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Race 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 
December 27, 1981 

Racial prejudice is an ugly fact of American life. It affects the way 

millions upon millions think and act. It does not, of oourse, look for the reality 

of the issue, but it thrives on fear and training in the hare and very primal feel

ings about in .groups and out groups and we don't have to look very far, very often, 

f ran our own circle of friends to see its manifestations . We don't have to look 

far fran our own city to see the ugliness of race. The .city of Pama is rDN under 

Federal jurisdiction because it used every pretext in the \-Orld to avoid having 

public housing built within its camnmity. It offered a number of rationalizations 

but the reason was that Panna is a largely white camnmity apd didn't want blacks. 

And one can look at the distribution of the black population in Cuyahoga County 

and reoognize that these same feelings daninate Bay Village and Avon Lake as well 

as Pama; that the Cuyah:>ga River separates in a strange way those on one side of 

town wh:>, to sooe degree at least, are willing to live in and anong blacks and 

those on the western side of town who are unwilling to live in and airong blacks. 

Now, I begin this way because I don't want anything that I say this rrom

ing to suggest to you that white racism and black racism are not significant 

problans which Americans must face, they're mt ugly or vicious and destructive 

of all that we traditionally say our oountry is about, but because I want to take 

a hard look at this ooncept of race to report to you what a number of thinkers, 

both black and white are saying, which thought suggests that we have used race 

both as a tenn which allows us to cx:me to grips with prejudice and ugliness and 

is a tenn which may in fact cover up any number of other problems, and that if 

we want to solve the problans of the other America and of black America and of 

white America we need to be a little nore sophisticated, a little nore subtle, 

in our understanding of what race means in the context of our .society for these 

thinkers suggest to us that a myth of race has arisen which argues that if we 

rerove all of the restrictions to the advancatent of people of color, that ad-
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vancarent will alnost inevitably take place. In point of fact, they suggest that 

one could rarove theoretically all of the laws to advancerrent, not only the legal 

bars which have been rercoved in the past thirty or forty years but the social and 

the prejudicial ones which still exist, and that there is a whol other cxmnunity 

of blacks, a third of the black population, the left-out, the left-behirrl, who 

could not, because of the social patoology of the v.orld of which they are a part, 

really take advantage of affirmative action or programs of this kirrl. Arrl that 

if we want to deal with this other Arrerica, this other black America, this other 

brown America, we're going to have to deal with a very much nore difficult problem, 

a class problem, a problem of poverty, of disadvantage, a problem of social path-

ology, many of 

to deal with. 

whose manifestations we do not yet have any idea, really, how 

Now, one of the rren who has been thinking along this line is a man naned 

Thanas Soule. Dr. Soul is Professor of Econanics at UCI.A and then at Columbia, 

and he's now head of the Black Study Program at Harvard University. Dr. Soule 

likes to begin with a quotation fran Will Rogers in which the inimitable Atrerican 

wit said: It ain't ignorance that is so bad, it's knowing what ain't necessarily 

so. And what Soule suggests is that what many of us know, the conventional wis

dan, ain't necessarily so. Example - nost Anericans, he said, carry about with 

then an assmption that our society ronsists of a majority, white, Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant, surrO\lllded by a number of disadvantaged minorities, all of whan 

show a falloff in levels of incane as against the majority, in occupational status 

as against the majority, nost of whan show higher numbers in the family, nore 

dissolution of family ties and higher rates of crine, and this, he says, ain't 

necessarily so. If we look at America, he says, the supposed majority, white, 

Anglo Saxon and Protestant, numbers about 15 percent; Gennan .Anericans, Arreri

cans of Gennan descent number 14 percent; black .Americans number between 13 and 

14 percent; arxi so on. And so he suggests that the nodel we ou:Jht to carry around 
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with us is the nrrlel not of a majority with a numrer of mimrities much smaller 

than it but that of a nosaic of mimrities, a nosaic of groups each of whan is 

struggling with a very different set of problans but each of wtnn has a say in 

the political sphere because no group is so overwhelming in numbers that they in 

fact daninate the political sphere. Arx:1 he said when we look at the supposed fall

off, let's say in in<XJYe, or the supposed falloff in the status of ocaipation, we 

firrl again that this ain't necessarily so. /my numrer of minorities outearn the 

supposed majority: Jews, Japanese Americans, Americans of Gennan descent, Ameri

cans of Polish descent, Chinese Americans, all of these groups outearn the white 

lmglo-Saxon mimrity. lmd note that anong these groups 0\0 are of oolor, Japa

nese Americans and Chinese Americans. Arx:1 he points out further that when one 

looks at the seoond generaticn of black West Indian Americans these, too, outearn 

the average white, Imglo Saxon Protestant family. And so, he says, we can't 

blane low incare purely on oolor or purely on discrimination. And then he says 

that if you turn to look at status occupation one fims that 14 percent of all 

American wage earners are in the professions or in the technical fields of equiv

alent status but that a number of groups have much higher percentages . AnDng 

these Philipino Anericans, Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans, Gennan Aneri

cans, Jews and second generation black West Indian Americans. Arx:1 again, he says, 

this must give us pause about those truths we know which ain't necessarily so. 

Arrl he said one of the assunptians that Arrericans carry around with than, 

one of the oonventiooal wisdcmg, is that discrimination and oolor are the causes 

of eoonanic disadvantage, of being unable to take part in the great American 

dream. And Soule likes to carpare the experiences of Mexican Americans and of 

Japanese Pmericans. Ebth came to this country at alx>ut the same tine early in 

the nineteenth centw:y. Both came largely to the same area of this oountry, the 

west and the Sootnest. Actually, the Japanese Americans came with nore disad

vantages than ti:ie Mexican Americans because their language was entirely differ

ent than our alplabet am because, in tenns of oolor, in tenns of racial type, 
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they were much rrore different than the so-called majority Americans than were those 

of Mexican descent. Arrl when one looks at the record of Mexican Americans and of 

Japanese Americans one finds in point of fact many rrore civil and political restric

tions were llllp)sed upon the Japanese Americans and upon Mexican Arrericans . The 

Japanese Americans for decades were not allowed to own land in certain states of 

the West and, of oourse, we managed to cap off these restrictions by interning the 

Japanese Americans in canps during the Seoond vorld War. And if the Japanese 

Americans are second only to Jewish .Americans in the level of their eoonanic well

being and the Mexican Americans earn half of what Japanese Americans earn 

today. And the answer, he says, therefore, is not a simple question of discrim

ination or of oolor but it goes to family pattern. One of the great differences 

between Mexican Americans and Japanese Americans is that the average Mexican 

American family has six children and the average Japanese American family has 

less than three children. culture, traditicn, family caciX)sition, all these, he 

says, must be taken into oonsideration when we oonsider why disadvantage occurs 

and what the proper political, social and eoonanic responses to disadvantage, to 

discrllllination and poverty must be. 

Arrl he said when we look at black .Americans specifically there's a great 

myth, he claims, abroad in the land. It's a myth which is basic to Roots 

and other rrovies and 1:x:x:>ks of that type which explain everything that happens 

to the black ccmnuni.ty on the basis of the oost of slavery, the destructive oost 

to human personality of slavery, and of the reconstruction pericx:1 and of the 

century of eoonani.c disadvantage subsequent to that. Without denying the cruelty, 

the violence, the viciousness, the ugliness of slavery and of all that Arrericans 

have done to black Americans in the past, Soule suggests that many of the sta

tistics of social patoology.which seem to be eterging £ran the black ccmnuni.ty, 

high crime rates, a high nunber of families in which there's cnly a wanan as 

head of the family, these are in p:>int of fact relatively recent i:neirmenons or 
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phenarena which can be explained in tenns of the nomal sociological oonsequences 

of passing through the bleak urban ghettos of our cities. High crine rates were 

typical of Irish and Gennan Americans am Jewish Americans and white Anglo Saxon 

Protestant Anericans when they went through the East Sides am the Houghs and the 

Watts of our major ccnmunities. The point he makes he makes very effectively. 

He said, why do we call a police van a paddy wagon? Because in the 1870' s and 

the 1890's they were al.rrost always filled with Irish. And I sp:,ke to you a year 

or so ago about the Jewish Arrerican gangster and the myth that all Jews, you know, 

are virtuous, upright and we've never had our group woo went through the streets 

of New York and Chicago am Philadelphia am Cleveland and ended up in gangs and 

ended up doing all kirrls of things which properly ended up in prison. Part of the 

crime rate of blacks has to do sinply with that they are the newest llTmigrant 

group into our cities, passing fran the rural south into the urban world of the 

twentieth century. Part of the statistics of the breakdown of the black family 

have mthing to do with slavery, according to Thanas Soule. He makes the claim, 

and he has the statistics to back it up, that until the Second w:>rld War the over

whelming majority of black children were raised in hares where there were both 

parents and that there was in fact a family structure, and that it is only since 

the 1950's that one has seen this dramatic rise in the nunber of black children 

being raised in banes where there is only a \tJal1ail as head of the family. '!he 

statistics are that in 1950 17.2 percent of black hanes were fenale-headed, and 

by 1977 40 percent of black hares were being headed by \\'ClteI1 who were managing 

the hare as best they oould, keeping the family together as best they oould, earn

ing what they cn.tld and surviving on welfare. Aixi it is precisely, he says, be

cause of the welfare systen, precisely because of the way in which it was en

forced and enacted by our goverment that one found this statistic of social 

disadvantage, social patoology, energing to the point where it did because families 

could survive with goverrment assistance provided the man was oot in the hare; 
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and so if the man cane out of the service, the man came out of prison, or the nan 

sinply lost his job it was to everyone's advantage for the family to break up arrl 

the wanan to becnre the head and, therefore, qualify for Aid to Dependent Chil

dren and other programs of that type. He blanes not slave:ry but the welfare state, 

welfare policy rather, for this particular imex of social disadvantage. 

Now, what Soule has tried to do, as far as I understani it, is to make us 

look at a whole number of indices of social disadvantage, a wmle number of phen

anena which have to do with the passage of people fran the role of inmigrant into 

the society as a whole in order for us to understani better what needs to be done 

to allow the society to bring into itself the largest color mioority which still 

renains outside the mainstream. And he argues further that because we have dealt 

alnost always with rather crude statistics we tend not to see sare very dramatic 

changes which have taken place in the black grrup itself. 

We read of the large number of black youth who are unE!Iployed and perhaps 

unenployable. '!he number in some of our center cities tooches 40 percent. At the 

sane time we do not read in the same static lnw many of black youth, ccrcpared to 

20 or 30 years ago, are going to Harvard, Yale am Princeton and are goirg into 

fields which require high technological cacpetence. '!here has been a very sub

stantial nove over the last 30 years in that direction. 'lb undersoore this point, 

arx1 to perhaps, I think, make it a little nore effectively, a professor of so

ciolcxy and head of the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago, a 

man by the nane of William Julius Wilson, has written a book which he calls The 

Decli.ninJ Significance of Race, and in that book Dr. Wilson makes this argument, 

that until, really, the Seoooo Wxld war it was fair to discuss the whole issue of 

the needs of the black camunity, the rights of tlE black camunity, in tenns of 

race because, in point of fact, the number of black nen \t1tD could escape £ran 

discriminatiai, escape fzan mxlererployrnent, gain for thenselves a place in the 

society, have sate effective political power, was miniscule. But, begirming with 

the New Deal , Dr. Wilson argues, a number of very basic structural chan_Jes occurred 
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in our society. With the expansion of goverrnent, and the fact that Civil Service 

was in place, an increasingly large number of blacks were able to fioo enployrnent 

in the public sector and to be protected in that arploynent am to nove ahead rou

tinely to positions of scree seniority and sane ix,wer. The labor unions wade a major 

contribution. The labor unions were, for the most part, the one structure in our 

society which did not discriminate against black nenbership, and so blacks were able 

to join the unions, to be guaranteed the sane rights as those in unions had, and 

this is particularly true of the big unions, not the craft unions, and to gain 

seniority, to gain position within the union structure, and when during the Second 

rbrld War the need for manpower arrl \tanail ix,wer in our defense plants explcxled these 

workers -were able to ccme in, to put in their years, to be accepted into the un

ions, and by the end of the Second 'W:>rld War, particularly in the great wide sweep

ing unions like those of the autarobile unions, those of the steel workers and so 

on, the blacks -were thoroughly entrenched, treated as equals, that they had poli

tical ix,wer, that any number of tens of thousarxls of black workers were able to 

gain new levels of inccme, new levels of security and new levels of political im

portance. 

And then there was the opening up of the political system, the passage of 

Fair Employment Practices laws in the states and then by the Federal goverment 

voting right acts, the Brown vs. the 1954 School Board Decision and a 'Whole number 

of actions which opened up the society by law to those blacks \\ho were advancing 

and that these laws coincided during the SO's and the 60's with the period of great 

.American prosperity and eoonanic expansion, and that durin1 this era great advances 

\-Jere made, significant advances weze made by blacks as they joined the Anerican 

body politic. 

'lhe rate of these advances, he says, has slowed down durin1 the ?O's as 

America has suffered fran reoessial after recessioo, the oil shock, and we have 

not hai the same kirn of ecxn:mic prosperity we had before. Nevertheless, it is 

Dr. Wilsoo's oontention that ~t took place in the 30's thrrugh. today period is 
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irreversible, is now structured into law, and that unless the mole econany turns 

sour and remains sour, unless we have another Great Depression, about tw::>-thirds 

of our black ccmnunity are now solidly in the middle-class. One-third of this 

group is in the professions or in the status professions. Another third is anong 

those who are earning sizeable incxme as blue-collar w:>rkers. 

In 1940, given 1977 figures, one family in 200 in the black ccmnunity was 

earning the equivalent of $25,000 a year or rrore. In 1977, using the sane figure 

base, one black family in 4 was earning that kind of incxne. Now, what Dr. Wil-

son suggests is this, that as blacks took advantage of these new laws, of these 

new bits of eoonanic opi;x:,rtunity, they began to rrove out of the ghetto as every 

other inmigrant group had in fact rroved out of the ghetto. They rroved into sub

urbia and they took on the characteristics of suburbia, and they began to ll'ake 

their way as Jews and Japanese Alrericans, as Chinese 1\rnericans, German .Airericans, 

WASP Anericans, had done naturally and against sane prejudice in the generations 

before. But, at that same tirre there was a left-behind group, a group representing 

about one-third of all blacks in the United States, a group which lacked the skills, 

which lacked the ability to take advantage of the opportunity which was available, 

a group which had been so affected by the social pathology of the earlier genera

tions that it was unanployable or it had opted out of the w:>rk force or it was 

tural into the drug .world or its prison record was so heavy that it oouldn't es

cape fran the burden of the past. Whatever the reasons, Dr. Wilson says that 

there are row .about a third of the black poIW-ation of our country who are in a 

sense locked into the urban ghettos and that no anount of civil rights legislation 

by itself will allCM than to escape. At the sane time that the indices of black 

earning are on the rise, that toough it is true that anong this b.u-thirds of the 

black who have made it out of the ghetto, male il:1cn:e is slightly less than cx:rn

pa.rative incme, fenale incxme is slightly ioore than white female incnce for can

parative jots, those differences are beginning to diminish, to disappear. But 

with the statistics we are now seeing, the statistics of the falloff in black in-
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cx:me, that there are tremendous numbers of blacks who are tmarployed, that this 

is taking place al.roost entirely within the other black America, the black America 

which is locked into the ghetto, the black .America for which no one, including, 

he says, those who espouse civil rights, have,really,answers to how to deal with 

these problans. Affinnative action, sclxx:>l busing, getting the blacks tied in 

with the blacks of Africa in the Third \'orld for power reasons, these issues which 

are the issues of the civil rights groups today, will not in any way, the Soules 

and the Wilsons, ooth black men, will rot in any way touch the problans of this other 

black America, and that if we want to deal with these problans, which are to a very 

large degree intractable, we're goirg to have to look not at race so much as at 

class, that is at poverty, and we're going to have to look at multiple disabilities 

within whatever ranains of family structure and we're going to have to look at 

programs where we involve any number of care personnel, professional personnel, 

in dealing with just one family or just with one child, that the issue for this 

other America is not the issue of race but it's the issue of class, of being left 

behind, of being illiterate or sani-literate, or being inccmpetent in tenns of 

earning a living or being \.JillOtivated to earning a livirg, by beirg so tied in to 

the peer group with which one is raised that one cannot escape fran their attitudes 

and their feelings which are all street, limited, low. Am the tragedy of all of 

this, to the Soules and to Wilson am to others, is that at the very tine when 

one has made such strides with bx:>-thirds of the American black population, 

those who lead that two-thirds and many of the civil rights groups, have opted 

out fran concern with the other black Anerica am are sinply involved with pro

grams to enhance their own advantages, the advantages which are so new and so 

inq:>ortant to then. 'lheBe men stand as advocates to another issue, an issue 

which they say \tJe will overlook to our own hurt because Dr. Wilson reminds us 

that the civic .explosioos of the late 60 1s and early 70's when they were racial 

explosioos, liatts and lblgh, the explosions in Miami a year ago, these \Ere not 
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explosions by the middle-class, the bJo-thirds of the black ccmnunity, but by this 

other black ccmnunity, full of frustration, full of anger, full of inadequacy, and 

I wa.ild make the point that precisely at the time when sociologists and social 

thinkers are beginning to be able to identify for us rather carefully this real 

problan which lies at the root of so much in our American systan, we are saddled by 

a government which is rroving in the opposite direction, determire:l to pay no atten

tion to these problems. And I'm of the oonviction that Mr. Reagan can be ooncerned 

with having enough fire power to deal with the bandits in the international v.0rld 

but that he can invest so much of the nation's wealth into the national defense 

that he forgets that an explosion can occur within as well as without, and that if 

attention is not placed, costly attention is rot placed on this other poor America 
. . 

it's precisely the area in which the destructions of our city, the urban explosion, 

will occur. 

Mr. Reagan .has said that he has created a safety net at a certain point 

and he will not allCM the poor to fall throogh its roles. Well, I'm not so sure 

that he koows what a safety net is and I am sure that the safety he thinks he has 

created has gaping holes within it. But, assurninJ that he's right, assuming that 

when noney is passed through and block grants to the states, the states in their 

wisdan do not act politically but act as we v.0uld want than to act and see to it 

that every dollar that canes through is a dollar passed on through services, the 

services which the Reagan administration is allowing to ranain in place are ser

vices which will only keep bread on the table, only provide a m:xlicum of heat 

for the winter, only provide a m:xliC\.ll\ of a roof over one's head. Nothing is 

being spent on the programs which are designei to go out into this c:x:mnunity where 

the problems are so manifold and invest the time, the energy, the man power re

sources, the urgency which alone gives us a chance to break people out of it, 

to limit pcpilaticn, to teach children birth CX>ntrol, to help then learn in school 

systsrs where the leamin; does not new take place. All of tlx:>se programs, £ran 

Head Start right on up, are thi:eatened by Reagan ea:>rr.mics. Niat he assmes is 
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that given a dollar sate1::xx1y in the other black America will be able to spend it 

as usefully and as fully as sanel:xxiy woo is outside the ghetto and that's sinply 

not true. What is needed by these prop le is guidance arrl help and support and en

oouragarent and interference in their lives by those who understand and arpathize 

with than, by professionals who can give tien guidance on hew to keep a budget, how 

to get to a doctor, lXJW to take care of their health, how to save their children 

fran the bailful influence of the city, tx,w to pull a family together, l'nw to dlange 

the nature of our welfare bureaucracy so that it pays for parents to stay together, 

all kinds of things need to be done. It may in fact turn out to be rrore expensive 

to educate a single child fran the slums than to educate a single child at Harvard 

so we're going to have to be willing at sane ix>int to pay that price because the 

truth is that the !X)p..ilatian explosion in our oountry is taking place in these 

slums, in black Amarica, the other black America, the other brown Arrerica, and that 

the reason that the statistics seem to be reversing thanselves, that is, black 

p:>verty seans to be increasing, the black unenployed seans to be on the increase, 

is because this is where the children are. The blacks who have made it out, the 

two-thirds, are having three children, not six and eight and ten, arrl unless we 

rDN awly ourselves to the problans of the other black Amarica, these problans 

will multiply arrl the proolans of race will again cane to the forefront because 

they will becate ~ daninant group, mt one-third but one-half and nore. And 

particularly if the eoonany continues to be straightened as it is in these hard 

times, these people will suffer and anger will build up, guns are available, 

the dangers are clear and they are .inplicit. And that is where the Soules and 

Wilsons and the others \\OUld have white Anerica and the middle-class black 

knerica put their tooughts in the next years. 

'!hose of us wh:> have made it out of the ghetto who are Jews koow that 

anti-semitism still exists. We've oone rather well despite it. l'E've lived our 

own lives. we've made our own way. We have been able to survive in this ED-
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ciety. We' re never going to have a society in which prejwice doesn't play a role. 

'!he question now is not really can we eliminate gentile racism. Blacks of skill, 

blacks who are trained, blacks who are energetic, will be able to take advantage of 

the society. '!he laws are in place . They can be tinkered with, they can be im

proved on, but the basic laws are oow in place. But what is not in place in 

Anerica is a strategy to deal with poverty, to deal not with the poverty of those 

who once worked, who are out of work, because as soon as there are jobs they 

will \\lOrk again; these people are rrotivated, they know what structure is, that's 

a question that the econanists will have to solve but it can be dealt with. But 

mw to deal with the poverty of those whose lives have turned sare of them into 

animals, how to deal with the poverty of those who from the time they've been 

in the cradle have never had a chance to be loved, to bea::me a human being; ha-1 

to deal with the poverty of those who are in their teen ages and later mo are 

farrow in their activities, who are always on the edge; how to deal with the 

poverty of those who live in igoorance, wn:, don't know how to provide for their 

health, who don't know how to budget for their family, how to do the sinplest 

things which we take for granted, that's the issue which will face Americans in 

the 1980's provided we can face the other issues and it's an issue which is 

difficult. It's a costly issue. Reagon econanics cannot provide for r it, does not 

provide for it but it's one which we will not provide for if we do not to our own 

peril. 
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