to seem truly threatening, a color line had begun to be drawn. Thus, in Chicago’s Hyde Park, a middle-class area surrounding the University of Chicago, the neighborhood improvement association launched a drive in 1909 to insure that “the districts which are now white…remain white.” In fact, they wanted not only to preserve all-white neighborhoods but to roll back the black “invasion” by expelling African Americans from some blocks that were already integrated. The association thus bought up property owned by blacks in “white” blocks, and offered cash bonuses to black renters who agreed to give up their leases and move out. It boycotted local merchants who served those black customers who insisted on remaining in places the association thought should be 100 percent white.35


In the years of the Great Migration, the residential color line hardened. The residential concentration of European immigrant groups dropped, while the clustering of African Americans very sharply increased. That was in part due to the shift in migration patterns. Immigration from abroad had ended, cutting off the supply of the newcomers to the Little Italys and their counterparts. At the same time, long-settled, prospering members of these groups moved out of immigrant neighborhoods. Conversely the sudden growth in the number of black city-dwellers brought a rapid rise in population in areas where blacks already lived.


This was only part of the story, however. White fear of black neighbors also became more acute. Although earlier influxes of impoverished and culturally different immigrants into neighborhoods had often provoked hostility and fear, the arrival of large numbers of African Americans provoked a more intense reaction.36 Racially restrictive real estate covenants were devised to preserve the “ethnic purity” of neighborhoods; written into real estate deeds, they prohibited the rental or sale of property mainly to blacks, but sometimes to members of other minority groups as well. But such formal legal restrictions were cumbersome; they could only be enforced by a court of law. Informal, often illegal action was swifter and surer. Ostracism, intimidation, and, if necessary, violence kept blacks on the “right” side of the color line. Chicago alone was the site of some fifty-eight racially inspired bombings in the years 1917–1921, with the targets being black-occupied homes in neighborhoods resisting racial transition, real estate businesses who rented to blacks, and banks that loaned them mortgage money. The terrible Chicago race riot of 1919, which resulted in the death of twenty-three blacks and fifteen whites, grew out of these vicious turf wars.37


African Americans who wanted to escape the ghetto thus generally could not. Chicago was quite typical of northern cities in this respect. The first major national public opinion poll of American racial attitudes, conducted by Fortune magazine in 1939, asked whether blacks “should be allowed to live wherever they want to live, and there should be no laws or social pressure to keep them from it.” Not exactly a radical notion. And yet only 19 percent of the residents of New England and the Middle Atlantic states endorsed it. Even more striking were the responses from the Midwest, into whose cities much of the Great Migration had flowed. Just 12 percent of Midwestern whites believed that black people should be free to live wherever they pleased; the difference between the responses in the Midwest and South was too small to be statistically significant.38


While white northerners worked hard at keeping blacks from living next door, the rapidly multiplying African-American population could not simply cram itself into the same space at ever-higher levels of density; the boundaries of the ghetto had to expand. “White” property had to become “black.” And by the simple mechanism of supply and demand, it did. Despite restrictive covenants and concerted white resistance, the housing market was, in fact, a market. The decisions of thousands of individual property owners governed residential patterns. When the highest bidder for a house or an apartment was black, the temptation to accept the offer was often too strong to resist. The huge pent-up demand for housing adjacent to the black community often meant that desperate blacks would pay more than whites for comparable space—a “color tax” that burdened a group whose earning power was already depressed by prejudice in the labor market.


Black penetration into previously white areas usually resulted merely in larger ghettos, not more racially integrated neighborhoods. White fear that the arrival of one African American would soon “tip” the entire block proved to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. The first white to capitulate to market pressures became a “block-buster.” Whites fled in panic, believing that where one black gained entry, others would quickly follow, property values would drop, and the neighborhood would become a slum. But white panic at black faces was not the whole story. Blacks needed housing, and yet most of the city was off-limits. The market operated only at the edge of the ghetto, and thus, even without white flight, near-ghetto neighborhoods were likely to turn all-black. Stable, racially integrated neighborhoods could not be maintained as long as black dollars could buy nothing in most residential areas.




OTHER FORMS OF SOCIAL DISCRIMINATION




Public space, too, was racially earmarked. Blacks in the North were not legally banned from public parks, as they were in the South, but their formal right to have a picnic on the public grass in a white neighborhood was not always secure. In some cities it might have been unpleasant, even dangerous, to exercise that right. In Chicago, the authors of Black Metropolis observed, “the very existence of a Black Belt leads the public to feel that Negroes should have their own schools and public recreational facilities, and should not ‘invade’ those in other sections of the city.”39


White opposition to “racial mixing” in public swimming pools and beaches was especially pronounced, perhaps because of the sexual undertones of activities conducted in a state of partial undress. Chicago’s 1919 race riot began when a black youth drowned at such a hot spot, a public beach on Lake Michigan. Swimming off an informally designated “white” part of the beach, he had been assaulted by a white mob throwing stones. Northern cities did not have signs reading FOR WHITES and FOR COLORED, but the difference in practice was not as sharp as it was in theory.


Phobia about sexual contact between the races was less acute in the North, but it was strong everywhere. In fact, that phobia was explicitly written into the law in many states that did not otherwise make invidious legal distinctions between the races. Indiana, Nebraska, Oregon, and California were among the nineteen states outside the South that outlawed interracial marriages. Only eighteen did not attempt to enforce racial segregation in the most intimate of human relationships, and these were generally states in which the black population was very small. Moreover, in those states that did not legally bar racially mixed marriages, it was socially unacceptable in both the white and black communities and thus extremely rare.40 Tellingly, none of the public opinion polls taken in the 1930s and 1940s included any questions on attitudes toward interracial marriage; it was so widely condemned it wasn’t a question even worth asking until 1958, when just 4 percent of white Americans indicated approval.41




Other forms of social discrimination were common in the North as well. Although “mixed” dining was not everywhere taboo, as it was throughout the South, many restaurants would not serve black customers. Large, impersonal establishments that were part of national chains rarely discriminated, but many others did.42 Hotels often refused accommodations to African Americans. The great singer Marian Anderson was able to stay at the best hotel in Dayton, Ohio, when she was in town for a performance, but only because it was arranged so that “she didn’t register or come anywhere near the desk. She went right up the elevator to her room,” said the manager, “and no one knew she was around.”43 Barber shops and beauty parlors rarely served both black and white patrons.


The fact that blacks and whites lived apart meant, of course, that neighborhood public schools were predominantly of one race or the other. And while no northern states required segregation, some did allow local communities to establish racially separate schools. (Hence the segregated schools in Topeka, Kansas, that Linda Brown challenged in Brown v. Board of Education, which by the 1950s were actually anomalous.) 44 But while most black pupils in the North attended schools with few or no whites, they unquestionably received a far better education than children south of the Mason-Daxon line. No northern community spent several times as much money on white pupils as on black ones, the common pattern in the South, and none offered black students only an elementary school education. Asked why they chose to move North, participants in the Great Migration often pointed to the greater educational opportunities for their children. African Americans living in the North in 1940 had an average of 8.7 years of school, two and a half years more than those in the South, and this figure actually understates the regional difference, since it includes many “northerners” who grew up in the South.45




THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND THE NEW DEAL




The move to the promised land subsided during the 1930s. With the collapse of the economy and the beginning of the Great Depression in 1929, job openings in the North dried up and the flood of southern migrants slowed to a trickle. Over the Depression decade the share of the black population living in the southern states thus dropped a mere two points, from 79 to 77 percent.


In 1932, when Franklin D. Roosevelt was first elected president, more than a third of all nonagricultural workers were unemployed, and a great many others were working only part-time for reduced wages. The garbage dumps in most cities were swarming with people hungry enough to eat scraps of stale bread and moldy potatoes. Farm prices had plunged, and hundreds of thousands of farms were on the auction block because their owners were unable to keep up with their mortgage or tax payments. From one perspective, however, blacks were hit less hard than whites; they were already very poor, and had remained so through the boom years of the 1920s. As an eminent black journalist noted, “the Depression didn’t have the impact on the Negroes that it had on the whites [because] the Negroes had been in the Depression all the time.”46


If blacks had less far to slip economically, they were still desperately in need of help, and the Roosevelt administration did break decisively with the past in making national prosperity the responsibility of the federal government. But a number of key New Deal economic programs had harmful effects on black workers. In agriculture, where most blacks were employed, the New Deal’s farm subsidy program benefited only those who owned the land—in other words, mostly whites. Worse yet, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration paid farm owners to remove land from cultivation so as to reduce output and thus lift prices, and with less land, they needed fewer tenants and laborers—who were mostly black. Furthermore, many farmers used the subsidy payments they received to invest in tractors and other labor-saving equipment, and in fertilizer, pesticides, and herbicides, further reducing their dependence on black tenants and sharecroppers.47


The economic boom that began with World War II would create jobs that triggered a Second Great Migration into northern cities, but through the 1930s, when the unemployment rate for nonagricultural workers remained at crisis levels, displaced black tenants and croppers had nowhere to go. They were stuck not only in the South but on the land—reduced to farm laborers, in circumstances of increasing misery. That misery would have been less if New Deal relief programs had been designed and administered in a manner that was fairer to African Americans. However, southern congressmen (all of them white, of course) were an indispensable partner in the New Deal coalition, and they made sure that federal economic assistance did nothing to interfere with the planters’ labor needs. Measly “handouts from Washington”—$3 a month in Mississippi in 1933, for example—kept blacks toiling in the cotton fields. As did the rule that relief could not be given to anyone to whom a planter had offered work—whatever the wage.48


Southern congressmen also used their clout to make sure that agricultural workers were denied the old-age pensions and unemployment insurance protection provided by the Social Security Act of 1935, perhaps the most important piece of social legislation enacted during the New Deal. (Twenty years later agricultural workers were finally covered.) The fact that providing such a social safety net would have made blacks less dependent on planters was an important reason for the exclusion.49 Likewise, although the majority of black women holding jobs were domestic servants, the Social Security Act did not cover them—an exclusion that again benefited the extraordinarily large number of southern white families who enjoyed the services of a black cook, maid, or baby-sitter at rock-bottom prices.




The exclusion of both agricultural and domestic service workers meant that only a third of the nation’s African-American employees were covered by Social Security, as compared with nearly two-thirds of the nation’s foreign-born workers.50 Even when New Deal legislation did protect blacks, it did not always work to their benefit. The Roosevelt administration, through such measures as the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 and the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, sought to improve the condition of American workers by setting minimum wages and hours, and yet a minimum wage that seemed fair in other parts of the country was still well above prevailing levels in the South. Likewise, hours thought reasonable were short by southern standards. New Deal legislation raised the living standards of those who were employed, but it put a damper on further industrial development in the region by removing the most important advantage southern employers had over their northern competitors.51 It thus took jobs away from blacks in the region in which most lived.52


In addition, forcing employers to pay their black help the same minimum rate as whites had the perverse effect of eliminating the incentive to hire black workers who would accept lower wages than whites. Compelled to pay the same wages to blacks and whites, employers responded by dumping those who were black. For example, 68 percent of the workers in the southern tobacco factories had been black in 1930. When the National Recovery Administration began its work, these firms petitioned for a separate and lower wage scale for black workers. The administration resisted the blatantly racist proposal, but the black workers paid a price: whites got their jobs, with the result that by 1940 the proportion of African Americans in the tobacco factories had dropped to 55 percent, with steady declines thereafter. The NRA codes, one estimate has it, threw 500,000 blacks out of work—making it, in the view of the black press, a “Negro Removal Act.”53 The NRA was not a singular story. Later New Deal reform measures had similar effects. 54 Requirements that on their face might seem to have the effect of equalizing the races by putting a uniform floor under wages actually deprived many blacks of a job, and thus widened the racial gap.


New Deal agricultural policies accelerated changes that in time doubtless would have happened anyway. The South could not remain forever an island of inefficient, labor-intensive agriculture while farms elsewhere in the nation became ever more productive and profitable by using fewer workers and more tractors, weed killers, and commercial fertilizers. Under the best of circumstances a more rational and efficient mode of agriculture would have had no use for millions of people—most of them black—who lived in poverty in the southern countryside in the 1930s. They would have had to find a means of livelihood elsewhere, as the surplus farm population in other regions of the country had done earlier. Moreover, in the long run, the demise of the sharecropping economy liberated southern blacks from a hopelessly cramped, oppressive, impoverished way of life.




Through the 1930s black agricultural workers continued to work on southern soil, but World War II once again created a shortage of workers in the manufacturing plants producing war equipment and other northern industries. And once again southern blacks in search of jobs boarded trains and buses, creating the Second Great Migration, which lasted through the mid-1960s. Almost three-quarters of a million black families were tenants or croppers in the South in 1930. By 1950 the number was down to barely half that, and a decade later it had become less than a fifth of its 1930 level, with the end of the fall not yet in sight.55 In 1940, 33 percent of all black men and women were employed in agriculture; by 1960 the figure was down to 9 percent—a drop of 73 percent.56




LIBERALS VERSUS SOUTHERN DEMOCRATS




The Great Depression, the New Deal, the drift of blacks off the land and into northern cities: these were changes with inevitable political consequences. Until the Depression, black Americans—that is, those who lived in the North and could vote—had remained loyal to the party of Lincoln. Republican zeal for protecting basic civil rights had largely vanished with the end of Reconstruction; nevertheless, the GOP remained far more appealing than the Democrats, the voice of the white supremacist South. The sole Democrat to occupy the White House in the first third of the twentieth century was Woodrow Wilson, and although he was an ardent Progressive, a liberal reformer who spoke passionately of “the common man,” he was a Virginian with the racial views typical of southern whites. His administration (spanning the years 1913 to 1921) tightened the lines of segregation in federal offices and facilities in Washington and purged blacks from all but the most menial federal jobs.57


Until the New Deal, therefore, a black Democrat was almost as rare as an Irish-Catholic Republican. Even in 1932, despite the fact that the black unemployment figures were even worse than those for whites, more than two-thirds of African Americans voted for Herbert Hoover; it was the highest support he got from any demographic group.58 But black loyalty to the Republicans declined precipitously thereafter; in fact, of all the groups that switched to the Democratic party in the 1930s, none moved as dramatically as blacks, 76 percent of whom cast their ballots for FDR in 1936.59


African Americans were attracted to the New Deal not only because Roosevelt promised jobs, but also because prominent members of the administration had strongly liberal views on racial issues.60 In 1938, Eleanor Roosevelt, the presidents wife, attended meetings in Birmingham, Alabama, sponsored by the Southern Conference for Human Welfare, a biracial liberal group. On the opening day of the conference everyone sat where they pleased, defying a city ordinance mandating racially segregated seating at all public events. When news of this audacious challenge to Jim Crow reached Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull Connor (who twenty-five years later would become a national symbol of brutal viciousness when civil rights protests erupted in Birmingham), he threatened arrests, and the conference organizers reluctantly complied with his orders. Mrs. Roosevelt, however, refused to sit on the “white” side of the hall, and placed a chair in the aisle between the white and the black delegates.61 A year later the Daughters of the American Revolution owned the only concert hall in the nation’s capital but would not allow Marian Anderson to perform in it. Mrs. Roosevelt resigned from the organization in protest, and, along with Interior Secretary Harold Ickes, arranged for the concert to be held on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.62


The Public Works Administration was headed by the secretary of the interior, and Ickes, a white liberal who had earlier served as president of the Chicago chapter of the NAACP, took the lead in insisting that black workers receive a decent share of the jobs on all federal work projects he funded. Other New Deal agencies also took pains to hire African Americans.63 Fewer than 50,000 blacks were federal employees when FDR took office; by 1941 the number had more than tripled and thus roughly matched the proportion of the nation’s population that was black. The increase was partly due to the dramatic growth in the total federal payroll during the New Deal, but the black gain was particularly great.64


Most blacks added to the payroll in the New Deal years held only low-level positions. In the National Recovery Administration, for example, all but one of nearly a thousand black employees worked as messengers. However, most federal agencies followed the lead of Ickes in the Interior Department and also appointed African Americans as advisors who were supposed to monitor how new programs affected black interests. By 1936 there were approximately three dozen such people, who comprised an informal “Black Cabinet.”65


Though the president’s charisma and compassion, along with the racially liberal views of his wife, Ickes, and others, pulled a large majority of registered black voters into the Democratic Party, the political influence of African Americans was nonetheless very limited. Not only were blacks but a tenth of the population; more than three out of four lived in the South, where the electoral “reforms” put in place at the end of the nineteenth century had stripped them of the right to vote. No more than 80,000 to 90,000 of the more than 3.5 million adult blacks in nine southern states voted in the 1940 presidential election, a little under 3 percent.66 A majority of that handful of black voters were in Texas, which had no literacy test and a somewhat less rigid caste order than such states as Alabama, South Carolina, and Mississippi; in the Deep South black political participation was largely confined to the larger cities, such as Atlanta. Even these pathetically small numbers do not convey the full extent of southern black disfranchisement. From the end of Reconstruction until after World War II, the South was a one-party region, and the November general elections mere formalities. The real political choices were made earlier in the Democratic Party primaries, in which (except in a few counties in North Carolina, Florida, and Tennessee) blacks could not participate.67 White primaries would seem to have been a clear violation of the Fifteenth Amendment, but the Supreme Court did not rule that they were unconstitutional until 1944.


During the 1930s, ironically, blacks left the party of Lincoln for the party of white supremacy. In 1938 nearly 40 percent of the Democrats elected to the House of Representatives were from the eleven states of the Old Confederacy, and another 15 percent were from Border states that placed barriers in the way of black political participation.68 Moreover, those numbers only partially tell the story of white southern strength within the Democratic Party. Until the 1960s, power in both houses of Congress was based entirely on seniority, and since there was little political competition in the one-party South, southern congressmen typically held on to their seats much longer than those from other regions. Thus, they controlled key committees and could block measures that did not serve the interest of their constituents, all of them white.


Without strong support from Democrats in Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi, Roosevelt could never have gotten his ambitious legislative program through Congress. In return, the administration did nothing to disturb the racial status quo. As political scientist V. O. Key noted, the principal aim of southern politics was “to assure locally a subordination of the Negro population and, externally, to block threatened interferences from the outside with these local arrangements.”69 With Jim Crow deeply entrenched in the South, with northern whites unconcerned and northern blacks still politically weak, in the 1930s no major “interference” from Washington on behalf of African-American citizens was taken.


A top priority of the NAACP was federal protection against lynching, and a bill had actually been passed by the House in 1922, only to be killed by a southern filibuster in the Senate.70 Similar bills, removing lynching cases from the jurisdiction of southern white officials who often sided with the mob, were filed several times thereafter, but President Roosevelt refused to back the legislation. Moreover, his staff was so anxious to avoid offending the South that it would not schedule a meeting between FDR and Walter White, chief spokesman for the NAACP, to discuss the matter.


Although Eleanor got around the staff, the president would not support an antilynching law. “I just can’t do it,” he said; “I did not choose the tools with which I must work.”71 In 1937, after two black men were tortured to death by blowtorch in Mississippi, a new antilynching bill finally did get through the House with an almost two-to-one margin; Roosevelt, who needed southern votes to appropriate funds for emergency relief, still failed to support it.72


By 1937 lynchings had become such rare events that it might seem that federal legislation against them was only of symbolic significance. Indeed, several southern states enacted strict antilynching laws of their own, partly to stave off this threat. Federal action on the matter, from the southern white point of view, would be a camel’s nose under the tent, creating a dangerous precedent that might then be used to justify federal interference with other southern customs and practices, including the whole array of mechanisms by which black people were kept disfranchised and subordinate.


The South could not remain sealed off from “outside interference” for much longer, though. The crisis created by the Great Depression had begun to erode traditional local attachments, producing a heightened sense that Americans were one people, and enhancing the power of the federal government over the economy and the society. The nationalizing and centralizing impulses embodied in the New Deal became notably stronger after the United States became embroiled in a great world war against Nazi Germany and Japan. Americas entry into World War II set in motion the forces that would destroy the Jim Crow system over the course of the next quarter century.














CHAPTER THREE


Remarkable Change






IN 1940, W. E. B. Du Bois, the nations most eminent black intellectual, looked back on his half century of service in the cause of civil rights. His autobiography, Dusk of Dawn, was far from optimistic about the future. All the major strategies for black advancement had failed miserably, he concluded. Booker T. Washington had thought black leaders talked too much about rights and not enough about education. His turn-of-the-century message had soothed the sensitivities of southern whites and brought funds from northern philanthropists to the Tuskegee Institute and other black schools in the South, but the price blacks paid—the acceptance of second-class citizenship—had been much too great, Du Bois was convinced. On the other hand, the NAACP s fight for equal rights and an end to segregation, in which Du Bois himself had taken a leading role, had produced pitifully few results, while the ardent black nationalism of Marcus Garvey had yielded even less. The bitter truth, Du Bois reluctantly concluded, was that “for many years, perhaps many generations,” the racial scene would not change.1 In 1903 he had seen “the problem of the color line [as] the problem of the twentieth century.”2 Four decades later he peered sixty years down the road and saw a new century in which—for blacks—there would be nothing new.


It was a bleak and pessimistic view, and it could not have been more wrong. In 1943, four years after they had barred her from their concert hall, the Daughters of the American Revolution opened the doors of Constitution Hall to Marian Anderson, who appeared before a racially mixed audience in a wartime fund-raiser.3 That performance was a small symbol of the momentous changes that World War II set in motion.


During the 1940s and 1950s millions of blacks left the South for the freer environment provided by the cities of the North. At the same time, millions of others moved from the southern countryside to southern cities, where opportunities for organization and action were much greater, providing the impetus for a civil rights movement that would eventually awaken the nation’s conscience and destroy the southern caste system.


These huge gains by black Americans occurred in a time of buoyant economic expansion and spreading affluence, which felt all the more remarkable following on the heels of the worst economic catastrophe in American history. Blacks not only shared in the rising prosperity of the war and the immediate postwar years; they advanced more rapidly than whites. In the 1940s and 1950s, the economic gap between the races narrowed with greater speed than in any comparably short span of years since then. The number of African Americans living in poverty plunged. It is not an overstatement to say that no ethnic group in American history has ever improved its position so dramatically in so short a period, though it must be said in the same breath that no other group had so far to go.


The importance of these two decades must be underscored, because it is too often assumed that the significant advances blacks have made in modern times all occurred in the 1960s and after, and that they were the result of civil rights protest and federal legislation provoked by that protest. This common view, we shall see, is wrong both about the timing of change and about the causes of the change.




WAR FOR FREEDOM OR WHITE MAN’S WAR?




World War II was an ideological struggle as well as a military conflict. Nazi racism was pitted against the forces of freedom and democracy. To many blacks, however, common beliefs about the eternal superiority of the white race and the inferiority of the Negro race bore more than a passing resemblance to the doctrines preached by Hitler. The lofty rhetoric about the great war for freedom and democracy thus rang hollow. That rhetoric, however, gave black Americans new moral leverage to demand their democratic rights.


Even before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, some African Americans had called attention to the contradiction between American rhetoric and reality. A columnist for the nation s largest black newspaper, the Pittsburgh Courier, had put the point bluntly a year earlier. “Our war,” said George S. Schuyler, “is not against Hitler in Europe, but against the Hitlers in America. Our war is not to defend democracy, but to get a democracy we never had.”4 The official journal of the NAACP, Crisis, was unmoved by “the hysterical cries of the preachers of democracy in Europe.” Obtaining “democracy in Alabama and Arkansas” had higher priority in its eyes.5


Skepticism in the black community about wartime rhetoric about American “democracy” was fed by bitter memories of World War I. In 1917, Du Bois and other NAACP leaders had loyally urged that blacks “close ranks” and suspend all protest activities, subordinating racial grievances for the greater good of winning a war whose goal was to “make the world safe for democracy.”6 But by the war’s end it was evident that Woodrow Wilsons crusade had done nothing at all to make American democracy more of a reality for blacks at home. While a third of a million African Americans had worn uniforms, they had been strictly confined to Jim Crow units, and almost all had been assigned not to combat but to labor duties.7 Moreover, most returned to live in communities in which their status as second-class citizens was unchanged.


“Closing ranks” once again was thus not an option black leaders were willing to entertain. In response to the official war slogan “V for Victory,” the Pittsburgh Courier called for a “Double V” campaign—victory in campaigns both abroad and at home.8 But while the Roosevelt administration knew it needed black support for the impending war, that support could carry a politically unacceptable price: the estrangement of the powerful southern wing of the Democratic party, and thus a split in the New Deal coalition.


The president won some black gratitude without too many howls from the South a few days before the 1940 elections with a couple of token black appointments.9 But these gestures were not enough for A. Philip Randolph, founder and president of the all-black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and the nation’s top black trade union leader. Randolph spent the early months of 1941 organizing a major protest march on Washington scheduled for June. He wanted both the integration of the armed services and an assurance that blacks would not be barred from the new jobs that wartime production would inevitably create. Randolph insisted upon the core principle that had been articulated in Justice Harlan’s Plessy dissent nearly half a century before—that public policy must be color-blind. “In the interest of national unity,” Randolph called for “the abrogration of every law which makes a distinction in treatment between citizens based on religion, creed, color, or national origin.”10


Randolph s planned march down Pennsylvania Avenue was aimed at embarrassing the White House into action. “Negro America,” he announced, would “bring its power and pressure to bear upon the…Federal Government.11 It was in fact a credible threat. FDR was convinced that “you can’t bring 100,000 Negroes to Washington. Somebody might get killed.”12 And indeed violence against peaceful black protesters would have been very bad political news for an administration leading a democratic nation in a global struggle against totalitarianism. Randolph, though, was adamant. His minimum price for calling the demonstration off was that Roosevelt commit the federal government to a ban on “discrimination in the employment of workers in defense industries or government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.”


It would have been impossible to get such a bill through a Congress dominated by Republicans and conservative southern Democrats. But in order to persuade Randolph to cancel the march, Roosevelt met his demand by issuing Executive Order 8802, which created a Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) to hear complaints of discrimination and take “appropriate steps to redress grievances.”13 It was a turning point in civil rights strategy. Randolph had accomplished what traditional attempts at persuading white judges, businessmen, or politicians could not: the federal government had been forced to make its first major gesture toward ensuring black rights since Reconstruction. But it was a gesture, and fell far short of what the March on Washington movement had originally demanded—a series of antidiscrimination executive orders. Those orders would have banned the signing of federal contracts with any firm that discriminated, barred discrimination in government defense training courses, forbade segregation and discrimination in all departments of the federal government, and integrated the U.S. armed forces. Randolph had also hoped that the president would ask for legislation that would deny the protection of the National Labor Relations Act to labor unions that kept blacks from joining.14


FDR instead established a committee whose powers were mainly exhortatory, with the result that the FEPC was a dismal failure.15 The remarkable economic gains that were made by African Americans in the war years—to be described below—were the result not of FEPC pressures but of an acute labor shortage that made it more difficult for employers to indulge in the luxury of refusing to hire qualified workers who had the “wrong” skin color. Southern whites generally opposed the FEPC as unwelcome federal meddling in their affairs, and southern congressmen carried on guerrilla warfare against the committee to keep its appropriations low. But, without much difficulty, they also lived with it. Its powers were slight, and its policies assumed that it was possible to fight employment discrimination without attacking segregation itself.




BLACKS IN UNIFORM




“Equal integration” of blacks in the U.S. armed services had been just as important to A. Philip Randolph as ending employment discrimination in defense plants and government agencies. The goal of desegregating the armed forces, though, had quietly disappeared from his agenda by the time he abandoned the protest, and for good reason. Today the U.S. military is seen as a major avenue of social mobility for African Americans, and something of a model for the larger society in its race relations. But in 1941 the armed forces were in the rear guard of social change. The military was deeply conservative in its ways, particularly on racial matters, partly because the top brass was drawn disproportionately from the South. As Randolph understood, abolishing segregation in an organization that would soon mushroom to include over 10 million Americans, one upon whose performance the fate of the nation depended, would have been a far more radical and politically explosive step than merely appointing a committee with a vague mandate to combat discrimination in government agencies and private firms with defense contracts.


Change was particularly difficult because the generals were not mossbacks out of touch with public opinion; in fact, they reflected that opinion reasonably well. And not just in the South. In the 1940s the study of public opinion was in its early stages, and few questions tapping racial attitudes were asked, but that omission was in itself suggestive—reflecting prevailing white complacency that race relations were not a cause for much concern.16 Nevertheless, the fragmentary information that is available suggests broad national support for racial segregation in many areas of life, making it highly likely that the segregated military offended few whites. Only 46 percent of whites opposed having separate Jim Crow sections for blacks on streetcars and buses, for example, and 86 percent said that blacks should live in separate sections in cities and towns. Just 42 percent of whites polled in 1944 professed to believe that “Negroes should have as good a chance as white people to get any kind of job” a clear majority thought that whites should get the “first chance” at jobs and were not ashamed to say so.17


Thus, it is not surprising that as the nation mobilized for World War II, the separate and unequal status of African Americans in the U.S. armed services was not seriously questioned by those in positions of power. Black leaders like Randolph might argue that the impending crisis required dramatic change so that democracy would at last become a reality for black citizens, but a large majority of whites simply refused to believe that African Americans had legitimate grievances. In fact, those in the military thought that blacks themselves were perfectly satisfied with their status. A 1943 survey of soldiers serving in the U.S. Army found that only a tenth of southern white servicemen and a seventh of northern whites in uniform said they believed that “most Negroes in this country…[were] dissatisfied,” even though the black troops polled in the same survey displayed considerable resentment that they remained a subordinate racial caste.18 Segregation allowed whites to remain ignorant of that black resentment; it thus served to keep intact white illusions about how African Americans felt about the racial status quo.


Roosevelt’s view was that the U.S. had to win the war before it planned the future.19 The leaders of the armed forces were even more dubious than the president about taking the lead in racial change. Judge William Hastie, an African American and chief advisor on black affairs to the secretary of war, prepared a long and thoughtful report calling for “the integration of the Negro soldier into the Army,” but Chief of Staff General George Marshall dismissed it as an effort to solve “a social problem which [had] perplexed the American people throughout the history of this nation.” The War Department, he went on, could not “ignore the social relationships between negroes and whites which have been established through custom and habit.” Nor could it ignore the fact that “either through lack of educational opportunities or other causes the level of intelligence and occupational skill of the negro population is considerably below that of the white….” “Experiments within the Army,” he concluded, “in the solution of social problems are fraught with danger to efficiency, discipline, and morale.”20 Judge Hastie would soon resign in frustration over the Air Corps’s insistence on racial segregation in all of its training.


More than a million black Americans served in the military during World War II, and yet the proportion of blacks who wore a uniform was well below that for whites. African Americans were almost 10 percent of the population recorded in the 1940 Census, but under 6 percent of the troops in the U.S. Army in 1942, and an even lower fraction of the personnel in the Navy.21 By the war’s end the proportion had risen, to 8.4 percent in the Army and 4 percent in the Navy. But it remained appreciably beneath the black proportion of military-age males in the general population.


African Americans were underrepresented in the armed forces, and those who did serve were generally consigned to unskilled tasks such as loading and unloading trucks, building roads, washing dishes, and working in the laundry. World War II, in this respect, was not different from World War I.22 In part, poor education was the reason. Before the war the U.S. military required its personnel to have fourth-grade reading, writing, and math skills—hardly a stringent standard but one that affected a disproportionately high proportion of blacks, especially southern blacks. Among those who took the Army General Classification Test between March 1941 and December 1942, a staggering 49 percent of blacks scored in the bottom group, Class V, almost six times the proportion among whites. Six out of seven blacks but only a third of whites ranked in the bottom two classes, the category the Army believed suitable only for the most routine and undemanding tasks.23


The AGCT was not a test of raw “intelligence” the ability of blacks to perform well was a direct function of where they went to school and for how many years. Those educated in the Souths Jim Crow schools scored well below blacks with the same amount of education in a northern school.24 But the officers who relied upon the tests in making assignments “consistently referred to AGCT scores as indexes of intelligence,” and the tests served to reinforce very old stereotypes about the capability of black servicemen.25 As manpower needs grew, recruiting standards were relaxed to allow 10 percent of the needed quota to be filled by men who were classified illiterate, but that small step was not sufficient to equalize the proportion of blacks and whites accepted.


Poor education did not entirely explain the concentration of blacks in lowly “black” jobs. In March 1945, 11 percent of the whites in the Army were officers but less than 1 percent of the blacks, a disparity that was much greater than that which separated white and black test scores.26 A quarter of all the whites with a grade of I or II on the AGCT actually became officers, while only a tenth of the black top scorers attained that rank.27 The Jim Crow constraints under which the military operated set severe limits on the number of black officers who could be absorbed. Officers unwilling to challenge caste prejudices refused to put blacks in positions in which they would be giving orders to white troops, fearing that it might provoke racial turmoil and even insubordination—clearly a possibility with respect to southern whites.28 In addition, with both black and white officers eligible for assignment to black units, the number of slots available for African Americans eager for promotion was further limited.


The U.S. Army was still a Jim Crow institution in 1945 when the war ended, but there were a few small signs of impending change. Black and white liberals had suggested that the military experiment with integrated units, and while their advice was ignored in the early phases of the war, it was finally adopted when the need for infantry replacements in Europe became desperate.29 In 1944, the Army deployed some platoons of black volunteers in white companies, a decision that worked out well, and helped pave the way for sweeping changes down the road.30


Even as a segregated institution, the military opened doors. The training in basic skills laid the foundation for further education. More important, southern blacks—pulled from the closed world of Cotton Belt plantations and small towns—had been exposed to the views of their northern brethren, who had entered the military with stronger expectations of fair treatment. The regional contrast in this regard was striking; to a remarkable degree African Americans from Dixie initially accepted the racial status quo. Surveyed in 1943, 61 percent of black soldiers from the North, but only 40 percent of those from the South rejected the official policy of racial separation. (More than 80 percent of white soldiers said that they favored segregation.) 31 Did 60 percent of southern blacks positively approve of segregation? Surely not, but they were apparently resigned to it. These African-American soldiers, it should be noted, were interviewed by black pollsters, so the results cannot be dismissed on the grounds that black respondents were lying to white interviewers.


Attitudes toward segregation varied as much with education as they did with the region from which the men came. Two-thirds of the southern blacks in the Army had not gone beyond grade school; only a third of this relatively uneducated group expressed opposition to segregation in the military. By contrast, 58 percent of southern black high school graduates objected. It was a difference that had important implications for the future. As levels of educational attainment continued to rise, so, too, would discontent with the Jim Crow status quo. This was of course precisely what southern whites feared, which is why they tried to keep black education to a minimum.


For many northern blacks, being in the service was educational in a different and more distressing sense. Only 22 percent of blacks lived outside the South in 1940, but they were better able to meet the educational standards, and thus made up almost a third of the African Americans who served.32 Although they had certainly encountered discrimination before in civilian life, being part of an institution organized on a segregated basis was unfamiliar and unwelcome. The problem was aggravated by the location of most training camps and military bases in the South, where the climate was more suitable for year-round outdoor activity. For many northern blacks this was their first exposure to southern mores. Wearing a uniform did not confer immunity from Jim Crow restrictions, as a young lieutenant named Jackie Robinson, who would go on to shatter the color line in professional baseball when he joined the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947, found out. Robinson, who had grown up in California and was an all-American athlete at UCLA, was not prepared to obey meekly when a driver in Fort Hood, Texas, in 1944 ordered him to “get to the back of the bus where the colored people belong.” He was court-martialed for his refusal but not convicted.33 Not many northern blacks were willing to run the risk of actually defying segregation laws or customs like Robinson, although the experience of enduring their sting while serving their country produced a sense of outrage that would not be forgotten.


A surprising degree of optimism, however, accompanied the outrage. Asked whether black servicemen would be better or worse off in the long run after they got out of the military, 42 percent of the black soldiers polled in 1943 said “better off,” “and only 11 percent expected to be worse off. A broader question about whether “after the war Negroes in this country will have more rights and privileges or less rights and privileges than they had before the war” yielded almost identical responses. Forty-three percent said “more rights and privileges” only 6 percent anticipated a diminution. A distinctly lower proportion of whites—29 percent—expected blacks to be better off. (A still lower fraction of whites—just 20 percent—thought that African Americans should have more rights and privileges.) 34


The optimism expressed by these young black soldiers in the middle of the war stands in striking contrast to the fatalistic attitudes that John Dollard and other observers had found so pervasive in southern black communities in the 1930s. New ideas had been planted in the minds of many: that change was possible and that blacks had certain “rights and privileges.” The ground had been laid for the revolution in race relations that would begin to unfold before long.35






ON THE HOMEFRONT




The war finally put an end to the Great Depression. The flood of orders for war matériel from Britain and France provided the first stimulus. America’s own rearmament program supplied an even greater one. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States was at war in both Europe and Asia. War plants went on twenty-four-hour shifts, and 16 million men left the civilian labor force for the armed services, a number that amounted to almost 40 percent of the total number of men at work or seeking work in 1940.36 The unemployment rate for nonfarm workers plunged from 25 percent in 1939 to 7 percent by 1942, and then to less than 2 percent by


1944, well below what economists consider the minimal “frictional” level caused by workers voluntarily shifting from one job to another.37 Detroit’s auto factories, now feverishly turning out planes, tanks, and jeeps, were even more desperate to find workers than they had been in the boom period of World War I and the 1920s, and so, too, were employers in other cities and other sectors of the economy.


The superheated war economy and the very tight labor market triggered a resumption of the northward migration of African Americans, this time on an even larger scale than before. A backlog of potential migrants in the South had built up during the 1930s, as landowners took acres out of production in exchange for New Deal subsidies and reorganized their operations so as to require less labor. The war created jobs outside the South—in the steel mills of Cleveland, the auto plants of Detroit, and the aircraft factories of Southern California. Southern cities were booming as well, and large numbers of African Americans left the southern countryside for destinations closer at hand. The farm population of the South plunged 20 percent between 1940 and 1945, while the number of southern city-dwellers grew by almost 30 percent, a rate of urban growth unparalleled elsewhere in the country in those years.38
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Table 2
Annual Lynchings of Blacks, Average by Decade

1891-1900 104
1901-1910 7
1911-1920 55
1921-1930 2

1931-1940 10
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Table 1
Years of School Completed by Race for Residents of the South
Aged 25 or More, 1940

BLACK Warre
Percent with less than 5 years 4 16
Percent with 4 years of high school or more 5 2

Median years of school completed 50 85
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