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Introduction

In the pages that follow I have assembled a selection of my essays on the “long” black freedom struggle. Written over the course of five decades, they exemplify my sustained interest in a cluster of themes associated with the struggle for racial justice and equality.

In rereading these essays for inclusion in this book, I was sorely tempted to tidy up some of the prose, temper or amplify a few arguments, revise an outdated perspective, and generally make use of the wonderful scholarship on race done in the recent past. In part, because too many books of essays with the usual disclaimer of being just lightly retouched leave me wondering how much has been changed, and in part, to be fair to those who initially commented upon or criticized them in print, these writings, however vulnerable, are presented here as they originally appeared.

They all deal broadly with the struggle for black equality, but written between 1969 and 2008, for different venues and purposes, they do not present a single coherent interpretation. Moreover, arranged chronologically by subject rather than by publication date, so as to provide a linear sense of that topic's history, they sometimes counter and at other times echo one another. Indeed, I occasionally repeat myself in pieces written years apart and for different audiences. So did Mozart, but alas, the analogy ends there. The overlapping and interlocking, however, do mirror one historian's effort to grapple with changing times and changing historical scholarship.

They are, I believe, still of value as historical scholarship. It is my hope that in gathering together in a single volume works written for many journals or scholarly collections, some no longer in print, they will be more accessible to future generations of scholars. This volume also reveals (hopefully) the evolution of a mind. It can be read as an account of a historian's growth or, at least, his changing views. It is evidence of how one historian confronted and articulated some of the attitudes and issues central to civil rights history during the past five decades.

Like most others making their way in the profession, I always felt too busy, too eager for the next project, to indulge in introspection about past works. Reflecting upon oneself—one's background, one's experiences, one's values—is not what historians generally are taught. We're too self-conscious to bare ourselves before the gaze of outsiders. The chasm between recollections and truth, moreover, leaves me wary of distant hindsight. Still, assembling this volume left me no out.

At the very least, however dimly apparent to me at the time, my general disposition to challenge dominant points of view and, in particular, my inclination to assert interpretations at variance with others writing civil rights history appear clear in retrospect. This contrariness may well be in my DNA, or in the New York City air. Then again, it might be the way I was brought up. Much as we can never fully free ourselves from the influence of the past, we can never fully free our view of the past from all that influences us.

Extended, extensive verbal bouts are what I most remember of family life in my world as a child. Every Sunday, my immigrant father and my mother, who was the first in her family born in the United States, would gather with their many siblings. All lived on the Lower East Side of Manhattan or had recently migrated to other Jewish neighborhoods in the Bronx or Brooklyn. All worked in the needle trades. Drinking tea out of glasses, they lovingly (for the most part) sparred with one another about the week's events. Some were communists in Ben Gold's furriers' union. Others, in David Dubinsky's ladies garment workers' union, claimed to be socialists. A few considered themselves Roosevelt liberals, and one, I think, a syndicalist. Whatever their politics, they all could talk, and talk. And did so. Some shouted. Some even screamed. None felt inhibited to dispute this or denounce that. And after the bickering came the inevitable good-bye hugs and kisses. I understood little of it other than the joy of the joust, the delight they shared in the tussle.

A similar feeling of pleasure attended my immediate family's squabbles. The tradition in which I was gratefully raised honored disputation. Although my father could neither read nor write, he carefully looked and listened and never shied from expressing his mind. He talked fast and combatively and, however humble his beginnings, instilled in my sister, brother, and me a similar craving to speak up and speak out. At no time was this more the case than when my family returned from the synagogue on Saturdays. Since we could not watch TV or go out and play ball until the Sabbath ended, we had hours to question everything in the rabbi's sermon and much in Judaism as well. And we surely did. Likewise, the dinner table bristled with opinions; someone or other was always challenging another's contention. One would assert a notion, and others would immediately rib and rag. Raised on the dialectic, we found disagreeing fun. Because my father adored the Brooklyn Dodgers, my older brother became a Giants fan, and I had little choice but to root for the New York Yankees. Within a loving family context, I absorbed the facility to express myself forthrightly and to be accepting of someone else's jest or blunt riposte.

To the extent I can remember, my education in New York City's public schools did little to curb my candor. Bickering did not help me do well in arithmetic, but I was a whiz in Problems of Democracy. Fantasizing about being William Lloyd Garrison, I starred in Brotherhood Week. Yankee fan or not, I followed my father in his adoration of Jackie Robinson and of Paul Robeson as well. In high school I became an avid reader of the New York Post and thrilled to the desegregation of Little Rock High School and the Montgomery bus boycott. I saw racial issues through the liberal lenses of Murray Kempton and James Wechsler and dreamed of being Lincoln Steffens or Clarence Darrow.

Next came Queens College, then a campus mainly of World War II Quonset huts, and my discovery of press-pot French roast coffee and, especially, philosophy. Whether the Socratic method or Marx's dialectic, I could not get enough of parrying with my friends at all-night stand-up pizza joints. My newest idol, Martin Buber, grounded my ethics in a Judaism of dialogue, and Albert Camus reaffirmed my Quixote-like opposition to unfairness. Like the mythical Sisyphus of his philosophical essay, I imagined myself pushing on and on for justice. Far less dramatically than eternal labor at the rock, I started a student chapter of the NAACP, wrote articles on school desegregation in the South for the campus newspaper, and led groups of students to rallies and pilgrimages for civil rights in Washington, D.C. In my senior year, as student body president, I met the initial cadres of black college students in the sit-in movement at conclaves arranged by the National Student Association in 1960. I was smitten, swept away. If I could only do what they were doing….

But as a child of the Depression, I worried about having a job and earning a living. I knew I wanted no part of the business world. My father, whose failures in fur enterprises had ruined his health, often paraphrased what Jacob says to his grandson in Clifford Odets' Awake and Sing: “Make your life something good…. Go out and fight so life shouldn't be printed on dollar bills.” To go as far as one could get from being a furrier, I would—what else?—teach. I began graduate work at Columbia University in European intellectual history, which seemed the closest thing to my undergraduate love of philosophy.

But I disliked Columbia's curriculum in the history of ideas and hated the university. I never felt comfortable, never thought I fit in. Having spent all my years of public schooling among students and teachers like myself, from working families like my own and with as little education as my own, I suddenly envisioned myself as different, an outsider. A lower-middle-class son of a Jewish immigrant from a shtetl in eastern Europe, I feared rejection by the prep school–to–Ivy League graduates. None of my fellow students and teachers had names like mine or backgrounds remotely close to mine. Or so it seemed to a hypersensitive outlier. A furrier's son, I felt like the runt I had been at age six. Marginalized and restless, I quit.

I headed south to join my heroes in the civil rights movement. I wish I could write that I fought on for years or that I did something significant. Not me. I joined in several marches. I sat-in. I picketed. But I never conquered the fears of a too-bookish New Yorker facing the scorn of enraged southern whites. My brief, episodic experiences in the movement frightened me out of my wits. I did not have the courage to be an activist on the front line. I lacked the guts to keep doing what those I most admired were doing. Guilt-ridden for failing to help others in the way that I thought mattered most, I retreated to New York. There I began to understand, only very slowly, that I could help the movement in other ways. I could, for example, do my part by teaching and writing history that would aid the struggle for racial justice. My battleground would be the classroom, my bullets would be the words I wrote.

When I finally decided to conquer my awe and envy and return to Columbia, both the university and the history profession were in the throes of rapid change. I now easily discovered others who felt “different”—Jews, women, even some ethnic minorities—and others who did not fit in or did not want to fit in. Many graduate students, of every background, were joining the battle for a new paradigm of American history called the “new history” or “New Left history.” That now motivated me more than my class-based self-consciousness.

The civil rights movement, the war in Vietnam, and all the campus and national upheavals of the 1960s affected the new history as much as the Cold War struggle against communism had influenced the “consensus school” of history. The latter's consoling version of American history as a success story posited our inevitable progress toward ever-more freedom, equality, and justice. While obscuring the price paid by ordinary people laboring to change their society, it emphasized the fundamental agreement of most Americans on basic ideas about politics and society and the broad continuities in American life over time. Written mostly by white men comfortable with the nation as it was, it downplayed race and class tensions and depicted the absence of conflict as a sign of American greatness.

The “new” historians, contrariwise, saw divisions over race, class, and gender as the essence of the American past. They brought to the historical fore the groups ignored by “consensus” historians, particularly African Americans, Native Americans, immigrants, the poor, and women, generally depicting them as victims of the dominant elites. Rather than a Fourth of July version of America's past, they harped on all the failed promises of justice and equality. Every major theme of the consensus school was turned on its head. For the new historians, eager to take aim at their elders, to stand in judgment of the historians who had come before them as well as the historical actors of the past, parricide became a form of scholarship.

The young scholars I associated with, moreover, sought to make the past speak to the present, to make a new past that suited current ideas and needs. This politicization of history was nothing new. It had been going on since our forefathers first looked backward. Our turn had now come. Unhappy with what the United States had become, we replaced celebration with critique; multiculturalism and diversity supplanted unity and uniformity. The once hidden underside of American history now became the preeminent subject of our scholarship.

How lucky I was to be in the forefront of an effort to revolutionize the study of American history, especially as it related to what groups of people to study and what issues to study. Nothing pleased me more than being a cog in an academic machine contesting the consensus viewpoint of our teachers. As usual, I eagerly spoke up. I posed questions relevant to the dissident politics of the 1960s and interpreted the past through the prism of my values. I longed to add my voice and pen to those making a difference in the world, making a better world. Wanting my teaching and writing to count, I set out to be a scholar-activist like my latest role models, John Hope Franklin and C. Vann Woodward.

I never did for racial equality and social justice what they did. But I took up what was then called “Negro history,” writing it to emphasize the shortcomings of liberalism and to serve the cause of the New Left. Thus my earliest publications decried the Roosevelt administration's racial policies during the Second World War, took President Harry Truman to task for his limited and very mixed record on civil rights, and emphasized that the social injustice of whites—not black rabble—caused the race riots of 1943 (and, by implication, those of the 1960s).

Over time, my scholarship changed. I could cite Freud's view that there is nothing in behavior that does not have a cause. But I've barely begun to understand my reasons. Conceivably I learned a lot more history and even a lot more about doing good history. Then again, stepping away from New York's scholarly correct environment for the less radically charged atmosphere of a Midwest hub might have played a part. Perhaps it reflected my growing pessimism that I would soon see a radical restructuring of American society, or the hurt I felt when some demanded that only African Americans write or teach black history. Maybe it's just what they say about getting older. Or perhaps, as others in the profession increasingly shared viewpoints similar to mine, I simply (stubbornly) needed to be oppositional. Whether just being a wiseass or still compensating for my physical cowardice, I relished going out on a scholarly limb.

Whatever the cause(s), as I worked on those changes in the 1930s that would help lead to the emergence of civil rights as a national issue, I began to have second thoughts about stomping New Deal liberalism. Doing my research in the era of President Richard Nixon, I no longer scoffed at such goals as full employment, better wages for workers, more assistance for the unemployed and underemployed, and quality education, decent housing, and medical care for all. Most of all, I now better understood how spunky Franklin Roosevelt's even minimal interventions on behalf of African Americans had been at the time. The extreme denunciations of his most racist detractors, the scorn heaped upon him by virulent white supremacists, now made sense. The differences between liberalism and conservatism on civil rights, mocked by New Leftists, stared me in the face in the 1970s.

Increasingly I thought it worthwhile to emphasize what brought blacks and whites together, what made a liberal alliance possible and successful. Thus my A New Deal for Blacks, and essays based on it, highlighted the diverse fighters for racial justice in the 1930s—the artists and athletes, the trade unionists and communists, the Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and Association of Southern Women Against Lynching, the lawyers and judges, and even the New Dealers—who helped plant the seeds for the civil rights movement that flowered in the postwar years.

Other essays of mine, focusing on the 1940s, furthered the notion of a “long” civil rights movement. They dealt with individuals such as Wendell Willkie, who played significant roles in vanquishing Jim Crow, and they reconsidered alliances such as that of Jewish and African American organizations, which dented the walls of racial discrimination and segregation. Without minimizing black agency or traditions of black resistance, I also sought to deepen our understanding of successful social movements by highlighting those external and impersonal factors that created the context conducive to advances in civil rights. Less concerned with exposing or indicting others, I grew more interested in those structural socioeconomic changes, Karl Marx's “circumstances [not] of our own choosing,” in which we make “our own history.”

That led me to an increasing appreciation of contingency and complexity, even irony, in historical action. I went from itching to be part of a group, a school of thought, to wishing, as much as anything, to defy classification, to not be pigeonholed. Along with others, I had become aware that the new social historians, in reacting against the previous generation's singular focus on those who wielded power, had tipped the balance too far by concentrating solely on ordinary people at the local level. In place of our teachers' exaggerated belief in consensus and homogeneity there was now heterogeneity and fragmentation. Rather than a mansion with many rooms, history, as C. Vann Woodward commented, had become scattered suburbs, trailer camps, and a deteriorating central city.

These trends in the history profession also heightened my awareness that we are hardly exempt from the intellectual limitations we see so clearly in our predecessors. I retain my skepticism about claims to “disinterested scholarship” and still believe with E. H. Carr that historians should have “the future in their bones.” Yet we can, and should, do better than to write history to vindicate a preconceived judgment about the past or to express a conclusion determined by today's political considerations. History is not a science and will never be perfectly objective. But it is still possible to adhere to the American Historical Association's Statement on Standards of Professional Historians, which requires that we acknowledge our own biases and “follow sound method and analysis wherever they may lead.”

My interpretation of the known evidence, above all, has led me to keep emphasizing the intrinsic importance of hopefulness to successful social movements—particularly the civil rights movement. I keep coming back to what gives people hope. Like the brass ring on a carousel, I returned again and again in my writings to what Robert Kennedy expressed at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, in 1966:


It is true that few will have the greatness to bend history itself; but each of us can work to change a small portion of events…. It is from those numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time men and women stand up for an ideal, or act to improve the lot of others, or strike out against injustice, they send a tiny ripple of hope—and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring these ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.



Even historians can send ripples of hope. Yet history's lessons are not immutable. To understand that interpretations of key events and developments keep changing is to know that we have barely begun a scholarly understanding of civil rights and race relations. As this book of essays demonstrates, historians are grappling with how to tell the story of the civil rights movement, indeed, with what story to tell. Whatever the views of future generations of historians, my wish is that these essays be read, as John Hope Franklin described my Struggle for Black Equality, as “a testimonial to the American tradition of courage and determination, [which] bespeaks a clear resolve to move to the next stage, where there is a hope that we can achieve the goals of equality and justice for all.” That is more than enough of an achievement for me.

Whatever one thinks of this collection, please do not read it as my valedictory to historical research and writing. I'm still hopeful and vigorously argumentative. I enjoy few things more than a no-holdsbarred debate with my closest friends. Challenging one another, saying whatever we think, is our bond. Still irreverent as ever, I aim to rile.





The Preconditions for Racial Change

Part of a much longer essay that dealt with the sources of the black freedom movement, its evolving ideologies, and the political responses, this excerpt sketching the preconditions for racial change was frequently reprinted and often rebuked. It was written in the early 1970s, when most textbooks commonly ascribed the civil rights movement to the Supreme Court's 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal” or to the actions of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson. Instead, I sought to locate the origins and causes of the black freedom struggle in the 1930s and 1940s and to emphasize socioeconomic factors rather than jurists and presidents. Although my looking back to the years before Brown eventually helped prod the profession to take a “long” view of the history of the struggle for racial equality and to employ the concept of a “long” civil rights movement, to some, my focus on structural developments appeared to be a denial of black agency. Nothing I've written has given me more trouble. I was assailed by not a few historians for minimizing the importance of individual and collective protest, for reducing African Americans to silent victims, even for erasing blacks from the story. That was hardly my intention. Indeed, the longest section of the original essay dealt with African American activism in the 1960s. Questions remain, moreover, as to the relative importance of, and relationship between, external factors and protest activities. To feed the debate, and perhaps spur some historians to do more contextualizing and less editorializing, what follows is the excerpt most commonly reprinted from “Race Relations: Progress and Prospects,” in Paths to the Present, ed. James T. Patterson (Minneapolis: Burgess Publishing Co., 1975), 183–227. Reprinted by permission.

Of the interrelated causes of progress in race relations since the start of the Great Depression, none was more important than the changes in the American economy. No facet of the race problem was untouched by the elephantine growth of the gross national product, which rose from $206 billion in 1940 to $500 billion in 1960, and then in the 1960s increased by an additional 60 percent. By 1970, the economy topped the trillion-dollar mark. This spectacular rate of economic growth produced some 25 million new jobs in the quarter of a century after World War II and raised real wage earnings by at least 50 percent. It made possible the increasing income of blacks, their entry into industries and labor unions previously closed to them, and gains for blacks in occupational status; and it created a shortage of workers that necessitated a slackening of restrictive promotion policies and the introduction of scores of government and private industry special job training programs for Afro-Americans. It also meant that the economic progress of blacks did not have to come at the expense of whites, thus undermining the most powerful source of white resistance to the advancement of blacks.

The effect of economic changes on race relations was particularly marked in the South. The rapid industrialization of the South since 1940 ended the dominance of the cotton culture. With its demise went the need for a vast underclass of unskilled, subjugated laborers. Power shifted from rural areas to the cities, and from tradition-oriented landed families to the new officers and professional workers in absentee-owned corporations. The latter had neither the historical allegiances nor the nonrational attachment to racial mores to risk economic growth for the sake of tradition. The old system of race relations had no place in the new economic order. Time and again in the 1950s and 1960s, the industrial and business elite took the lead in accommodating the South to the changes sought by the civil rights movement.

The existence of an “affluent society” boosted the fortunes of the civil rights movement itself in countless ways. Most obviously, it enabled millions of dollars in contributions from wealthy liberals and philanthropic organizations to pour into the coffers of the NAACP, Urban League, Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and countless other civil rights groups. Without those funds it is difficult to comprehend how the movement could have accomplished those tasks so essential to its success: legislative lobbying and court litigation; nationwide speaking tours and the daily mailings of press releases all over the country; the organization of mass marches, demonstrations, and rallies; constant, rapid communication and traveling over long distances; and the convocation of innumerable public conferences and private strategy sessions.

Prosperity also increased the leisure time of many Americans and enabled them to react immediately to the changing times. The sons and daughters of the newly affluent increasingly went to college. By 1970, five times as many students were in college as in 1940. What they learned helped lead to pronounced changes in white attitudes toward racial discrimination and segregation. Other whites learned from the TV sets in their homes. By the time Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, some 95 percent of all American families owned at least one television. The race problem entered their living rooms. Tens of millions nightly watched the drama of the Negro revolution. The growing majority of Americans favoring racial equality and justice had those sentiments reinforced by TV shots of snarling police dogs attacking black demonstrators, rowdy white hoods molesting young blacks patiently waiting to be served at a lunch counter, and hate-filled white faces in a frenzy because of the effrontery of little black children entering a previously all-white school.

Blacks viewed the same scenes on their TV sets, and the rage these scenes engendered helped transform isolated battles into a national campaign. Concurrently, the conspicuous display of white affluence on TV vividly awakened blacks to a new sense of their relative deprivation. That, too, aroused black anger. And now something could be done about it. The growing black middle and working classes put their money and bodies on the line. In addition, because the consumer economy depended on consumer purchasing, black demands had to be taken seriously. By 1970, black buying power topped $25 billion, a large enough sum to make the threat of boycotts an effective weapon for social change. Afro-American economic advances also made blacks less patient in demanding alterations in their social status. They desired all the decencies and dignity they believed their full paycheck promised. Lastly, nationwide prosperity contributed to more blacks entering college, which stimulated higher expectations and a heightened confidence that American society need not be static.

Most importantly, changes in the economy radically affected black migration. Cotton mechanization pushed blacks off the farms, and the lure of jobs pulled them to the cities. In 1930, three-quarters of the Afro-Americans lived in or near the rural Black Belt. By 1973, over half the blacks lived outside the South, and nationally, nearly 80 percent resided in urban areas. Indeed, in the two decades prior to 1970, the black population in metropolitan areas rose by more than 7 million—a number greater than the total immigration by any single nationality group in American history. Such a mass migration, in conjunction with prosperity, fundamentally altered the whole configuration of the race problem. First, the issue of race became national in scope. No longer did it affect only one region, and no longer could it be left in the hands of southern whites. Second, it modified the objective conditions of life for blacks and changed their perception of what was right and how to get it. For the first time in American history the great mass of blacks were freed from the confines of a rigid caste structure. Now subject to new formative experiences, blacks developed new norms and beliefs. In the relative anonymity and freedom of the North and the big city, aggression could be turned against one's oppressor rather than against one's self; more educational and employment opportunities could be secured; and political power could be mobilized. Similarly, as expectations of racial equality increased with the size of black migration from the rural South, so the religious faith that had for so long sustained Afro-Americans working on plantations declined. The promise of a better world in the next one could not suffice. The urban black would not wait for his rewards until the afterlife.

Because blacks could vote in the North, they stopped believing they would have to wait. Enfranchisement promised all in this life that religion did in the next. The heavenly city, to put it mildly, was not achieved; but vital legislative and legal accomplishments did flow from the growing black vote. Without the presence of black political power in the North, the demonstrations in the South would not have led to the civil rights laws and presidential actions necessary to realize the objectives of those protesting against Jim Crow in Montgomery, Greensboro, Birmingham, Jackson, and Selma. Although the claim of black publicists that the concentration of northern black votes in the industrial cities made the Afro-American electorate a “balance of power” in national politics was never wholly accepted by either major party, the desire of every president from Franklin Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson to win and hold the black vote became a factor in determining public policy. And as the Democratic Party became less dependent upon southern electoral votes, and less able to garner them, it had to champion civil rights more in order to win the populous states of the North and Midwest, where blacks were increasingly becoming an indispensable component of the liberal coalition.

The prominence of the United States as a world power further pushed politicians into making race relations a matter of national concern. During World War II millions of Americans became aware for the first time of the danger of racism to national security. The costs of racism went even higher during the Cold War. The Soviet Union continuously undercut American appeals to the nations of Africa and Asia by publicizing American ill treatment of blacks. As the competition between the United States and international communism intensified, foreign policy makers came to recognize racism as the American's own worst enemy. President Harry Truman justified his asking Congress for civil rights legislation squarely on the worldwide implications of American race relations. Rarely in the next twenty years did a plea for civil rights before the Supreme Court, on the floor of Congress, and emanating from the White House fail to emphasize that point. In short, fear forced the nation to hasten the redefining of black status. The more involved in world affairs the United States became, the more imperative grew the task of setting its racial affairs in order.

The rapid growth of nationalistic independence movements among the world's colored peoples had special significance for Afro-Americans. In 1960 alone, sixteen African nations emerged from under white colonial rule. Each proclamation of independence in part shamed blacks in the United States to intensify their struggle for equality and justice, and in part caused a surge of racial pride in Afro-Americans, an affirmation of blackness. The experience of African independence proved the feasibility of change and the vulnerability of white supremacy, while at the same time aiding Afro-Americans to see themselves as members of a world majority rather than as just a hopelessly outnumbered American minority.

The decline in intellectual respectability of ideas used to justify segregation and discrimination similarly provided Afro-Americans with new weapons and shields. The excesses of Nazism and the decline of Western imperialism combined with internal developments in the academic disciplines of anthropology, biology, history, psychology, and sociology to discredit notions of inherent racial differences or predispositions. First in the 1930s, then with accelerating rapidity during World War II and every year thereafter, books and essays attacking racial injustice and inequality rolled off the presses. As early as 1944, Gunnar Myrdal in his monumental An American Dilemma termed the pronounced change in scholarship about race “the most important of all social trends in the field of interracial relations.” This conclusion overstated the power of the word, but undoubtedly the mountain of new data, theory, and exposition at least helped to erode the pseudo-scientific rationalizations once popularly accepted as the basis for white supremacy.

In such an atmosphere, young blacks could mature without “the mark of oppression.” Blacks could safely abandon the “nigger” role. To the extent that textbooks, sermons, declarations by governmental officials, advertising, and movies and TV affirmed the need to transform relationships between the races and to support black demands for full citizenship, blacks could confidently and openly rebel against the inequities they viewed as the sources of their oppression. They could publicly express the rage their parents had been forced to internalize; they could battle for what they deemed their birthright rather than wage war against themselves. Thus, in conjunction with the migration to cities, these new cultural processes helped to produce the “New Negro” hailed by essayists ever since the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956 inaugurated a more aggressive stage in the Afro-American's quest for equality.

In sum, changes in the American economy after 1940 set in motion a host of developments which made possible a transformation in race relations. The increasing income and number of jobs available to blacks and whites, and black migration and social mobility, coalesced with converging trends in politics, foreign affairs, and the mass media to endow those intent on improving race relations with both the resources and the consciousness necessary to challenge the status quo. Objective conditions that had little to do with race in a primary sense thus created a context in which organizations and leaders could press successfully for racial changes. This is not to suggest that individuals do not matter in history or that the civil rights movement did not make an indispensable contribution to progress in race relations. It is, however, to emphasize the preconditions for such an endeavor to prevail. Desire and will are not enough. Significant and long-lasting alterations in society flow neither from the barrel of a gun nor from individual conversions. Mass marches, demonstrations, and rhetoric alone cannot modify entrenched behavior and values. Fundamental social change is accomplished only when individuals seize the moment to mobilize the latent power inherent in an institutional structure in flux.

Beginning in the 1930s, blacks, no longer facing a monolithic white power structure solidly arrayed against them, demanded with numbers and a unity that had never existed before the total elimination of racial inequality in American life. For three decades, the tactics and goals of the movement steadily grew more militant as the organization, protests, and power of blacks jumped exponentially. Each small triumph held out the promise of a greater one, heightening expectations and causing blacks to become ever more anxious about the pace of progress.

The first stage centered on securing the enforcement of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Supported mainly by white liberals and upper-middle-class blacks, the civil rights movement in the 1930s and 1940s relied on publicity, agitation, litigation in the courts, and lobbying in the halls of political power to gain the full inclusion of blacks in American life. Advances came in the legal and economic status of blacks and in the minor social, political, and cultural concessions afforded Afro-Americans in the North, but the all-oppressive system of Jim Crow in the South remained virtually intact.

First in the court system, then in executive actions, and finally in Congress, this unceasing and mounting pressure from the civil rights movement prodded the government consistently in the direction of real racial equality. In the 1930s, the black movement failed to secure its two major legislative goals—anti–poll tax and antilynching laws—but it did manage to get Franklin D. Roosevelt and other members of his official family to speak on behalf of racial justice, to increase the numbers of blacks in government, to establish a Civil Rights Section in the Justice Department, and to ensure blacks a share of the relief and recovery assistance.

The gains during the New Deal, however, functioned primarily as a prelude to the takeoff of the civil rights movement during World War II. The ideological character of the war and the government's need for the loyalty and manpower of all Americans stimulated blacks to expect a better deal from the government; this led to a militancy never before seen in black communities. Membership in the NAACP multiplied nearly ten times; the Congress of Racial Equality, organized in 1942, experimented with various forms of nonviolent direct-action confrontations to challenge segregation; and A. Philip Randolph attempted to build his March-on-Washington Committee into an all-black mass protest movement. In 1941, his threat of a march on Washington, combined with the growth of the black vote and the exigencies of a foreign threat to American security, forced Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802 (the first such order dealing with race since Reconstruction), establishing the first President's Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC). And, with increasing firmness, liberal politicians pressed for civil rights legislation and emphasized that the practices of white supremacy brought into disrepute America's stated war aims. Minimal gains to be sure, but the expectations they aroused set the stage for the greater advances in the postwar period. By 1945, Afro-Americans had benefited enough from the expansion in jobs and income, service in the armed forces, and the massive migration to northern cities to know better what they now wanted; and they had developed enough political influence, white alliances, and organizational skills to know how to go about getting their civil rights.

Equally vital, the Supreme Court began to dismantle the separate-but-equal doctrine in 1938. That year, the high court ruled that Missouri could not exclude a Negro from its state university law school when the only alternative was a scholarship to an out-of-state institution. Other Supreme Court decisions prior to World War II whittled away at discrimination in interstate travel, in employment, in judicial and police practices, and in the exclusion of blacks from jury service. During the war, the Court outlawed the white primary, holding that the nominating process of a political party constituted “state action.” In other decisions handed down during the Truman presidency, the Supreme Court moved vigorously against all forms of segregation in interstate commerce, decided that states and the federal government cannot enforce restrictive racial covenants on housing, and so emphasized the importance of “intangible factors” in quality education that the demise of legally segregated schooling for students at all levels became a near certainty.

Meanwhile, the Truman administration emerged as an ally of the cause of civil rights. Responding to the growth of the black vote, the need to blunt the Soviet Union's exploitation of the race issue, and the firmly organized campaign for the advancement of blacks, Harry Truman acted where Roosevelt had feared to. In late 1946, the president appointed a Committee on Civil Rights to recommend specific measures to safeguard the civil rights of minorities. This was the first such committee in American history, and its 1947 report, To Secure These Rights, eloquently pointed out all the inequities of life in Jim Crow America and spelled out the moral, economic, and international reasons for government action. It called for the end of segregation and discrimination in public education, employment, housing, the armed forces, public accommodations, and interstate transportation. Other commissions appointed by Truman stressed the need for racial equality in the armed services and the field of education. Early in 1948, Truman sent the first presidential message on civil rights to Congress. Congress failed to pass any of the measures he proposed, but Truman later issued executive orders ending segregation in the military and barring discrimination in federal employment and in work done under government contract. In addition, his Justice Department prepared amicus curiae briefs to gain favorable court decisions in civil rights cases, and Truman's rhetoric in behalf of racial justice helped legitimize goals of the civil rights movement. However small the meaningful accomplishment remained, the identification of the Supreme Court and the presidency with the cause of racial equality further aroused the expectations of blacks that they would soon share in the American Dream.

No single event did more to quicken black hopes than the coup de grace to segregated education delivered by a unanimous Supreme Court on May 17, 1954. The Brown ruling that separate educational facilities “are inherently unequal” struck at the very heart of white supremacy in the South. A year later, the Court called for compliance “with all deliberate speed,” mandating the lower federal courts to require from local school boards “a prompt and reasonable start toward full compliance.” The end of legally mandated segregation in education started a chain reaction which led the Supreme Court ever further down the road toward the total elimination of all racial distinctions in the law. For all practical purposes, the legal quest for equality had succeeded: the emphasis on legalism had accomplished its goals. Constitutionally, blacks had become first-class citizens.

But in the decade after the Brown decision, the promise of change far outran the reality of it. While individual blacks of talent desegregated most professions, the recessions of the 1950s caused black unemployment to soar and the gap between black and white family income to widen. And despite the rulings of the Supreme Court and the noble gestures and speeches of politicians, massive resistance to desegregation throughout the South proved the rule. This was the context for the second stage of the civil rights movement. When the nation's attempt to forestall integration and racial equality collided with both the Afro-Americans' leaping expectations and their dissatisfaction with the speed of change, blacks took to the streets in a wave of nonviolent, direct-action protests against every aspect of racism still humiliating them.





The New Deal and Race Relations

None of my scholarly accomplishments has made me more proud than the fact that A New Deal for Blacks, a slightly revised version of my doctoral dissertation, has been in continuous print for more than three decades and was recently republished by Oxford University Press in a special Thirtieth Anniversary Edition. It was initially praised for presenting a comprehensive account of the many developments, individuals, and organizations that contributed to the emergence of civil rights as a national issue. Those who made major contributions to that end included southern women opposed to lynching, socialists and communists, labor organizers, biological and social scientists, judges and lawyers, clergymen, authors and entertainers, African American protest organizations, a handful of southern liberals, and even some New Dealers. The title of my book was meant to convey (far too imprecisely) that in the 1930s these individuals and organizations planted the seeds of hope that would eventually bear fruit in a successful struggle for racial equality. Instead, it was frequently misconstrued as a claim that the New Deal itself made the quest for racial justice possible or that African Americans received a new and truly equitable deal from the government through its relief and recovery programs or even that Franklin D. Roosevelt's reform efforts highlighted civil rights. Though my larger goal in writing the book—that the profession take a “long” view of the history of the black freedom struggle—has been fully realized, it remains commonplace for many who write about civil rights to see only the negative in the New Deal's and FDR's treatment of African Americans. Such facile judgments are not grounded in the context of the times, of what was feasible at the time. They do not illustrate a historical picture that, like most, is mixed. Thus, I used the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the New Deal to make explicit the context of 1930s America and how the Roosevelt administration, grappling with hard choices and sometimes inadvertently, brought changes and hopefulness that laid the groundwork for the “Second Reconstruction.” The following essay was an outgrowth of a lecture given at a symposium on the significance of the New Deal held at the University of New Hampshire and published as “The New Deal and Race Relations,” in Fifty Years Later: The New Deal Evaluated, ed. Harvard Sitkoff (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 93–112. (Also see Harvard Sitkoff, “The Impact of the New Deal on Black Southerners,” in The New Deal and the South, ed. James Cobb and Michael Namorato [Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1984], 117–34.)

Perhaps no aspect of the New Deal appears more anomalous or paradoxical than the relationship of Afro-Americans and the administration of President Franklin Roosevelt. On the one hand are the facts of pervasive racial discrimination and inequity in the recovery and relief programs, coupled with the evasiveness of New Dealers on civil rights issues. On the other hand, there is the adoration of FDR by blacks and the huge voting switch of Afro-Americans from the party of Lincoln to the Roosevelt coalition between 1932 and 1940. Faced with this enigma, some historians have concluded that Roosevelt gulled blacks in the 1930s, seduced them with rhetoric and gestures that left untouched the actual harm perpetuated by New Deal neglect and political cowardice. Others conjecture that the blacks' positive opinion of Roosevelt in the thirties had little to do with any effort the New Deal made to improve race relations and everything to do with the desperate need of Afro-Americans for the New Deal programs designed to aid the unemployed and the poor, regardless of color. As Congressman Jack Kemp of New York recently surmised: “Hoover offered a balanced budget, and FDR offered buttered bread.” Both interpretations have greatly enriched our historical understanding of blacks and the New Deal. Together they give us a more accurate assessment of Roosevelt's shortcomings and his image as a savior. But both interpretations omit the impact of the New Deal on civil rights in the context of the prevailing racial conservatism of the period. However limited and tentative they may seem in retrospect, the New Deal's steps toward racial justice and equality were unprecedented and were judged most favorably by blacks at the time. Their significance is the theme of this essay.

A Raw Deal

Certainly no racial issue or matter had greater priority for blacks in the 1930s than the opportunity to earn a living or to receive adequate relief. The Great Depression devastated Afro-Americans, who were disproportionately mired in farm tenancy or who were the “last hired and first fired” in industry. At the bottommost rungs of the economic ladder, no group was in greater need of governmental assistance simply to survive. Accordingly, every civil rights organization and Afro-American leader scrutinized the various New Deal programs for their material effect on blacks. They found much to condemn. Blacks were never aided to the full extent of their need. New Deal legislation and local administration often resulted in discrimination against blacks or their exclusion from benefits. And, at times, the New Deal augmented the educational, occupational, and residential segregation of Afro-Americans.

However much blacks hoped for a new deal of the cards from Roosevelt, they found the deck stacked against them. The heritage of black poverty and powerlessness brought them into the Depression decade without the wherewithal to overcome at the local level those insisting that they remain the lowest social class or to prevail over their opponents at the national level in a political system granting benefits mostly on the power of the groups demanding them. Largely due to the measures taken by southern state legislatures at the turn of the century to disenfranchise blacks, they could do little to lessen the president's dependence for New Deal legislation and appropriations on the white southerners who held over half the committee chairmanships and a majority of the leadership positions in every congressional session during the thirties. The very ubiquity of the worst depression in American history, moreover, limited the possibility of a major New Deal effort to remedy the plight of blacks. Hard times defined Roosevelt's mandate and kept the pressure on the New Deal to promote the economic recovery of middle-class America rather than to undertake either the long-range reform of the structural bases of poverty or to engage in a protracted effort to vanquish Jim Crow. In addition, the traditions of decentralization and states' rights further undermined the effort of blacks to gain equitable treatment from the New Deal. Despite the laudable intent of many Roosevelt appointees in Washington, those who administered the New Deal at the state and local levels, especially in the South, saw to it that blacks never shared fully or fairly in the relief and recovery projects.

Thus the National Recovery Administration (NRA) quickly earned such epithets as “Negroes Ruined Again,” “Negro Run Around,” and “Negro Rights Abused.” The NRA wage codes excluded those who toiled in agriculture and domestic service—three out of every four employed blacks—and the administrators in Washington connived to accept spurious occupational classifications for black workers, or their displacement by white employees. Denied the benefits of the NRA's effort to raise the labor standards, blacks nevertheless felt the impact of the NRA as consumers by having to pay higher prices for most goods. Similarly, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA) cotton program achieved about as much for the mass of the nearly 3 million black farm tenants as a plague of boll weevils. The AAA eschewed safeguards to protect the exploited landless black peasantry and acquiesced in the widespread cheating of croppers out of their share of the subsidy to planters, or the wholesale eviction of tenants whose labor was no longer needed. Those who had traditionally oppressed blacks in the South also controlled the local administration of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), and the consequences were the same. Blacks were initially excluded from clerical employment and from living in the TVA's new model town of Norris, Tennessee. Local officials segregated work crews and relegated blacks to the least-skilled, lowest-paying jobs. They refused to admit blacks to TVA vocational schools or to training sessions in foremanship. And, everywhere in the Tennessee Valley, white southern administrators insisted upon Jim Crow housing and recreational facilities, and on segregated drinking fountains and employment offices in the TVA.

The early relief and welfare operations of the New Deal proved to be only marginally more beneficial to blacks. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) allowed local officials to choose the enrollees, and not surprisingly, young black men were woefully underrepresented. They were also, in the main, confined to segregated CCC units and kept out of the training programs that would lead to their advancement. Moreover, despite the laudable intentions of Harry Hopkins, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and the Civil Works Administration succumbed to the pressure brought by angry whites who thought that blacks were being spoiled by direct relief or were earning more on work-relief than white laborers in private enterprise. New regulations lowered the minimum wages on work-relief and prohibited relief payments from exceeding prevailing wages in a region. They also gave greater discretion to state and local relief officials in the administration of their programs. Consequently, blacks saw both their chances for obtaining relief and the amount of relief drop. Especially in 1933 and 1934, discrimination was rife and blacks depended on the mercy of the lily-white personnel in local relief offices. Similarly, the New Deal's capitulation to racial prejudice became manifest in the refusal to admit blacks in the subsistence homestead program, the failure to prohibit racial discrimination in unions protected by the National Labor Relations Act, the passage of a Social Security Act with enough loopholes to exclude two-thirds of all Afro-American workers in 1935, and the encouragement of residential segregation by the Federal Housing Administration.

Pressure for Change

Gradually, however, counterforces pushed the New Deal toward a more equitable treatment of blacks. A clear demonstration by blacks of their determination to achieve full, first-class citizenship seemed foremost among the interrelated reasons for that transformation. On a scale, and with an intensity, unknown in any previous decade, a host of black advancement and protest organizations campaigned for racial justice and equality. More blacks than ever before marched, picketed, rallied, and lobbied against racial discrimination. They boycotted businesses with unjust racial practices. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the National Urban League adapted to the mood of militance. They forged additional weapons of struggle, developed greater skills and sophistication, and acquired powerful allies and sources of support. New militant organizations such as the National Negro Congress and Southern Negro Youth Congress prodded the more moderate black groups to greater aggressiveness and amplified the volume of the growing movement for black rights. Simultaneously, the Negro vote in the 1930s developed into a relatively sizable and volatile bloc that politicians of both major parties in the North could no longer ignore. A marked upsurge in the number of blacks who registered and voted resulted from the continuing migration of Afro-Americans from the South to the cities above the Mason-Dixon line, and from the new immediacy of government to the life of the common people during the New Deal. Concentrated in the states richest in electoral votes, the black vote began to be ballyhooed as a balance of power in national elections, a swing bloc that would go to whichever party most benefited blacks. Northern big-city Democrats became especially attentive and displayed unprecedented solicitude for black needs. At the same time, the power of the South within the Democratic Party declined, Dixie Democrats prominently joined in the conservative criticism of the New Deal, and racism became identified with fascism. One result was that northern Democrats ceased to support their southern brethren in opposing black rights.

Augmenting these developments, members of the radical Left and the labor movement in the thirties preached the egalitarian gospel to millions of white Americans. Communists and the Congress of Industrial Organizations, in particular, advocated an end to racial discrimination and insisted on the necessity for interracial harmony. Their desire for strong labor unions or class unity, unhampered by racial divisions, propelled them into the forefront of mainly white organizations pressing for civil rights. White southern race liberals, although few in number, joined the fray, stressing the connections between economic democracy in the South and the cause of black rights. What George Washington Cable once called the “Silent South” grew vocal, shattering the image of a white South that was solidly united on racial matters. These trends, in turn, gained from the changes in the 1930s in the academic and intellectual communities. Biologists refuted the doctrines of inherent and irremediable racial differences. Social scientists started to undermine white racism by emphasizing environment rather than innate characteristics, by stressing the damage done to individuals by prejudice, and by eroding the stereotype of the Afro-American as a contented buffoon. A new ideological consensus began to emerge, an American creed of treating all people alike, of judging each person as an individual.

Roosevelt could neither ignore what these occurrences portended nor disregard the strength of the forces arrayed against racial reform. He understood that however much black powerlessness had decreased and white hostility to blacks had begun to diminish, the majority of white Americans still opposed desegregation and equal opportunities for blacks. He knew that to combat the worst depression in the nation's history he needed the backing of the southern Democrats who wanted no modification of traditional racial practices. Roosevelt, the consummate politician and humanitarian, therefore husbanded his political capital on racial matters, doing what he thought was right if it would not cost him dearly. Above all, he avoided an all-out confrontation with those whose support he deemed necessary. Always the fox and never the lion on civil rights issues, Roosevelt nevertheless acted in ways that had the unintended consequence of laying the groundwork for the Second Reconstruction.

A Better Deal for Blacks

After 1934, although Jim Crow remained largely intact, blacks gained a much fairer, but still far from fully adequate, share of New Deal benefits and services. In the CCC the percentage of black enrollees rose from 3 percent in 1933 to 6 percent in 1936, to nearly 10 percent in 1937, and to over 11 percent in 1938. In that same year about 40,000 young blacks were sending $700,000 a month home to their parents and dependents. By the start of 1939, some 200,000 blacks had served in the Civilian Conservation Corps, and when the CCC ended in 1942 the number stood at 350,000. In addition, over 40,000 blacks who had entered the Corps as illiterates had learned to read and write.

The National Youth Administration (NYA) directly aided another 300,000 black youths. Like other New Deal agencies, the NYA accepted segregated projects in the South, employed a disproportionate number of blacks in servile work, and lacked the resources to assist Afro-Americans to the extent their privation required. Yet the fervor of Aubrey Williams, head of the NYA until it ended in 1943, led that agency to hire black administrative assistants to supervise black work in every southern state, to forbid either racial or geographic differentials in wages, and to an insistence that black secondary and college students in every state receive aid at least in proportion to their numbers in the population. The NYA also employed more blacks in administrative posts than any other New Deal program, and Afro-Americans annually received between 10 and 20 percent of NYA's appropriations.

With a zeal similar to that of Williams, Dr. Will Alexander, the chief of the Farm Security Administration (FSA), managed to insure benefits for black farmers that were roughly proportionate to their percentage of farm operators. Overall, blacks received about 23 percent of the New Deal's farm security assistance. This was achieved only because FSA officials in Washington kept constant pressure on local authorities to prevent racial discrimination. But the FSA could never convince Congress to appropriate the funds needed to make more than the slightest dent in the problem of needy and displaced tenant farmers. By 1940, despite its egalitarianism, FSA had placed a mere 1,393 black families on its resettlement communities and had provided tenant purchase loans to only 3,400 blacks. Even this minimal effort, however, earned the FSA a reputation as a “disturber of the peace” and the top place on the southern conservatives' “death list” of New Deal programs.

Equally vigilant on matters of race, Secretary of Interior Harold Ickes, who ran the Public Works Administration (PWA), employed a quota system on government construction projects to root out discrimination against black laborers. Beginning in 1934, the PWA included a clause in all its construction contracts stipulating that the number of blacks hired and their percentage of the project payroll be equal to the proportion of blacks in either the local labor force or the 1930 occupational census. The quota was effective in diminishing discrimination. It led to the admission of hundreds of skilled blacks into previously lily-white southern construction trade unions and resulted in over $2 million, nearly 6 percent of the total payroll to skilled workers, being paid to blacks—a portion considerably greater than that warranted by the occupational census. Similar quota systems would later be adopted by the U.S. Housing Authority, the Federal Works Agency, and the President's Committee on Fair Employment Practices.

Icke's concern for racial fairness also led to the PWA expenditure of over $45 million for the construction and renovation of Afro-American schools, hospitals, and recreational facilities. The nearly $5 million granted for new buildings at black colleges increased their total plant value by more than 25 percent. In addition, the PWA loaned municipalities and states more than $20 million to build and repair scores of schools, dormitories, auditoriums, and gymnasiums for blacks. Of the forty-eight PWA housing projects completed by 1938, fourteen were solely for Afro-Americans and fifteen for joint black-white occupancy. Blacks occupied one-third of all PWA housing units and 41,000 of the 122,000 dwelling units built by the U.S. Housing Authority (USHA). The determination of the PWA and USHA to be racially fair and to meet the black demand for public housing also led them to charge blacks a lower monthly average rent than they did whites and to set a higher maximum family income for blacks than whites as the cutoff for admission to the housing projects.

Likewise, the concern for black welfare of Harry Hopkins was manifest in the constant efforts of officials in the Works Progress Administration (WPA) to forbid racial discrimination by local relief authorities in assigning jobs to the unemployed and in establishing wage rates. Hopkins did not succeed in ending such practices in the South, but as the Urban League proclaimed: “It is to the eternal credit of the administrative offices of the WPA that discrimination on various projects because of race has been kept to a minimum and that in almost every community Negroes have been given a chance to participate in the work program.” Indeed, during Roosevelt's second term, roughly 350,000 blacks were employed by the WPA annually, about 15 percent of the total in the work-relief program. For the most part, blacks received their proper job classifications from the WPA, gained the equal wages promised them, and were included in all special projects. Over 5,000 blacks were employed as teachers and supervisors in the WPA Education Program, where nearly 250,000 Afro-Americans learned to read and write. Tens of thousands of blacks were trained for skilled jobs in WPA vocational classes. The Federal Music Project performed the works of contemporary Afro-American composers; featured all-black casts in several of its operas; made a special effort to preserve, record, and publish Negro folk music; and conducted music instruction classes for blacks in more than a score of cities. The Federal Art Project, the Federal Theatre Project, and the Federal Writers' Project also employed hundreds of blacks and made special efforts to highlight the artistic contributions of Afro-Americans.

Blacks, long accustomed to receiving little more than crumbs, largely accepted the New Deal's half a loaf. The continuance of discrimination and segregation appeared secondary to the vital importance of work-relief, public housing, government-sponsored health clinics and infant care programs, NYA employment to keep a child in school, an FSA loan to purchase a farm, or new educational facilities in the neighborhood. Primarily because of the PWA and WPA, the gap between both black unemployment rates and black median family income relative to whites diminished during the 1930s, and the percentage of black workers in skilled and semiskilled occupations rose from 23 to 29 percent.

In no small part because of the myriad New Deal programs that improved the nutrition, housing, and health care available to Afro-Americans, black infant and maternal mortality significantly decreased, and black life expectancy climbed from 48 to 53 years in the 1930s. Over 1 million blacks learned to read and write in New Deal–sponsored literacy classes. Federal funds and New Deal guidelines for the expenditure of those funds also resulted in a lengthening of the school term for blacks and a significant growth in the number of schools for blacks. The percentage of Afro-Americans aged five and eighteen attending school jumped from 60 to 65 percent, and the gap in expenditures per black pupil narrowed from 29 percent of the average for white students in 1930 to 44 percent in 1940. In addition, the average salary paid to black teachers, only one-third of that paid to white teachers in 1930, increased to about one-half in 1940.

Summing up the prevailing Afro-American response to the New Deal efforts to relieve black distress, the Pittsburgh Courier editorialized that “armies of unemployed Negro workers have been kept from the near-starvation level on which they lived under President Hoover” by the work provided by the WPA, CCC, PWA, and other federal projects. It acknowledged the unfortunate continuation of racial discrimination and the New Deal's failure to end such practices. “But what administration within the memory of man,” the Courier concluded, “has done a better job in that direction considering the very imperfect human material with which it had to work? The answer, of course, is none.”

Diminishing Racism

Blacks expressed their thankfulness for the uncommon concern the Roosevelt administration showed for their well-being and for the direct material assistance that enabled them to endure the Depression. The very novelty of simply being included—of being considered and planned for—elicited praise in hundreds of letters written to the White House and to New Deal agencies. As a group of black social workers visiting Hyde Park proclaimed: “For the first time Negro men and women have reason to believe that their government does care.” That sentiment was bolstered time and again by the battles that Alexander, Ickes, Williams, and other New Dealers waged in pursuit of a more equitable deal for blacks, by their overt disdain for racist attitudes and practices, and by their public championing, in articles and speeches, of the cause of racial justice and equality. Blacks viewed their actions with hope as symbolic of a new high-level governmental disposition to oppose racial discrimination.

Blacks in the 1930s also applauded the success of these New Dealers in enlarging the roster of Afro-Americans working for the government. The number of blacks on the federal payroll more than tripled during the Depression decade. The proportion of black government employees in 1940 was twice what it had been in 1930. In an unprecedented move, the Roosevelt administration hired thousands of blacks as architects, engineers, lawyers, librarians, office managers, and statisticians. This was viewed at the time as “the first significant step toward the participation of Negroes in federal government activity” and as “representing something new in the administration of our national affairs.” To ensure further steps, the administration also abolished the Civil Service regulations that had required job seekers to designate their race and to attach a photograph to their application forms. Some New Deal officials desegregated the cafeterias, restrooms, and secretarial pools in their agencies and departments; others highlighted their abhorrence of Jim Crow by having blacks and whites work at adjoining desks.

Roosevelt also reversed two decades of diminishing black patronage. He appointed over 100 blacks to administrative posts in the New Deal. Previous administrations had, at best, reserved a handful of honorific and innocuous positions for loyal Negro party leaders. Roosevelt selected a large number of nonpartisan black professionals and veterans of the civil rights movement and placed them in formal positions of public importance so that both government officers and the Afro-American community regarded their presence as significant. Popularly referred to as the Black Cabinet or Black Brain Trust, these black officials had considerably more symbolic value than actual power. They rarely succeeded in pushing the New Deal further along the road to racial equality than it wished to go. Most of their efforts to win greater equity for blacks were defeated by interest groups that were better able to bring pressure to bear on Roosevelt. But their very being and prominence, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP noted, “had never existed before.” This fact alone elicited howls from white southerners that “Negroes were taking over the White House,” which was hardly the case. Still, the presence of the Black Cabinet, like Roosevelt's selection of William Hastie as the first Afro-American federal judge in American history, hinted at a New Deal determination to break, however timorously, with prevailing customs of racial prejudice. As Mary McLeod Bethune, director of the NYA's Division of Negro Affairs, emphasized during the thirties, such appointments were not “tokenism” but the essential first steps in making the government aware of black needs and planning policies that would help the race.

The Black Cabinet certainly did raise the level of national awareness of racial issues. The race advisers appointed by Roosevelt articulated the problems of blacks, the ultimate goal of integration, and the specific responsibility of the federal government in the area of civil rights, both within the corridors of the various agencies in which they worked and in the public conferences and reports they generated. “At no time since the curtain had dropped on the Reconstruction drama,” wrote Henry Lee Moon of the NAACP, “had government focused as much attention upon the Negro's basic needs as did the New Deal.” For example, the NYA convened a three-day National Conference on the Problems of the Negro and Negro Youth in 1937, for the purpose of increasing support for greater governmental assistance to blacks. It was addressed by four cabinet members, half a dozen agency chiefs, and Eleanor Roosevelt. Such a conference would have been inconceivable before the New Deal. As Mary Bethune noted in her opening remarks: “This is the first time in history of our race that the Negroes of America have felt free to reduce to writing their problems and plans for meeting them with the expectancy of sympathetic understanding and interpretation.” Even Ralph Bunche, who was perhaps the New Deal's severest black critic, admitted at the end of the 1930s that the New Deal was without precedent in the manner in which it granted “broad recognition to the existence of the Negro as a national problem and undertook to give specific consideration to this fact in many ways.”

A New Hope

Roosevelt appointees also stirred the hopes of Afro-Americans by establishing precedents that challenged local white control over blacks. The National Advisory Committee on Education, which was appointed by Roosevelt, called in 1938 for specific guarantees that federal grants to states for education would be spent equitably for black as well as white schooling. No government body had said that before. Less than a decade earlier, in fact, that exact proposition had been overwhelmingly rejected by President Hoover's National Advisory Committee on Education. In fact, only the blacks on the Hoover committee supported it. But during the New Deal, the earlier allblack minority opinion became a part of the official proposal, and the committee's recommendation appeared verbatim with Roosevelt's support in the Harrison-Fletcher-Thomas federal aid to education bill submitted to Congress.

The New Deal, indeed, substantially expanded the scope of the federal government's authority and constricted traditional states' rights. The states' failures to cope with the economic crisis enlarged the responsibilities of the national government, and the New Deal involved the states in joint programs in which the federal government increasingly imposed the standards and goals. This alteration in the system of federalism augured well for black hopes of future federal civil rights actions, as did the emergence of a new conception of positive government, the “powerful promoter of society's welfare,” which guaranteed every American a minimally decent economic existence as a matter of right, not charity, and which assumed the role of the protector of weak interests that could not contend successfully on their own.

Roosevelt's appointments to the Supreme Court immediately sanctioned the expansion of federal power over matters of race and strengthened the rights of blacks. After FDR's abortive attempt at “court packing” in 1937, the personnel on the Supreme Court changed swiftly and power passed into the hands of the New Dealers, who articulated a new judicial philosophy which championed the rights of racial and religious minorities and formulated new constitutional guarantees to protect civil rights. As a result, both the number of cases involving black rights brought before the federal courts and the percentage of decisions favorable to black plaintiffs leaped dramatically. What would culminate in the Warren Court clearly began in the Roosevelt Court. With the exception of James Byrnes, Roosevelt's eight appointees to the Court were truly partisans of the cause of civil rights. Together, men who had long been associated with the NAACP and issues of racial justice, such as Felix Frankfurter, Wiley Rutledge, and Frank Murphy, joined with new converts like Hugo Black and William O. Douglas to begin dismantling a century of legal discrimination against blacks. Their decisions in cases involving the exclusion of blacks from juries, the right to picket against discrimination in employment, racially restrictive covenants, inequality in interstate transportation, peonage, disfranchisement, and discrimination in the payment of black teachers and in graduate education signaled the demise of the separate-but-equal doctrine established by Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).

Such decisions, according to legal scholar Loren Miller, made the Negro less a freedman and more a free man. The federalizing of the Bill of Rights left blacks less at the mercy of states' rights. The inquiry into the facts of segregation, rather than just the theory, diminished the possibility of anything racially separate meeting the test of constitutionality. And the expansion of the concept of state action severely circumscribed the boundaries of private discrimination. Perhaps most importantly, the decisions of the Roosevelt Court had a multiplier effect. They stimulated scores of additional challenges to Jim Crow, both in court and out. Fittingly, in 1944, when the Supreme Court struck down the white primary, the only dissenter was Owen Roberts, the sole justice then sitting whom Roosevelt had not appointed.

Eleanor Roosevelt

Although not a presidential appointee, Eleanor Roosevelt certainly made the most of her position as first lady to link the civil rights cause with the New Deal. Working quietly within the administration, at first, Mrs. Roosevelt influenced her husband and numerous agency heads to be more concerned with the special needs of blacks. Gradually her commitment became more open and visible. Functioning as an unofficial ombudsman for blacks, she goaded bureaucrats and congressmen into lessening racial discrimination in federal programs and acted as the main conduit between the civil rights leadership and the higher circles of the New Deal and the Democratic Party. Repeatedly breaking with tradition, Eleanor Roosevelt openly entertained Afro-American leaders at the White House, posed for photographs with blacks, and publicly associated herself with most of the major civil rights organizations and issues. The peripatetic Mrs. Roosevelt spoke out for National Sharecroppers Week, addressed conventions of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and National Council of Negro Women, candidly backed the civil rights activities of the American Youth Congress, and frequently pleaded for racial tolerance and fairness in her syndicated newspaper column, published articles, and radio broadcasts.

“Nigger Lover Eleanor,” as some whites derided her, squarely placed her authority and prestige behind the drive for civil rights legislation in President Roosevelt's second term. Delivering the keynote address at the first meeting of the Southern Electoral Reform League, she emphasized the necessity for a federal act to end all poll tax requirements for voting. Mrs. Roosevelt also publicly endorsed the quest for antilynching legislation and sat prominently in the Senate gallery during the efforts of northern liberals to invoke cloture and shut off the southern filibuster of the 1938 Wagner–Van Nuys–Gavagan antilynching bill. In the same year Eleanor Roosevelt also helped to organize the Southern Conference for Human Welfare. At its opening session in Birmingham, Alabama, she defied the local segregation ordinance, conspicuously taking a seat on the “Colored” side of the auditorium. White supremacists immediately condemned the first lady's act as “an insult to every white man and woman in the South.” But in the Negro press, Eleanor Roosevelt's disdain for Jim Crow was a “rare and precious moment in the social history of America.” Further stirring the wrath of white supremacists and gaining the admiration of blacks, Mrs. Roosevelt began to denounce racial discrimination in the defense program. In 1939, she publicly decried the bigotry of the Daughters of the American Revolution when that organization refused to rent its Constitutional Hall for a concert by the famous black contralto Marian Anderson. Mrs. Roosevelt then used her “My Day” newspaper column to explain why she could no longer remain a member of a group practicing such discrimination and, working with her husband and the NAACP, she arranged for Marian Anderson to sing her concert in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Two months later, on behalf of the NAACP, Eleanor Roosevelt officially presented the Spingarn Medal for Freedom to Marian Anderson.

Progress, Not Perfection

Such highly publicized actions of Mrs. Roosevelt, as well as the president's increasingly more egalitarian gestures and rhetoric, had a vital impact on blacks in the 1930s. Although Franklin Roosevelt shied away from any direct challenges to white supremacy, the very fact that he frequently invited blacks to the White House, held conferences with civil rights leaders, and appeared before Afro-American organizations indicated to blacks that they mattered. It was smart. Mindful of political realities, blacks sought progress, not perfection. They understood that no president would act boldly and unyieldingly on black rights until a majority constituency for dramatic change had emerged. Until then, symbolic actions would count, for they played an important role in educating and persuading, in inspiring hope and commitment.

Accordingly, the civil rights leadership and their allies in the 1930s utilized the president's association with the campaigns for anti-lynching and anti–poll tax legislation to mobilize future support. Their public complaints to the contrary, these black rights spokesmen recognized the insurmountable barriers to cloture being voted in the Senate and the necessity for Roosevelt to maintain the backing of the southern leadership in Congress. They knew he would not jeopardize his relief and defense programs for a futile attempt at civil rights legislation. Accordingly, blacks extracted the greatest possible advantages from what the president said and did, however lukewarm and timorous.

On the poll tax, Roosevelt publicly supported the legislative efforts for its abolition. “The right to vote,” he declared, “must be open to all our citizens irrespective of race, color, or creed—without tax or artificial restriction of any kind. The sooner we get to that basis of political equality, the better it will be for the country as a whole.” In a public letter Roosevelt vigorously endorsed the anti–poll tax movement in Arkansas. At the press conference in 1938 he opposed the use of poll taxes: “They are inevitably contrary to the fundamental democracy and its representative form of government in which we believe.” No legislator or informed citizen doubted where the president stood on this matter. In part, this helps to explain why the House of Representatives in 1941 voted to pass an anti–poll tax bill by a better than three-to-one margin.

Similarly, the president aided the civil rights movement on anti-lynching, with both public statements to influence mass opinion and private pressures on the Senate to get it to consider legislation, but Roosevelt would neither place the antilynching bills on his list of “must” legislation nor intervene with the Senate leadership to end the filibusters that doomed the proposals from even coming to a vote. Over a coast-to-coast radio hook-up, early in his administration, Roosevelt denounced lynching as “a vile form of collective murder.” Lynch law, he continued, “is murder, a deliberate and definite disobedience of the high command, ‘Thou shalt not kill.' We do not excuse those in high places or low who condone lynch law.” No president had ever spoken like that before. W. E. B. DuBois, writing immediately afterward in The Crisis, observed: “It took war, riot and upheaval to make Wilson say one small word. Nothing ever induced Herbert Hoover to say anything on the subject worth the saying. Even Harding was virtually dumb.” Only Roosevelt, DuBois concluded, “has declared frankly that lynching is murder. We all knew it, but it is unusual to have a President of the United States admit it. These things give us hope.”

More ambiguously, Roosevelt in 1934 authorized Senators Edward Costigan and Robert Wagner to inform the majority leader “that the President will be glad to see the anti-lynching bill pass and wishes it passed.” And in 1935, he requested that the majority leader permit the Senate to consider the bill. The halfheartedness of Roosevelt's support did nothing to avert the inevitable southern filibuster that killed the measure in 1935. Meanwhile, Roosevelt's private encouragement of others to keep up the fight led to a protracted and bitter wrangle over antilynching legislation in 1938. A far cry from the charade of 1935 in which both sides went through the motions, the two-month-long talkathon of 1938 smacked of fratricide. The southern senators overwhelmingly blamed the New Deal for provoking the civil rights issues that alienated the South from the Democratic Party. They pledged to talk as long as necessary to “preserve the white supremacy of America.” And they held Roosevelt responsible for having the Senate rules enforced “in a technical manner,” for holding night sessions in an attempt to break the filibuster, and for trying to invoke cloture twice.

The result in Congress notwithstanding, black leaders gained significantly from the struggle against lynching and from the president's involvement in the cause. Lynchings declined from a high for the decade of twenty-eight in 1933 to eighteen in 1935, six in 1938, and two in 1939. To ward off federal legislation, most southern states made greater efforts to prevent lynching and enacted their own bills to stop the crime. At the end of the decade, Roosevelt established a special Civil Rights Section of the Justice Department and empowered it to investigate all lynchings that might involve some denial of a federal right. And, in no small part because the public identified the crusade against lynching with the First Family, the campaign for federal legislation attracted new supporters and allies to the black cause who would stay to fight against discrimination in the defense program, segregation in education, and the disfranchisement of Afro-Americans. In this limited regard, the president's pronouncements meant much to blacks. In political language, at least, they were yet another manifestation of Roosevelt's desire to win the allegiance of blacks and to take the steps necessary to retain their loyalty, even at the risk of gradual southern disenchantment with the New Deal.

Roosevelt's overtures in this direction also showed in the series of precedent-shattering “firsts” that he orchestrated in the 1936 campaign. Never before had the Democrats accredited an Afro-American as a convention delegate; in 1936 they accorded thirty blacks that distinction. For the first time, additionally, the national party in 1936 invited black reporters into the regular press box, chose a black minister to offer the convention invocation, selected blacks to deliver the welcome address and one of the speeches seconding Roosevelt's renomination, and placed a black on the delegation to notify the vice president of his renomination. Yet another significant event at the convention occurred when liberals and New Dealers wiped out the century-old rule, utilized by the South as a political veto, which required the Democratic nominee to win two-thirds of the delegates' votes in order to obtain the nomination. The white South recognized the threat and resented the intrusion. And its fears of a future attempt by the New Deal to alter race relations were heightened when Roosevelt pointedly campaigned before black audiences and promised that in his administration there would be “no forgotten races” as well as no forgotten men. Then in the 1940 presidential race, Roosevelt affirmed his desire to include blacks evenhandedly in defense training and employment, promoted the first black to the rank of army brigadier general, and insisted that, for the first time, the Democrats include a specific Negro plank in the party platform, pledging “to strive for complete legislative safeguards against discrimination in government services and benefits.”

A New Deal for Blacks: An Assessment

However circumspect this New Deal record seems today, for blacks in the thirties it meant change for the better. The mixture of symbolic and substantive assistance, of rhetoric and recognition, led blacks to cast their ballots overwhelmingly for Roosevelt once the New Deal began. After voting more than 70 percent for Herbert Hoover in 1932, a majority of black voters deserted the Republican Party for the first time in history in 1934, about two-thirds of the Afro-Americans registered in 1936 entered the Roosevelt coalition, and nearly 68 percent of all black voters in 1940 went for FDR. This startling shift in the black vote, more pronounced than that of any other ethnic, racial, or religious group, according to the NAACP came not only because of black “concern for immediate relief, either in jobs or direct assistance,” but because of “a feeling that Mr. Roosevelt represented a kind of philosophy of government which will mean much to their cause.”

Virtually every civil rights spokesman stressed both the value of new government precedents favorable to blacks and the manner in which the New Deal made explicit the federal government's responsibility in the field of civil rights. Editorials in the black press and journals frequently reiterated that the New Deal had ended the “invisibility” of the race problem and had made civil rights a part of the liberal agenda. Perhaps most importantly, blacks in the thirties lauded the manifold ways in which the New Deal reform spirit ushered in a new political climate in which Afro-Americans and their allies could begin to struggle with some expectation of success. They took heart from the expanding authority of the federal government and the changing balance of power in the Democratic Party, as well as from the overt sympathy for the underprivileged shown by the Roosevelt administration; and they made common cause with fellow sufferers in pressing the New Deal to become even more of an instrument for humane, liberal reform.

These developments did little to change the concrete aspects of life for most blacks in the 1930s. The New Deal failed to end the rampant discrimination against blacks in the North, who were living in ghettos that had turned to slums and who were twice as likely to be unemployed as whites. The Roosevelt administration also failed to enfranchise black southerners, to eradicate segregation, or to elevate the great mass of blacks who remained a submerged caste of menials, sharecroppers, unskilled laborers, and domestics. These facts cannot be gainsaid. The New Deal record on race is replete with failures and timidity, unfulfilled promises, and insufficient effort. The New Deal did not fundamentally transform the economic, legal, or social status of Afro-Americans.

But for the millions of blacks who hung FDR's picture on their walls, who kept voting for Roosevelt and naming their children after him, something vital did begin in the New Deal, breaking the crust of quiescence that had long stifled even the dream of equal opportunity and full participation in American life. The New Deal gave blacks hope. A black newspaper called it “the emergence of a new type of faith.” The pervasive despondency that had led several generations of Americans, black and white, to regard the racial status quo as immutable gradually gave way to a conviction that racial reform was possible. The dream that would prove indispensable in the continuing struggle for black equality could at last be dreamt. The barely visible flicker of black hope at the start of the New Deal would shine brightly as the United States mobilized for World War II.
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