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Race in America Fifty Years After Brown

Eric Foner

(Professor, History Department, Columbia University)

In the year 2004, the United
States will celebrate the 50th
anniversary of the Supreme Court's
decision in Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation, which declared racial segre-
gation in public schools unconstitu-
tional. The anniversary has already
inspired discussion of how race
relations has evolved in the last
half-century, and how far American
society still has to travel to achieve
the goal of an integrated society.

Compared with the situation in
1954, the most dramatic change in
American life in the early 21st cen-
tury is the absence of legal segre-
gation and the presence of blacks
in areas of American life from
which they had once been almost
entirely excluded. In unprecedent-
ed numbers, blacks now work

alongside whites in corporate
board rooms, offices, and factories.
In the year 2000, 37% of the black
population had attended college.
The economic boom of the late
1990s aided black Americans enor-

mously; the average income of

black families rose more rapidly

than white. (It began to drop again,
however, when the boom ended.)
Most African-Americans, nonethe-
less, remain in a more precarious
situation than whites or many
recent immigrants. The black
unemployment rate remains double
that of whites, and their median
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family income of $29.000 and
poverty rate of 26% put them
behind whites, Asians, and Latinos.
Half of all black children live in
poverty, two-thirds are born out of
wedlock, and in every index of
social well-being from health to
quality of housing, blacks continue
to lag. Despite the continued
expansion of the black middle
class, a far lower percentage of
blacks than whites own their
homes or hold professional and
managerial jobs.

Despite the nation's growing
racial diversity, school segregation
— now resulting from pervasive
housing segregation and the divide
between urban and suburban

school districts rather than laws
requiring racial separation — has

increased during the past decade.
Most city public school systems
consist overwhelmingly of minority
students, large numbers of whom
fail to receive an adequate educa-
tion. During the 1990s, the courts
released more and more districts
from desegregation orders. Today,
the nation's black and Latino stu-
dents are more isolated from white
pupils than in 1970. Nearly 80% of
white students attend schools
where they encounter few if any
pupils of another race. Since
school funding rests on property
taxes, poor communities continue
to have less to spend on education
than wealthy ones.

One way in which black commu-
nities differ markedly from other
Americans today lies in their
extremely high rate of imprison-
ment. In the 1970s, with urban
crime rates rising, politicians of
both parties sought to convey the
image of being "tough on crime."
They insisted that the judicial sys-
tem should focus on locking up
criminals for long periods rather
than rehabilitating them. During

the 1990s, thanks to the waning of
the "crack" epidemic and more
effective urban police tactics, crime
rates dropped dramatically across
the country. But because of the
sentencing laws of the previous
two decades, this did nothing to
stem the increase of the prison
population. Today, it exceeds two
million, ten times the figure of
1970. Several million more individ-
uals are on parole, probation, or
under some other kind of criminal
supervision. These figures dwarf
those of every other western soci-
ety.

Members of racial minorities
experience most strongly the para-
dox of growing islands of unfree-
dom in a nation that prides itself
on liberty. In 1950, whites account-
ed for 70% of the nation's prison
population and nonwhites 30%.
Today, these figures have been
reversed, partly because of the
severe penalties facing those con-
victed of using or selling crack,
common among the urban poor, as
opposed to powder cocaine, the
drug of choice in suburban Ameri-
ca, which leads to far lighter sen-
tences. Over one-quarter of all
black men can expect to serve time
in prison at some time during their
lives.

With 29 states denying the vote
to those on probation and seven
barring ex-felons from voting for
their entire lives, an estimated four
million black men (13% of the
black male population) cannot cast
a ballot. Felony disenfranchisement
— not hanging chads or the pres-
ence of Ralph Nader on the ballot
— was the main reason Al Gore
lost Florida and the last presidential
election.

Overall, despite the civil rights
revolution, the nation has failed to
address the plight of the urban
poor. This is not, of course, simply

a "racial" question, nor are blacks
the only racial minority, or even
the largest, having been surpassed
by Latinos. But given the long his-
tory of racial slavery and segrega-
tion, the status of blacks continues
to pose a special challenge to
American society.
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Building Bridges: Japanese American National Irene Hirano AESEEF 2003.4.9 PAUhZER
Museum and the Arab American Community (Japanese American National Museum) 2 1 HCOEMHEDS
NEREEREY Y]
(UTCP)
SV VOBAREE - AR AR EEL R LR TS — Andrew Gordon SHEA=ES 2003.4.22 PAUHNZER
(Harvard University / University of Tokyo)
Gender Vocabularies Used by Young People to Discuss Chilla Bulbeck TUREF 2003.5.7
Feminism and Gender Issues in Australia and Japan (CPAS, University of Tokyo / Adelaide University)
"Please Don't Package Our Aloha": Local Responses to John Rosa KOHA 2003.5.23 PAUHZER
State Sponsored Tourism in Hawai'i (Arizona State University) ERFRB) [#h
DRRICEATDH
FESE ERAVEAZE ]
Between Texas and Japan: Idioms of Race, Ramén Saldivar BEERMF 2003.6.9 PAUHhZER
Nation, and Identity (Stanford University) . UTCP
On Being an American Writer Bharati Mukherjee REBERE 2003.6.20 P AUNZER
(Writer / University of California, Berkeley)
Economics, Equity and the Environment: Market Based Stephen Johnson M 2003.6.23 FPAUNZER
Environmental Laws and Environmental Justice (University of Tokyo / Mercer University) UTCP
Feminism, Pacifism, and Radicalism Theresa Kaminski REEETF 2003.6.25 UTCP
in 1960s America (University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point)
Slavery, Freedom, and Emancipation Eric Foner RBERE 2003.7.28 FPAUNZER
in 19th Century America (Columbia University) 2003.7.29 UTCP
The Role of the Social Sciences in Death, S. Allan Kellehear SHFA=ES 2003.11.26 UTCP
Dying and Palliative Care (CPAS, University of Tokyo / La Trobe University)
The Native Hawaiian Experience through Folksongs Jeffrey Kamakahi KOHA 2004.1.19 PRAUNZER
(Saint John's University / Tohoku University) EBERRA)@[7Y
FICBIFBT7AUNX
EARDEBEZEE]
Early Modern America and Japan as Peripheries Charles Cohen REERE 2004.1.30 FPAUNZER
of Christendom (University of Wisconsin, Madison)
American Philosophy in R. M. Pirsig's Novel Zen and the Steve Odin h=vZ-y=3 2004.2.6 FAUNDZER
Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (University of Tokyo / University of Hawai) UTCP
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2003.
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