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INTRODUCTION
Race and American Liberalism
What is the best way to understand the relationship between race and liberalism in American political development? Has the historical experience of 
racial inequality been a troubling exception to a generally liberal rule of equal 
rights and opportunities? Or, has racial oppression constituted a basic component of American liberalism-albeit one that has been imperfectly masked 
by cultural pieties of individualism and equality? Has liberalism, in other 
words, functioned primarily as a progressive engine for racial equity or as an 
oppressive tool of racial injustice?
The American experience would be much easier to comprehend if such 
questions could be given simple answers. If liberalism could be neatly categorized as either a positive or negative force with regard to the nation's racial 
history, it would be easy to judge. This would be ethically and politically 
comforting, as we could rest secure in our estimation of the nation's primary 
political creed. The historical record, however, has been vexingly variable and 
complex. Viewed dispassionately, it cannot affirm that liberalism has played 
a consistently positive or negative role in whatever movement the nation has 
made toward the realization of racial justice.


Powerful variants of American liberalism have endorsed the maintenance of racial hierarchy while asserting fidelity to the principle of equal 
rights under the law. Alternative constructions of liberalism have combined 
the goals of nondiscrimination and social equity to produce exceptionally 
radical visions of American democracy. Viewed across a broad historical expanse, both more racially equalitarian and hierarchical forms of liberalism 
have played significant roles in the nation's political development. Consequently, it is impossible to issue a verdict regarding the fundamental nature 
of liberal politics with regard to issues of racial justice.
This does not mean that the relationship between race and liberalism 
has been inconsequential. When considered as a complex and variable dynamic, rather than as a singular set of substantive positions, this relationship 
has embodied an important set of historical patterns. Most notably, it demonstrates the long-standing significance of liberalism as the primary language 
of American politics, the pivotal importance of race in constructing different varieties of liberalism, and the tendency of racial politics to cement the 
dominance of forms of liberalism that erase socioeconomic factors from the 
calculation of civic equity in the United States.
Viewed from this perspective, race has played a primary role in the making of American liberalism. This has been a complex and double-edged phenomenon. On the one hand, race has been instrumental in creating some of 
the nation's most radically democratic forms of liberal politics, which emphasize the inclusion of the disfranchised, the importance of socioeconomic 
equity, and, more recently, the value of cultural diversity. On the other, it has 
reinforced the dominance of relatively inequitable forms of liberalism, which 
use the equation of equal rights and free markets to legitimate grossly unequal distributions of wealth, power, and status. As such, the story of race 
and liberalism in the United States is not one that simply concerns the 
racially disfranchised. On the contrary, it includes the entire nation and the 
dominant vision of civic equity that it embodies.
Multiple Liberalisms
Many, if not most, students of American politics would likely view the claim 
that liberalism is capable of encompassing positions with either an emancipatory or an oppressive relationship to racial justice as unacceptably broad. 
With regard to basic equity issues, liberalism tends to be viewed in all-ornothing terms. Scholars with generally positive attitudes toward liberalism 
typically define it in ways that exclude the possibility of its support of as criptive social categories or group-based discrimination.' The minority that 
holds a more negative view of liberalism follows a more Marxian-influenced 
line of argument, holding that it necessarily produces such inequities and exclusions? Consequently, the claim that liberalism is flexible enough to have 
historically represented both racially progressive and retrogressive positions 
(as well as a variety of intermediate options whose ethical weight is more 
open to debate) is generally either not considered or dismissed as overly 
broad or illogical.3


Treating liberalism as a variegated, flexible, and politically contested discourse is in keeping, however, with widely accepted theories of cultural practice. Following the historical and linguistic turns in the social sciences, it is 
reasonable to examine American liberalism as a historically embedded, socially constructed discourse that has been of long-standing importance in 
American political development, even while it has remained open to continual contestation and change.4 While liberalism can be defined as representing a core set of political commitments, these are large and indeterminate enough to be understood in a wide variety of ways. Viewed from this 
perspective, liberalism represents an evolving political language that has encompassed a variety of particular and often competing formulations. What 
it means in practice has necessarily varied substantially across time and 
among competing groups of political actors.5
For the purposes of this book, American liberalism may be defined as a 
framework for the fundamentals of political life that prioritizes the value of 
individual rights and liberties, limited and representative government, private property and free markets, and constitutionalism and the rule of law. Although these are broad categories whose precise meanings are open to interpretation, they represent principles that are by no means shared by all 
varieties of political thought. As decades of historical work have demonstrated, Americans have subscribed to a wide range of nonliberal political beliefs, including civic republicanism, anarchism, socialism, communism, religious fundamentalism, radical feminism, and varieties of black and white 
nationalism, among others. Lacking an essential commitment to political individualism, free-market capitalism, or constitutional government, such traditions cannot be considered part of an even broadly defined liberalism.6
Such cases have been used to discredit the idea of a singular liberal "consensus;" in which all Americans share the same set of substantive political be- 
liefs.7 Following the popular demise of civic republicanism in the late eighteenth century, however, such nonliberal positions have generally occupied 
a relatively small corner of the American political landscape.8 When liberalism is considered as a variegated discourse rather than as a monolithic con sensus, the case for its historical dominance remains strong. The breadth and 
depth of liberalism in the United States has enabled it to encompass positions that are strongly opposed to one another: support for laissez-faire economics versus the welfare state, abolition of the income tax versus progressive taxation, unrestricted trade versus industrial planning, traditional 
gender roles versus feminism, Christian morality versus secular humanism, 
color-blindness versus affirmative action, and so on. The fact that both selfstyled conservatives and social democrats have spoken the language of 
American liberalism attests to its long-standing and wide-ranging importance in American political development.9


Race and Liberalism
Since the abolition of slavery in 1863, there has been an extremely wide range 
of responses to the question of what it would take to establish racial equity 
in the United States, particularly with regard to the African-American population. As the following chapters demonstrate, these have included liberal 
positions that alternately endorsed or rejected racial hierarchy, race-based 
discrimination, and a more equitable distribution of social or economic resources. Although nonliberal positions that have advocated an alternative 
path to racial justice have also existed, these have not occupied nearly as important a position in the mainstream (read: white-dominated) political environment. The most influential nonliberal racial ideologies have in fact existed on the far right of the political spectrum, representing an extreme form 
of white nationalism that would deny even the most elemental rights to the 
black population.
Racial politics in the United States has of course encompassed many 
other groups besides African Americans. Few would deny, however, that 
black Americans have represented the nation's most politically consequential racial group. With notable exceptions, racial politics in America has 
largely turned on issues associated with Africans who were enslaved during 
the first two centuries of European habitation in North America and their 
descendants. This is not to deny the importance of other racially defined 
groups or the significance of their particular histories. All represent an important part of American history and political development. The culturally 
dominant understanding of race that developed in the United States has remained, however, fundamentally structured by a black-white dichotomy. As 
such, it has played a particularly important role in the evolving relationship 
between race and American liberalism.


If this dichotomy has remained central to American racial politics, the 
socially dominant understanding of "race" has in many other respects been 
fluid. Race, like liberalism, can be understood as a historically embedded 
discourse whose substantive meaning has varied across time and among 
groups.'° Although it presents itself culturally as a simple and self-evident 
category, race is a complex social construct with several important dimensions. Most basically, the concept of race encompasses different understandings of the origins of racial categories: what some take for granted as biological fact, others understand to be social fiction. As the recent explosion of 
"whiteness" studies has demonstrated, the boundaries of particular racial 
designations have changed substantially over time, with groups such as the 
Irish, Italians, and Jews shifting from being defined as races to being understood as ethnic groups, or simply as whites."
Different understandings of race also embody different ideas about the 
structure of social relations, particularly with regard to issues of inequality. 
Currently, for example, different explanations of why the black population 
remains disproportionately poor hinge on competing conceptions of race, 
which alternately emphasize its significance as a discriminatory barrier, 
proxy for class, or marker of cultural deficiency. Such different understandings of race are logically connected to different perceptions of what the legitimate role of government and the law should be with regard to issues of 
civil rights and racial justice. Those who believe that race represents a discriminatory barrier, for example, tend to favor affirmative action. Those who 
believe that it is a proxy for class are more concerned with universal strategies to mitigate poverty. If race is viewed as a marker of cultural deficiency, 
government-sponsored attempts to leverage increased opportunity are likely 
to be viewed with skepticism or hostility. In this sense, different understandings of the meaning of race have a direct impact on alternative constructions of liberalism."
Race and Social Equity
Race is a particularly important construct in the United States because it 
plays a pivotal role in structuring perceptions of equity issues more broadly. 
Within the academy, this phenomenon is typically discussed in terms of the 
relationship between race and class. The literature on American exceptionalism in particular has frequently argued that race in the United States has 
served to mystify class relations while keeping the poor and working class politically divided. This line of argument differs from the one presented in this book to the extent that it is influenced by the traditional Marxian position 
that class represents an objective category of social relations that is determined by the economic system.13 Such an approach, in essence, treats class 
as a fact that is obscured by the fiction of race. The constructivist approach 
taken in this analysis, in contrast, assumes that both class and race are contingent social categories whose existence depends upon historically embedded patterns of cultural and social practice. From this perspective, it is misleading to assert that race obscures the reality of class, as this assumes that 
class is something that must be recognized rather than invented.14


An alternative way to conceptualize this relationship is that race has severely constrained the development of class as a meaningful social category 
in the United States. At first glance, this may seem to represent little more 
than a hairsplitting difference with the traditional exceptionalist position. 
When considered more carefully, however, it rests on very different assumptions about the nature of human beings and social relations. For example, it 
does not assume the existence of a universal structure of rationality that 
would cause people to agree that their primary social and political identities 
are determined by their relative position in the structure of economic relations (if only they could be roused out of the mystification produced by the 
ruling class and its cultural machinery). Instead, it proceeds from the hypothesis that humans have an innate need to locate themselves in a meaningful structure of individual identity and social relations. These structures 
of meaning are created and recreated through sociohistorical processes of 
cultural formation that may alternately assign a greater significance to tribal, 
religious, materialist, or other understandings of the world. Consequently, 
there is no reason to assume that class, as understood in traditional Western 
terms, has a privileged status as a more objective way of understanding individual or group identity.
This type of constructivist approach also presents a very different understanding of the real and potential relationship between liberalism and capitalism. If capitalism is similarly considered as a flexible, nondetermined system with a variety of forms that have been constructed by particular cultural 
and social practices, then the possibility that significantly different varieties 
of liberalism may exist widens considerably. Most pointedly, if the market 
economies that are a part of a liberal political order may dramatically increase 
social exploitation and inequality, they may also be structured to minimize 
such outcomes, while supporting both social flexibility and innovation, and 
individual freedom and self-determination. From this perspective, even "free" 
markets have been necessarily structured by the law and government regulations in the context of large, complex industrial or postindustrial societies.


The question at issue is therefore not the presence or absence of politics in 
markets, but rather the particular goals, structures, and social organization of 
market economies.'5
This, in turn, points to the possibility of significantly different conceptions of moral economy existing within a common liberal framework. American liberalism has historically contained significant strands of political 
thought that have been dedicated to the proposition that both individual 
rights and liberties and the civic virtue of the nation as a whole are threatened by the existence of huge disparities in wealth and social standing among 
the population.16 Along the same lines, it has embodied a moral tradition 
dedicated to a distribution of social and economic resources deemed to be 
sufficient to provide every citizen with a meaningful opportunity to develop 
her full range of individual talents and capacities.l" Other, more conservative traditions of American liberalism have of course rejected such equalitarian commitments as wrong-headed, arguing that individual morality and 
social virtue flourish best under conditions of unrestrained market competition, regardless of the inequities produced. Inequality, in fact, has been in 
many cases considered to be a vital feature of a desirable social order, as social hierarchy is assumed to be the necessary product of different and inherently unequal individual and group capacities that will naturally manifest 
themselves in a free society."
The Limits of American Liberalism
In this sense, race has a broad impact on the structure of liberalism that goes 
substantially beyond the scope of formally defined racial issues such as 
nondiscrimination or affirmative action. In order to develop a form of liberalism that prioritizes goals such as structuring markets to promote equity, 
it is necessary to have a working conception of the social structure that includes but extends beyond divisions created by race. It must include race because it has always been a fundamental part of the structure of inequality in 
the United States. It should also extend beyond race, however, because at no 
time in American history could inequality be reduced simply to race. It 
should, in other words, include some conception of class, even if that term is 
not explicitly used. The politics of race in the United States, however, has 
made such group-based conceptions of structural inequality very difficult to 
create and sustain.
Movements to increase race and class equity in the United States have 
been repeatedly (although by no means consistently) disassociated or even in conflict with one another. On the one hand, efforts to secure basic standards of nondiscrimination and equal treatment for racially disadvantaged 
groups have had no necessary connection to a broader commitment to social equity, whether liberal or otherwise. (Although the predominant pattern 
within the African-American political tradition has been to oppose racial 
discrimination and support increased social equity, this has not held true 
more broadly.) 19 In some cases, strong antidiscrimination positions have 
served to legitimize continued racial and social inequality, as it was argued 
that the market system would inevitably produce fair (if unequal) outcomes 
once all discriminatory barriers were removed. At other times, the struggle 
to achieve basic antidiscrimination guarantees simply did not leave sufficient 
time or energy to pursue broader issues. And, in some instances, a commitment to increased social equity has been understood in purely racial terms, 
with support for racially targeted redistribution but not for universal laws 
and policies.


On the other hand, movements for increased social equity have not necessarily included racial minorities or addressed issues of immediate importance to them. In some cases, this was the product of a racially discriminatory world view, which was committed to greater equity for whites but not 
for racial minorities. In others, it was a matter of priorities: while racial equity was supported in principle, it was considered to be too difficult and divisive to pursue in practice. Either way, racial issues proved to be too deeply 
rooted in the social fabric to remain hidden forever. Sooner or later, suppressed racial divisions erupted that disrupted and discredited the form of 
politics that these movements represented.
In some cases, movements for greater social equity have tried to take on 
both racially specific dimensions of inequality and its broader societal form. 
This has required attempting to address both racially specific concerns, such 
as discrimination, and more universal issues, such as the structure of the labor market. Pursuing such an ambitious goal has necessarily involved attempting to transform the meaning of race in order to bridge racial divisions, 
while at the same time developing some functional understanding of class. 
It has necessitated attempting to create political solidarity across racially divided groups, trying to convince racial minorities to put their faith in those 
that have mistreated them and attempting to persuade members of the white 
majority to identify themselves with the racially stigmatized.
The creative tensions generated by these demands have produced forms 
of American liberalism characterized by radical visions of democratic inclusiveness. Such versions of liberalism have had a broad impact on American 
political development, particularly by inspiring other movements dedicated to the full political and cultural enfranchisement of socially marginalized 
groups. In this sense, American liberalism has contained variants that have 
significantly influenced and expanded the scope of traditional left-of-center 
politics, which has overwhelmingly focused on an implicitly male and racially 
homogeneous conception of class. Most historians would agree, for example, 
that recent social movements dedicated to achieving greater equality for 
women, sexual minorities, the disabled, and other marginalized groups were 
directly inspired by the Civil Rights movement of the 195os-196os 20


Within this proliferation of social equity movements, however, those 
dedicated to the simultaneous pursuit of racial and class equity have experienced relatively little success. This has been particularly true with regard to 
institutionalizing the broad goals of such movements in the government 
arena and achieving lasting structural reforms. In both the late nineteenth 
and late twentieth centuries, popular mobilizations geared around equity issues have been overwhelmed by the strength of racially charged countermobilizations. In short, although race has helped to create exceptionally democratic visions of American liberalism, it has also reinforced the dominance 
of comparatively inequalitarian forms of liberal politics in the United States.
Reconsidering the First and Second Reconstructions
The following eight chapters provide a historical examination of how multiple forms of racial and liberal discourse have intersected with one another 
to form competing understandings of civic equity. Focusing on the periods 
1865-1896 and 1945-1980, this analysis centers around the epochs commonly 
referred to as the "first and second Reconstructions" and their aftermaths. 
Although many important racial developments occurred outside of these periods, any historical narrative that focuses on the evolving relationship between race and liberalism in the United States must include them as central 
building blocks of the larger story. Consequently, while this book cannot 
claim to be comprehensive, it does lay a foundation for broader efforts.
Chapter i describes the substantive content and political dynamics of 
what is here referred to as "anti-caste liberalism." Developed by Radical Republicans and their allies during the late 186os, anti-caste liberals claimed 
that the Reconstruction amendments had placed the principle of racial 
equality at the pinnacle of the American constitutional order, charging the 
federal government with the responsibility to take action against the continued maintenance of racial caste. This position was quite radical for its time, 
as it insisted on the political imperative of a strong standard against racial discrimination. It was essentially conservative, however, with regard to economic issues, as it assumed that antidiscrimination measures would be sufficient to eradicate racial caste and establish a full measure of civic equality 
throughout the nation. This indifference to the economic bases of citizenship stood sharply opposed to the views of both the vast majority of the 
freedpeople themselves and the nascent labor and agrarian movementswhich, as discussed in chapter 3, argued that the growing inequality of the 
postbellum era threatened the foundations of republican government.


Chapter 2 examines the highly influential position of Darwinian liberalism, which represented the primary counter to the anti-caste position during 
the 1870s. During that time, Darwinian liberals argued in favor of a minimalist conception of black citizenship rights. This position, however, was coupled 
with an insistence that equal rights could not and should not be expected to 
produce "social equality" between the races. In the context of a free-market order, Darwinian liberals claimed, the innate superiority of the white race ensured that it would forever dominate the black. The fact that this insistence on 
racial hierarchy was linked to a commitment to a minimal standard of black 
rights made it a politically moderate position in the context of the 1870s. By the 
turn of the century, however, this commitment had largely eroded, as Darwinian liberals forged an even more exclusive conception of white supremacy 
in reaction to the labor and agrarian movements of the 188os-i89os.
Chapters 3 and 4 examine the rise and fall of these movements, which 
were commonly organized around the ideology of "producer republicanism." In contrast to both anti-caste and Darwinian liberals, producer republicans prioritized the economic foundations of citizenship. The extremes of 
wealth and poverty that had developed in conjunction with the rise of corporate capitalism, they argued, had effectively nullified the rights of millions 
of citizens and threatened the integrity of American government. In keeping 
with this position, republican activists attempted to organize a broad constituency of workers and farmers around the common identity of "producers," arguing that their interests and values stood opposed to those of the 
"nonproducing classes." Forging such an identity, however, required bridging racial divisions between not only whites and blacks, but between nativeborn whites and the rapidly growing population of Southern and Eastern 
European immigrants. While both movements made significant progress on 
this front, the subsequent force of racially charged reaction proved overwhelming. Following the denouement of this struggle, which was marked by 
the election of 1896, the nation entered the twentieth century with a highly 
exclusive conception of citizenship, which championed the necessity of both 
racial and class hierarchy, securely instated as the dominant cultural norm.


Although the political order inaugurated by the election of 1896 underwent significant reforms during the Progressive Era and was eventually overturned by the New Deal, no politically consequential opposition to racial 
discrimination emerged until the post-World War II period. Chapter 5 examines the content and context of what is here referred to as "postwar liberalism;" which coupled a new commitment to antidiscrimination with a rejection of the more class-conscious and social democratic orientation of the 
New Deal. While representing a historic advance against deeply embedded 
norms of white supremacy, postwar liberals failed to recognize the immense 
significance of growing patterns of racial inequality that did not fit into their 
ideological frame.
As chapter 6 demonstrates, the early Civil Rights movement radicalized 
the postwar liberal agenda by infusing it with much more expansive conceptions of both racial equity and social justice. While postwar liberalism remained focused on the problem of Jim Crow in the South, the movement 
also emphasized problems of segregation and discrimination in the rest of 
the nation. At the same time, it encouraged the development of a new form 
of racial consciousness, particularly a more positive and empowered sense of 
black identity. The movement also advocated an essentially social democratic 
agenda, whose primary goal was to increase social and economic equity 
among all Americans. By the early i96os, these commitments had created a 
pronounced rift between "white liberals;" who favored the more moderate 
politics of postwar liberalism, and black activists, who supported the new 
form of social liberalism developed by the Civil Rights movement.
Chapter 7 focuses on the meteoric rise and fall of social liberalism during the mid- to late 196os. In 1964, movement activists and their allies optimistically believed that they could form a new coalition of minorities, labor 
unionists, left-of-center liberals, and low-income voters that would have the 
political muscle to move the Democratic party substantially to the left in order to pursue the ambitious agenda of eliminating both poverty and racial 
injustice. By 1968, however, these hopes had been crushed. As the social and 
political turmoil growing out of racial politics and the Vietnam War engulfed 
the nation, a growing conservative "backlash" gained momentum. Although 
the election of President Richard Nixon in that year did not inaugurate the 
sort of extreme reactionary regime that some hoped for and others feared, 
it was widely taken to mark the beginning of a new, more conservative era.
Chapter 8 analyzes the development of the contemporary conservative 
movement from the late i96os through the i98os. In the 1970s, the neoconservative movement played a particularly important role in fashioning a new brand 
of racial conservatism with a powerful cultural resonance. Framed in the liberal language of nondiscrimination and equal rights, this position denounced raceconscious policies and equalitarian politics more broadly as politically illegitimate and socially destructive. During the same period, veteran conservative activists regrouped to organize the New Right, which combined a powerful appeal 
to the intertwined racial and class identities of working-class whites with innovative and effective techniques of political organizing. Together, the neoconservatives and the New Right laid the foundations for a new conservative political 
establishment with the organizational muscle to systematically market conservative ideas, engineer a conservative takeover of the Republican party, leverage 
a more conservative federal judiciary, and mobilize grassroots support for conservative causes. While encompassing a wide range of issues, a central-and ultimately successful-goal of the movement was to banish socioeconomic equity 
issues from the forum of legitimate political discussion.


Placing the contemporary weakness of equalitarian liberalism within a 
broader historical perspective enables a deeper understanding of the fundamental political dynamics at issue. The problem of developing a strong constituency dedicated to addressing growing socioeconomic inequality in a 
society that has been powerfully structured and deeply scarred by racial divisions is not new. Similarly, the tendency to justify entrenched racial inequality as the natural product of a competitive free-market system has deep 
roots. Yet, it is also true that simple formulas that prioritize class over race or 
equate racial inequality with discrimination do not work. Nor is it a simple 
matter of "good" forms of liberalism that promote civic equity and "bad" 
forms that negate it.
The interplay of race and class and the many competing understandings 
of liberal equality have been too variegated and complex to reduce to a single dynamic. Still, certain patterns are particularly striking. American liberalism has proven capable of generating inspiring visions of civic equality. 
Some have been deeply committed to the goal of a racially equalitarian society. Others have focused on the universal ideal of a nation in which all citizens possess the socioeconomic resources necessary to participate fully and 
to develop their innate human potential. Still others have understood these 
dreams as necessarily intertwined. All of these equalitarian conceptions of 
American liberalism have, however, proven extremely difficult to sustainand even more difficult to realize concretely. Although there can be no single explanation of why this has been the case, race has consistently played a 
central role in undermining the strength of more equalitarian conceptions 
of liberalism. For this reason, developing a more nuanced understanding of 
the complex politics of race allows us to gain deeper insight into the strengths 
and limitations of American liberalism.


Our Constitution is colorblind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among 
citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law.
Justice John Marshall Harlan, Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896
 


II
Anti-Caste Liberalism
Justice Harlan's dissent in the Supreme Court case of Plessy v. Ferguson, 
which sanctioned racial segregation under the auspices of the "separate but 
equal" doctrine, represents one of the most famous statements, as well as one 
of the most infamous cases, in the history of American constitutional law. 
This was not always true: at the time it was decided, neither Harlan's dissent 
nor the case itself generated any notable public reaction.' By 1896, the battle 
over the legality of racial discrimination and segregation had already been 
effectively decided. Although there had been a long and determined effort to 
prohibit these practices in the spheres of government action and public accommodations, this movement had lost its political and legal strength in 
conjunction with the larger abandonment of the racially equalitarian experiments of Reconstruction. Rather than a powerful affirmation of a strong 
civil rights tradition, Harlan's dissent-laudable as it was-represented only 
a weak shadow of a formerly robust position.
This chapter relocates the Harlan dissent within this larger position, 
here referred to as "anti-caste liberalism."' From the mid-i86os to the mid188os, anti-caste liberalism represented an important current of radical thought and activism with regard to both racial and constitutional issues. All anticaste liberals strongly opposed racial discrimination and segregation. A majority affirmed the then-radical proposition that there were no essential differences between the black and white races, except those imposed by slavery 
and its legacy. In support of these racial commitments, anti-caste liberals advanced a radical theory of constitutional government based on a highly 
equalitarian reading of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth amendments. These 
amendments, they argued, had been passed in the wake of the Civil War to 
create a new standard of national citizenship. Most critically, the federal government was required to take action to prevent conduct that would perpetuate the legacy of slavery by creating new systems of racial caste. As required 
by this responsibility, the power of the federal government had been significantly expanded, while the corresponding authority of the state governments had been sharply curtailed. In this sense, the Reconstruction amendments had recalibrated the entire system of government, creating a "new" 
constitutional order to replace a failed model that had been unfaithful to the 
fundamental principle of equal rights under the law.


Although anti-caste liberals took a radically equalitarian position on 
racial and constitutional issues, they were silent with regard to economic 
concerns. After a brief period during the mid-186os when they championed 
the losing cause of land redistribution to provide the newly freed black population with homesteads, leading figures in the anti-caste movement disassociated economics from their understanding of both the rights of citizenship and the requirements of racial equality. Adopting the laissez-faire 
assumptions that came to dominate the Republican party by the 1870s, anticaste liberals-both white and black alike-argued that the former slave 
population needed only to be protected from discrimination to have an 
equal opportunity to find their fortunes within a free-market order. In pursuit of this goal, they focused their energies on the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1875, which prohibited discrimination in places of public accommodation. Although the battle for the passage of this legislation was eventually 
won, the law rapidly became a dead letter under the rule of an overwhelmingly hostile, white-dominated public sphere and judicial system. By the time 
of the Plessy decision, anti-caste liberalism was a relic of the past.
Despite its practical failure, the case of anti-caste liberalism is instructive for both what it did and did not represent. On the one hand, it demonstrates that mid- to late nineteenth-century liberalism was capable of supporting what was for its time a remarkably radical commitment against 
racial discrimination. This issue was deemed so important by a small, but 
nonetheless prominent political coalition that it succeeded in developing a coherent theory of constitutional interpretation that was correspondingly 
radical in its own right. Although only briefly upheld as the law of the land, 
anti-caste constitutionalism continued to find expression in legal arguments, 
books, speeches, and political meetings into the 188os. On the other hand, 
anti-caste liberalism represented an essentially conservative position on economic issues. Particularly given the growing economic divisions and class 
antagonisms of the time, this combination of economic conservatism and 
racial, political, and legal radicalism illustrates the tremendous disjuncture 
that existed between the struggle against racial discrimination and the battle 
for economic justice in late nineteenth-century America.


Land and the Foundations of Citizenship
Anti-caste liberalism was a product of the historical period known as Reconstruction. Reconstruction began in the wake of the Civil War when the 
Republican party, representing the forces of the victorious North, used its 
dominance of the federal government to attempt to build a new social and 
political order in the South. The central challenge of Reconstruction was 
coping with the question of how best to incorporate almost four million former slaves into the social fabric of the nation. In sharp contrast to the Democrats who overwhelmingly dominated the white South, Republicans were 
commonly committed to the formal abolition of slavery. They divided, however, over the issue of what the consequent civil status of the ex-slave population should be.
With the commencement of the more radically reformist stage of congressionally directed Reconstruction in 1867, two competing positions dominated Republican debate over this issue. The majority position held that the 
freedpeople should be guaranteed basic rights of property and contract. 
These rights, it was argued, would allow them to compete on an equal basis 
in the free-market system that was claimed to now encompass the South. A 
small but vocal minority, however, held that the peculiarities of the southern 
situation required a redistribution of land to the former slaves. This was necessary, it was argued, to provide them with the economic foundation necessary for the effective extension of these and other citizenship rights.'
The most important figures in the minority contingent of Radical Republicans promoting land reform were Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts and Representative Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania.4 In March 
1867, Sumner argued before the Senate that the "principles of justice and 
morality which constitute the foundation of republican government" de manded not only the extension of the ballot, but the provision of education 
and a homestead to the freedmen. Congress, he maintained, should confiscate the land of former Confederates, "whose crimes had forfeited all their 
rights." This land should be redistributed so that "each liberated slave who is 
a male adult, or the head of a family" would have "a homestead of forty acres 
of land;" along with $1oo with which "to build a dwelling." Pointing out that 
the freedpeople and their ancestors had "toiled, not for years, but for ages, 
without one farthing of recompense;" Stevens argued that "they have earned 
from their masters this very land and much more." These "disloyal" landowners, Sumner argued, should be prevented from continuing to appropriate the fruits of their former slaves' toil.6


In keeping with a long tradition of Jeffersonian thought, Stevens argued 
that land redistribution represented the necessary foundation of equal citizenship for the freedpeople. Stevens recognized that without some basis for 
economic independence, their widespread lack of education, skills, and resources left them far too defenseless against exploitation. The freedpeople 
would, Stevens warned, become "the servants and victims of others unless 
they are made in some measure independent of their wiser neighbors." Consequently, homesteads were "far more valuable" to them than even the right 
to vote-although, Stevens added, "both are their due."7
Certainly, the redistribution of land for the provision of homesteads 
constituted the first priority of the vast majority of the freedpeople themselves. Southern blacks considered the achievement of both individual and 
community autonomy to be a vital component of their newly won freedom 
and viewed landownership as a precondition of that goal.' Similarly, land 
was widely understood to represent the economic foundation necessary for 
any meaningful extension of legal and political rights. As one Charleston resident succinctly explained to a northern journalist in 1865: "without land, the 
old masters can hire or starve us, as they please.79
Black residents of Edisto Island elaborated on this theme. This group of 
freedpeople had settled upon abandoned plantation lands with the initial support of the Freedmen's Bureau, fully expecting to be given title to forty-acre 
plots. Upon learning that the government now planned to restore the land to 
its former owners, they formed a committee to write collective letters of protest 
to President Andrew Johnson and General 0. 0. Howard, commissioner of the 
Freedmen's Bureau. "General we want Homesteads; we were promised Homesteads by the government;" they asserted. If the government reneged upon this 
promise, "we are left In a more unpleasant condition than our former ... at the 
mercy of those who are combined to prevent us from getting land enough to 
lay our Fathers bones upon." Despite owning "property In Horses, cattle, car riages, & articles of furniture," being "landless and Homeless" rendered them 
once again subject to the will of their former owners. "We can not resist It In 
any way without being driven out Homeless upon the road," they explained. 
"You will see this Is not the condition of really freemen."1°


Despite such protests, the few small-scale efforts at land redistribution 
that were attempted were quickly aborted. By 1870, it was clear that the entire issue was dead. The key reason for this failure was that the central power 
bloc in the Republican party was made up of northerners who were strong 
advocates of, and often investors in, a newly emerging system of corporate 
capitalism that could now be more easily extended into the South. Land redistribution posed a potentially serious threat to their economic interests. 
While other, similarly disruptive measures championed by the Radical wing 
of the party, such as the extension of suffrage to the freedmen, offered potentially significant gains (in the case of suffrage, for example, the chance to 
consistently win southern elections with the support of the black vote), land 
reform offered only potential costs. In all probability, such a move would 
drastically reduce the already slim chances of building any base of white support for the party in the South. At the same time, it would lessen opportunities for profitable northern investment in, trade with, and export to that 
region. In principle, it also set a potentially dangerous precedent for the abrogation of vested property rights.
Despite the practical failure of land redistribution, the larger political vision that it represented remained vital-at least outside of the realm of institutional party politics-throughout the remaining decades of the nineteenth century. Although many black political leaders, particularly those 
involved in mainstream party politics, increasingly took on a more moderate posture in the face of an ever more conservative political climate, many 
other African Americans turned toward either the resurgent black nationalism of the late 1870s-i88os or the radical labor and agrarian movements of 
the 188os-i8gos.11 In the latter case, blacks joined with majority-white movements whose insistence that effective citizenship rights required a solid socioeconomic foundation very much paralleled the ideological structure of 
the earlier land reform movement.
The Rise of Laissez-Faire
Within the realm of institutionalized party politics, the defeat of the land reform issue coincided with the development of a new laissez-faire ideology 
that was embraced by radical, moderate, and conservative Republicans alike.12 Basic laissez-faire principles, which held that the integrity of the freemarket system depended on its protection from governmental intrusion, had 
been a central element of Republican political thought during the antebellum and Civil War periods. During that time, however, they were very much 
a part of what Foner termed the "free labor" ideology.13 This position had 
been based on the faith that if markets were allowed to operate freely and 
were shielded from the inherent biases of government regulation, they would 
necessarily support the Jeffersonian goal of a citizenry composed of economically independent, and therefore politically virtuous, small-scale property owners. According to this perspective, the growth of "wage labor" (i.e., 
employees working for wages, as opposed to independent operators working 
for themselves) that was accompanying the development of a more technologically sophisticated industrial base would provide the opportunity for 
more individuals to acquire the capital necessary to become independent 
small businesspeople, artisans, or farmers.14 There was, in other words, no 
need to worry that this new economic order might produce forms of social 
stratification that posed a threat to the Jeffersonian vision.


This perspective could not long survive the tremendous economic changes 
of the postbellum era. By the early 1870s, the free labor paradigm was unraveling into its two distinct and increasingly opposed components of laissez-faire capitalism and Jeffersonian equalitarianism. The decisive turning 
point in this process was the Panic of 1873, a credit crisis that instigated a 
sixty-five-month-long economic contraction. The subsequent economic 
malaise lasted, with some interruptions, almost until the turn of the century. 
Representing the "first great crisis of industrial capitalism" in the United 
States, this event powerfully undermined free labor assumptions, raised the 
labor issue to the forefront of social thought, changed the balance of power 
between the two major parties, and set the stage for the emergence of a new 
generation of industrial leaders.15
This pivotal event deepened already existing divisions that were cutting 
through the network of political alliances that formed the Republican coalition. Northern business interests, which were strongly represented in the Republican party, wanted to end the racial strife associated with Reconstruction in order to pursue profitable investment in the South. This put them 
into conflict with both the Radical wing of the party, which was committed 
to the cause of black civil rights, and the Stalwart faction, which wanted to 
"wave the bloody shirt" (i.e., invoke the horrors of the Civil War and the 
treason of the Confederate South) in an attempt to further their political fortunes. At the same time, as the largely northern labor movement grew increasingly better organized and more militant, it came into increasing con flict both with the conservative, business-oriented wing of the party and with 
the factions that remained focused on southern race issues. These rifts significantly deepened the alienation of labor advocates-always relatively tenuous members of the Republican coalition-from the party.16


The commitments to laissez-faire capitalism and Jeffersonian equalitarianism that had been united by the free labor paradigm soon broke sharply 
apart. The economic dislocations that followed the Panic of 1873 made it 
clear that unfettered market competition was not going to produce a harmonious society of virtuous small property holders. Instead, corporate wealth 
and power were expanding, while workers and farmers faced mushrooming 
poverty, wage cuts, and unemployment.i" At the same time, deepening factional divisions made it clear that former political allies had extremely different interests in the face of such changed circumstances. Consequently, 
advocates of laissez-faire largely jettisoned the ideal of Jeffersonian equalitarianism, replacing it with a celebration of unrestricted economic development and societal competition.'8 Conversely, advocates of Jeffersonian 
equalitarianism attacked the dominant model of laissez-faire as unsuited to 
the new age of corporate capitalism, insisting that it be replaced with a new 
regime of politically structured market activity designed to maximize the 
public good.
The relative dominance of northern business interests within the Republican coalition helped to ensure that the party would go down the laissez-faire road. Strongly reinforcing this choice of direction was the fact that 
the line that divided Radicals and reformists from conservatives and moderates in the party had always been one of race, not class. The roots of radicalism in the Republican party were very much in the abolitionist movement, 
which had largely dismissed the labor movement as an unwarranted distraction from the central problem of slavery.19 This lack of interest had been 
mutual: no part of the northern labor movement had ever been a consistent 
supporter of any sort of racially progressive agenda.20 As a result, members 
of the Radical wing of the Republican party had no tradition of economic 
thought and no set of strong political alliances that would encourage them 
to attempt to block the shift from the free labor paradigm to a more aggressively laissez-faire position?1
The defeat of the land redistribution issue consequently caused the Radical faction to shift from a more socioeconomic to a more narrowly legal conception of what further reforms were needed to complete the racially equalitarian agenda of Reconstruction. Lacking a larger economic program that 
could sustain itself following the defeat of the land issue, Radical Republicans and their supporters dropped all references to the economic bases of cit izenship and turned instead to focus exclusively on questions of legal rights. 
Subsequently, by the 1870s, they were consistently making the argument that 
the freedmen were entitled to equal legal and political rights and nothing 
more, as this represented the full measure of citizenship accorded to all enfranchised Americans.


Anti-Caste Liberalism
Nowhere was this shift more apparent than in the arguments made by Radical Republicans and their supporters in favor of the series of bills that would 
eventuate in the Civil Rights Act of 1875.11 First proposed to the Senate by 
Charles Sumner in May 1870, this law prohibited racial discrimination in places 
of public accommodation such as restaurants, inns, and theaters, as well as in 
public transportation and jury selection. (Notably, the original version of the 
bill had also prohibited racial segregation in the public schools, churches, and 
cemeteries. The school clause in particular was extremely controversial, however, and was eventually dropped in a compromise agreement.) During the 
long battle to secure passage of the legislation, Sumner and other supporters 
of the measure repeatedly characterized it as the "capstone" needed to "crown 
and complete the great work of Reconstruction."" By presenting the civil 
rights bill in this way, they abandoned any claim that the establishment of 
racial justice would require some restructuring of economic relations in the 
South. In so doing, they relied on the classic laissez-faire argument that the 
provision of equal rights under the law was both the necessary and sufficient 
condition needed to guarantee social-or, in this case, racial-justice.
"This bill when enacted, it is believed, will be a finality, removing from 
legislation, from politics, and from society, an injurious agitation, and securing to every citizen that proud equality which our nation declares to be 
his right," proclaimed Senator Frederick T. Frelinghuysen of New Jersey. 
Holding that it "is the friction created by discrimination among citizens in 
the administration of law that disturbs the harmony of government," Frelinghuysen exhorted his colleagues to "take away the foreign substance." "We 
know we have proven that equality is the true principle on which to run society; give it full play with no obstruction, and the machine will run noiselessly and without a jar."24 Similarly, Representative James A. Garfield of 
Ohio emphasized:
I have never asked for [the black man] one thing beyond this: that 
he should be placed under the equal protection of the laws, with the equal right to all the blessings which our laws confer ... and 
that the negro, guaranteed an equal chance in the struggle of life, 
may work out for himself whatever fortune his own merit will 
win 2s


"In the name of Christianity; in the name of the Declaration; in the name 
of the Constitution; by the voice of this bill," Senator Timothy O. Howe of 
Wisconsin intoned, "I invoke the angel of equal rights to remove the last obstruction from the pathway to equal fortune."26
Three of the seven black congressmen who participated in the debates 
over the civil rights bill made similar statements, and none of the other four 
contradicted them.27 Representative Joseph H. Rainey of South Carolina 
asked his colleagues to "deprive us of no rights belonging to us as citizens; 
give us an equal opportunity in life; then if we fail we will be content if driven 
to the wall."28 During the same debate, another black representative from 
South Carolina, Richard H. Cain, made an almost identical appeal: "Let the 
laws of the country be just; let the laws of the country be equitable; that is 
all we ask, and we will take our chances under the laws in this land.... Place 
all citizens upon one broad platform; and if the negro is not qualified to hoe 
his row in this contest of life, then let him go down."29 Representative John Roy 
Lynch of Mississippi asked the House to "pass this bill as it passed the Senate, and there will be nothing more for the colored people to ask or expect in 
the way of civil rights."30
This vision of an intrinsically fair free-market order that would run like 
clockwork if only the disturbance of racial discrimination were removed represented a conservative shift away from the more radical position that equal 
rights require an economic foundation to be meaningful. Nonetheless, the 
version of liberalism advanced by the supporters of the civil rights bill remained remarkably radical in two interrelated ways. First, it asserted the doctrine of human universalism, rejecting the then-common belief in the inherent superiority and inferiority of different races.31 Second, it developed 
a highly equalitarian interpretation of American constitutional government, 
holding that the Reconstruction amendments had fundamentally altered 
both the nature of American citizenship and the balance of power within the 
federal system.
Anti-caste liberals commonly made the argument that "God is no respecter of persons, and that he made of one blood all nations of men to dwell 
on the face of the earth:'32 Direct connections were regularly made between 
the principle of humanist universalism, the substance of Christian values, 
and the nature of American nationalism. Senator Henry Wilson of Massa chusetts, for example, attacked the civil rights bill's opponents by stating that 
"this talk about superiority of race, about these distinctions in this Christian 
and democratic land, should pass away and pass away forever.... All that is 
high and noble and pure in the country is against recognizing these unchristian, inhumane, and undemocratic theories."" Senator Samuel C. 
Pomeroy of Kansas, objecting to remarks of another senator, who had previously spoken "about races of men and races of women," remarked that he 
"thought we had got beyond that question long ago":


I know of the human race, but I do not know anything about 
races of men.... I learned in my childhood that man was made 
but a little lower than the angels, not that there were any races of 
men. I hold that every individual, the poorest and the weakest, is 
a man notwithstanding, allied to immortality, and that in no 
sense can it be said that one is superior to the other: certainly not 
in his origin; certainly not in his destiny, and, if anything, only in 
his attainments, only in the circumstances that have surrounded 
him.34
Similarly, Senator Daniel D. Pratt of Indiana tied the equalitarianism of the 
Declaration of Independence to the Christian belief "that God was the creator of mankind. I believe what our fathers who laid the foundations of our 
political edifice taught, that all men are created equal."35
Anti-caste liberals further made the sociological claim that the differences that separated the races were essentially the result of the forced imposition of racial hierarchy by whites against blacks in the South. (Proponents 
of the Civil Rights Act never extended their analysis of the social bases of 
racial inequality to consider the position of blacks outside of the South.) 
Senator Howe, for example, argued that racial prejudice "is not a law of nature," but rather a belief that is taught and learned in particular environments. "We have but one creator and that is God, and he makes but one kind 
of men;" he asserted. "Diverse culture has occasioned diverse conditions. 
Those unequal conditions are an impeachment of society, not of creation."36
The logical way to address such problems was to prohibit the discriminatory practices that perpetuated them. Representative William J. Purman 
of Florida argued, "Color is no crime, and the sacrilegious hands that would 
make it so ... must be stayed by just and firm legislation." "It was well remarked by Rousseau," Purman added, "that `It is precisely because the force 
of things tends always to destroy equality that the force of legislation should 
always tend to maintain it. " 37 In the same vein, Senator George S. Boutwell 
of Massachusetts argued that while families could not be expected to teach children the "theory of human equality;" it could and should be taught in the 
public schools, "where children of all classes and conditions are brought together:" Such instruction, he believed, represented "the chief means of securing the perpetuity of republican institutions.""


Senator Charles Sumner, the primary sponsor of the civil rights bill and 
its most prominent and indefatigable advocate up until the time of his death 
in 1874,39 repeatedly claimed that the equalitarian spirit represented by the 
Declaration of Independence constituted the soul of republican govern- 
ment.40 "Why is the Declaration of Independence our Magna Charta?" Sumner queried the Senate in 1872. It was, he claimed, "because it announces the 
lofty truth that all are equal in rights, and, as natural consequence, that just 
government stands only on the consent of the governed-all of which is 
held to be self-evident." This essential truth, Sumner argued, constituted "the 
soul of republican institutions, without which the Republic is a failure, a 
name and nothing more."41
Sumner, as well as a few other congressmen, went so far as to "insist that 
the National Constitution must be interpreted by the National Declaration." 
The Declaration of independence, claimed Sumner, "is of equal and coordinate authority with the Constitution itself" "Show me any words in the 
Constitution applicable to human rights;" he argued, "and I invoke at once 
the great truths of the Declaration as the absolute guide to their meaning." 
Holding that "every word in the Constitution must be interpreted so that 
Liberty and Equality shall not fail," Sumner and his supporters elevated 
equalitarian principles to the pinnacle of the constitutional order.42
The Reconstruction Amendments
This interpretation of the Constitution was supported by a distinctly radical interpretation of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth amendments, which had 
been respectively passed in 1865 and 1868 to provide the constitutional authority for abolition and Reconstruction.43 (The Thirteenth Amendment 
prohibited slavery, and the Fourteenth, most notably, established the principle of "equal protection" of the law.) Proponents of the Civil Rights Act argued that the primary purpose of these amendments had been to eradicate 
slavery fully and completely from American life. In so doing, they had necessarily altered both the nature of U.S. citizenship and the structure of American constitutional government. This was true for two reasons. First, it was 
argued, the scope of the Thirteenth Amendment extended beyond the simple prohibition of slavery to include a broad prohibition on any continued manifestation of racial caste. Second, the Fourteenth Amendment had nationalized the rights of citizenship and provided the federal government with 
the power, authority, and responsibility to enforce those rights. Consequently, the effect of these amendments had been to radically expand the duties and powers of the federal government, while substantially reducing the 
autonomy of the states. Given this cross-reinforcing interpretation of the 
amendments, advocates argued that the pending Civil Rights Act was not 
only constitutional, but a clear constitutional requirement.44


This argument was supported by a highly moralistic reading of the Civil 
War, which claimed that it had been fought over the issue of human-and, 
more particularly, racial-equality. According to this interpretation, the war 
was the logical outcome of a flawed constitutional structure that had demanded repair in the form of the Reconstruction amendments. Prior to the 
war, Sumner claimed, the Constitution "was interpreted always, in every 
clause and line and word, for Human Slavery. Thank God," he added, "it is 
all changed now! There is another rule, and the National Constitution, from 
beginning to end, speaks always for the Rights of Man."45 Similarly, Representative Charles G. Williams of Wisconsin argued that at the close of the 
Civil War, the country had assumed that the principle of the "equal rights of 
all men before the law" had been "settled and secured." Today, he claimed, 
that principle "is the cornerstone of a reconstructed Republic." To fail to pass 
the civil rights bill would "leave a flaw" in the new constitutional foundation 
that could once again threaten the stability of the nation.46
Repeated contrasts were drawn between the "new" and "old" Constitutions, the latter of which, as Senator John Sherman of Ohio argued, "had 
not the word `rights' in it. "41 The "Fourteenth Amendment goes much further than the old Constitution;" explained Senator Frelinghuysen, as it 
"makes United States citizenship primary, and State citizenship deriva- 
tive."48 In the same vein, Representative Robert S. Hale of New York stated 
that while he had originally opposed the Fourteenth Amendment, he believed that Congress had the power and the duty to pass the civil rights bill 
under the dictates of the "new" Constitution.49 Senator Howe applauded 
this newly established power of the federal government to uphold the rights 
of citizenship, which, in his view, had been horribly abused when left to the 
protection of the states. This fundamental shift, he suggested, represented 
common knowledge: "The Constitution has been changed, you may have 
heard, sir'so
Racial segregation, it was argued, represented an unconstitutional manifestation of racial caste under the Thirteenth Amendment and a violation of 
the rights of black citizens under the Fourteenth. The scope of prohibited discrimination, Senator Morton explained, was broad enough to include "all 
unjust discriminations against the negroes as a class;" including those that 
occurred in privately owned enterprises that served the general publics i The 
federal government, Senator George F. Edmunds of Vermont argued, had the 
duty to protect citizens from "caste prejudice" regardless of whether particular state governments wanted it to do so or not.52


This position rejected what would come to be known as the "state action" doctrine, which held that the Fourteenth Amendment prohibited racial 
discrimination only on the part of government, as opposed to individuals or 
private enterprises.53 Proponents of the Civil Rights Act argued against this 
doctrine in two distinct, if frequently overlapping, ways. Their more radical 
claim was that the Fourteenth Amendment acted directly against individuals, groups, and private establishments, as well as the state.54 "Men may concede that public sentiment, and not law, is the cause of the discrimination of 
which we justly complain;" argued Representative Josiah T. Walls, a black 
congressman from Florida. "If this be so, then such public sentiment needs 
penal correction, and should be regulated by law"55 The more moderate, although still legally powerful, position was that since all businesses had to be 
licensed and regulated by the state, they represented "legal institutions" subject to government regulation, including antidiscrimination laws.56
Racial and Constitutional Radicalism
Such radical positions on constitutional issues were strongly related to what 
were for the time similarly radical positions on racial equality. As detailed in 
tables 1.1 and 1.2, an analysis of the constitutional and racial positions represented by each of the thirty-five congressmen who argued in favor of the 
civil rights bill demonstrates that a solid majority held radical positions on 
both issues and that these were highly correlated with one another. Both the 
larger historical context and specific positions argued suggest that racial attitudes played a primary role in shaping the theories of constitutional law 
and liberal government espoused by the supporters of the civil rights bill.
Table i.i details the number of congressmen whose statements indicated 
either a strong or moderate endorsement of the principles of constitutional 
radicalism and racial equalitarianism described above. Specifically, "strong" 
statements of constitutional radicalism were coded as those that asserted that 
the Reconstruction amendments had fundamentally changed the basic constitutional structure or that the Fourteenth Amendment represented a broad 
antidiscrimination principle. "Moderate" statements, in contrast, simply held that the civil rights bill was constitutional in that it established equal 
rights under the law. Similarly, "strong" statements of racial equalitarianism 
claimed either that the races were inherently equal or that racism was fundamentally wrong. "Moderate" statements asserted that "every man has the 
right to become the equal of any other man if he can" or that racial segregation was wrong because it was a manifestation of the legacy of slavery and 
degrading to blacks.


As can be seen in table 1.1, 86 percent of the thirty-five congressmen 
made either a strong or a moderate endorsement of both the constitution ally radical and racially equalitarian positions. The vast majority in both 
cases took the strong, rather than the moderate position, with 66 percent 
taking a strong position on constitutional radicalism and 57 percent taking a 
strong position on racial equalitarianism. Table 1.2 analyzes how these different positions correlated with one another in the statements made by the 
subset of twenty-five congressmen (71 percent) who took a clear position on 
both constitutional and racial issues. Sixty percent took a radical position in 
both cases, which exceeds the combined total of the three other alternatives 
by 20 percent.
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The Road to Plessy
Strongly adhered to only by a minority of Republicans and their largely black 
constituencies, the political fortunes of the anti-caste position declined rapidly in conjunction with the demise of Reconstruction. By the time that the 
Civil Rights Act was passed in 1875, it was evident that the power of the Radical Republican faction that had used this position to spearhead the bill's passage would soon be eclipsed. Since the late 186os, the racially equalitarian 
policies of Reconstruction had been rapidly losing ground in the face of 
white southern militancy, northern business hostility, and general disillusionment with a presidential administration that was widely viewed as exceptionally corrupt. The Republican coalition that had been formed during 
the antebellum and Civil War periods was breaking apart. The formerly 
powerful Radical faction increasingly looked like a relic of the past, while the 
similarly pro-Reconstruction Stalwart faction was losing its ability to affect 
national party strategy.57
The decision by President Rutherford B. Hayes to abandon Reconstruction and pursue sectional reconciliation in 1877 marked the ascension of conservative forces in the Republican party to a position of virtually unassailable 
dominance. Consequently, anti-caste liberalism remained in a politically 
powerless position throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century. It 
did not, however, disappear entirely. Most notably, it appeared on the losing side of court cases and in statements made by politically marginalized 
white radicals and black activists.
The Civil Rights Cases of 1883, for example, revisited the arguments that 
had been presented in Congress during the debates over the Civil Rights Act 
of 1875.58 These important cases held that the sections of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1875 that prohibited racial discrimination in public accommodations and 
transportation were unconstitutional. In so doing, the cases gave constitu tional sanction to the position that had been championed by conservative 
opponents of the law during the debates over its passage. The two government briefs filed in these cases, however-one in 1879 and the other in 
1882-forcefully reasserted the arguments that had been made by the Civil 
Rights Act's supporters.


The initial government brief, written by Attorney General Charles Devens and Assistant Attorney General Edwin B. Smith, explicitly invoked earlier congressional debates, holding that the "meaning and purpose" of the 
Reconstruction amendments "must be gathered from `the history of the 
times. "59 Quoting extensively from the original transcripts, this brief reasserted the argument that the Reconstruction amendments had changed the 
constitutional structure by nationalizing the rights of U.S. citizenship, establishing a broad antidiscrimination principle, giving Congress the power 
to enforce these standards by legislation, and shifting the balance of power 
between the states and the federal government. The first object of government, Devens and Smith emphasized, was to protect an expansive standard 
of individual rights. The federal system, they reasoned, was a tool that should 
be adapted as necessary to achieve that end.6° According to this viewpoint, 
the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was unquestionably constitutional. Quoting from 
the remarks of Senator Frelinghuysen during the 1874 congressional debates, 
they insisted, " [F] reedom from discrimination is one of the rights of United 
States citizenship "6'
Although this brief also reiterated the anti-caste argument against the 
state-action doctrine, it spent relatively little time developing this point.62 
The subsequent government brief, however, filed by Solicitor General S. F. 
Phillips in 1882, developed an extensive argument against it. Phillips's central 
claim was that the prohibition of racial segregation mandated by the Civil 
Rights Act was constitutional not simply because of the "quasi-public" nature of the businesses covered, but also because the systematic practice of 
segregation in such establishments would create a social institution similar 
to slavery. Pointing out that the "involuntary servitude" prohibited by the 
Thirteenth Amendment was an "institution ... not mere scattered trespasses 
against liberty committed by private persons;" Phillips argued that racial discrimination on the part of individuals such as innkeepers and passenger carriers "testifies to, and at the same [time] tends to enlarge, a particular current in public opinion, and this in its turn is fruitful of public, i.e. State, 
institutions." Such discrimination, Phillips held, did not simply represent the 
"private views" of such individuals, but rather "the views of whole communities of citizens, upon whom their history has naturally imposed these 
views:'63 Consequently, the 1875 Civil Rights Act was simply the logical "se quel" of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth amendments. All three, he maintained, shared the common premise that "every rootlet of slavery has an individual vitality, and, to its minutest hair, should be anxiously followed and 
plucked up."64


Justice John Marshall Harlan-the lone dissenter in the later Plessy 
case-strongly supported the government's position, filing the sole dissenting opinion in the Civil Rights Cases. Under the Thirteenth Amendment, he 
argued, Congress had the power to "enact laws to protect people against the 
deprivation, because of their race, of any civil rights granted to other freemen 
in the same State" The scope of such legislation could legitimately extend to 
include both government agents and "such individuals and corporations as 
exercise public functions and wield power and authority under the State."65 
The same held true of the Fourteenth Amendment. At the time of its passage, 
Harlan maintained, "it was perfectly well known that the great danger to the 
equal enjoyment by citizens of their rights, as citizens, was to be apprehended not altogether from unfriendly state legislation, but from the hostile action of corporations and individuals in the States." Consequently, it 
should be presumed that the amendment was intended "to clothe Congress 
with power and authority to meet that danger." In short, the power of Congress under the Fourteenth Amendment extended to cover all discrimination 
that would harm the "civil rights which are fundamental in citizenship in a 
republican government."66
The anti-caste position articulated in the government's briefs and Harlan's 
dissent echoed across the country following the Supreme Court's ruling. 
Widely considered to be important and controversial, the decision in the Civil 
Rights Cases "precipitated pages of news reports, hundreds of editorials, indignant rallies, congressional bills, a Senate report, and much general de- 
bate."67 The tide of mainstream public opinion, however, ran strongly in favor of the decision. Most (white) Americans, perceiving the Civil Rights Cases 
as a validation of the Compromise of 1877 and a rejection of the abandoned 
policies of Reconstruction, applauded the decision as a beneficial measure that 
would heal the wounds of the past by promoting sectional reconciliation.68
The decision in the Civil Rights Cases produced significantly more public commentary and active opposition than the now much more well known 
Plessy case, which occurred thirteen years later.69 Many Republican leaders 
strongly disapproved of the Court's ruling. Republican congressmen introduced five bills, including a proposed constitutional amendment, to replace 
the lost provisions of the Civil Rights Act. Senator James Falconer Wilson of 
Iowa, for example, offered a joint resolution to amend the Constitution, arguing that "if the doctrine of the Civil Rights Cases is to remain the law of the land ... the most flagrant violation of the rights of citizens maybe a constant 
practice."70 Lacking the support of President Chester Arthur, however, opponents of the decision were unable to pass a countermeasure.71


Members of the African-American community also voiced forceful denunciations of the Civil Rights Cases. The black press was virtually unanimous in its condemnation of the decision, interpreting it as a direct attack 
on the civil rights of people of African descent. Protests were widely voiced 
in the black churches, and public meetings were held in numerous cities.72 
Prominent African-American leaders such as Frederick Douglass and Bishop 
Henry M. Turner made speeches protesting the decision, attacking it as a 
clear violation of both the Reconstruction amendments and basic morality.73 
Such protests once again rearticulated the anti-caste liberal position. Bishop 
Turner, for example, argued in 1889 that the purpose of the Reconstruction 
amendments had been "to entirely free, not to partly liberate" the former 
slave population. The Thirteenth Amendment, he claimed, sanctioned the 
Civil Rights Act of 1875 because it was intended to eradicate "not simply ... 
the institution of slavery" but also its "badges and incidents."74
In 1889, a group calling itself the Brotherhood of Liberty attacked the decision in the Civil Rights Cases in a lengthy book entitled justice and Ju- 
risprudence.75 This book once again asserted that the Fourteenth Amendment had fundamentally altered the shape of American constitutional 
government by establishing a broad prohibition against racial discrimina- 
tion.76 The state-action doctrine upheld by the Civil Rights Cases constituted 
a move by "color-caste constructionists" to nullify this original intent. "The 
all-absorbing, vital, and important question," wrote the Brotherhood, "is 
whether or not the individuals of the State can be constitutionally inhibited by 
congressional legislation under the Fourteenth Amendment." If private citizens could "violate this solemn constitutional compact;" the authors reasoned, "the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment, who also framed the 
Civil Rights bill, have labored in vain."77
Six years later, these arguments were restated by attorneys James C. 
Walker and Albion W. Tourgee in their brief submitted on behalf of plaintiff Homer A. Plessy in Plessy v. Ferguson. The "object of the Thirteenth 
Amendment;" Walker and Tourgee argued, was not only "to abolish the legal 
form of chattelism" but also "to undo all that slavery had done in establishing race discrimination and collective as well as personal control of the enslaved race." The statute at issue in the case, which required "equal but separate" accommodations for black and white railway passengers within the 
state of Louisiana, represented "a perpetuation of the essential features of 
slavery" and was unconstitutional under the Thirteenth Amendment. "A law assorting the citizens of a State in the enjoyment of a public franchise on the 
basis of race;' they insisted, "is obnoxious to the spirit of republican institutions because it is a legitimation of caste."78


The purpose of the Civil War, they argued, had not been simply to end 
slavery. Its goal had also been to establish a new standard of national citizenship that would abolish the failed constitutional system of state control 
over individual rights.79 The Fourteenth Amendment had consequently 
made the rights of "national citizenship expressly paramount and universal" 
and the rights of state citizenship "expressly subordinate and incidental." In 
the process, state governments had been "ousted of all control over citizenship." An entirely new standard had been created, "embracing new rights, 
privileges, and immunities, derivable in a new manner, controlled by a new 
authority, having a new scope and extent, dependent on national authority 
for its existence and looking to national power for its preservation."" This 
standard of national citizenship, they argued, was "in strict accord with the 
Declaration of Independence, which is not a fable as some of our modern 
theorists would have us believe, but the all embracing formula of personal 
rights on which our government is based." As a result of the Civil War, the 
Declaration had fittingly "become the controlling genius of the American 
people" that "must always be taken into account in construing any expression of the sovereign will, more especially a constitutional provision which 
more closely reflects the popular mind."8'
Justice Harlan filed the sole dissent against the majority opinion that upheld the constitutionality of state-mandated segregation under the separatebut-equal doctrine. Although this dissent has come to hold a canonical position in American political and legal history, it represented only a very 
muted version of what had been a much more radical tradition of liberal 
thought. Harlan's opinion in Plessy did not, for example, fully articulate the 
view that the Thirteenth and Fourteenth amendments represented a broad 
prohibition against racial caste and discrimination, whether perpetuated by 
individuals, groups, businesses, or the state. Consequently, it did not explicitly attack the state-action doctrine. It did not stress the equalitarianism of 
the Declaration of Independence nor present an unambiguous endorsement 
of the principles of human universalism and racial equality. Finally, it did not 
claim that the shape of American constitutional government had been radically restructured by the enactment of the Reconstruction amendments. 
Harlan's dissent was nonetheless part of the larger tradition that had been 
built around each of these claims. Commonly read in isolation from this 
larger historical narrative, however, its ideological roots have remained almost completely obscured.


The Limits of Racial Radicalism
Approximately one hundred years later, Harlan's dissent became an important feature of a new conservative attack on affirmative action and other 
race-conscious policies. Beginning in the i98os, conservative activists argued 
that Harlan's position represented a "color-blind" principle that had historically been at the heart of American liberalism. "Modern liberals perpetuate 
the Plessy decision by replacing the notion of `reasonable' racial classifications with the concept of `benign' discrimination," charged Bolick in a New 
York Times editorial marking the hundredth anniversary of the Plessy case. 
"As Justice Harlan recognized, no middle ground exists. The Government 
will either have the power to classify and discriminate or it won't."" If Americans "continue to view group-oriented social issues as civil rights issues and 
to pursue color-conscious solutions," admonished Assistant Attorney General William Bradford Reynolds during the height of the Reagan era, we 
"could well find ourselves in 1996 in a racially ordered society similar to that 
approved by the Plessy Court in 1896."83
In principle, such contemporary appropriations of the Harlan dissent 
run counter to the commitments of the larger anti-caste tradition of which 
it was a part. In asserting a constitutional mandate to take federal action 
against social practices that serve to perpetuate racial caste, this tradition is 
in fact remarkably consonant with contemporary policies that seek to use 
government power to break up entrenched patterns of racial hierarchy.84 Affirmative action, for example, is intended to break up social patterns that are 
held to prevent racial minorities from having equal access to a full range of 
public goods and individual opportunities. For its supporters, it could reasonably be said to represent a modern-day extension of the anti-caste position. In this sense, contemporary conservatives have got the significance of 
the Harlan dissent backward: rather than representing a commitment to 
color-blind individualism, it stands for a larger tradition of anti-caste, and 
therefore color-conscious, constitutionalism.
Of course, the anti-caste liberals of the nineteenth century also insisted 
that the simple prohibition of racial discrimination would be sufficient to 
ensure that African Americans would stand on an equal footing with their 
fellow citizens in the "race of life." Unlike their twentieth-century counterparts, their faith that these measures would set up a racially fair social structure never had the chance to be put to the test. The fact that the most prominent anti-caste leaders had been supporters of the earlier land redistribution 
movement suggests that they were not opposed to at least selected instances 
of racially targeted redistribution. Given the importance of landownership in what was at the time a largely agricultural regional economy, this support 
for land redistribution represented an attempt to establish a more equitable 
foundation for the operation of a market economy. Despite its racial radicalism, however, this commitment reflected an essentially conservative economic position, as it was disconnected from any thought that the larger 
structure of economic relations might need to be reexamined in light of the 
values and requirements of republican government.
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The adoption of the Fourteenth Amendment could not make Anglo-Saxons out of 
Africans. It was unjust to the negro to force him to play a role for which by the 
forces of nature he was unfitted.... It is one of the fundamental precepts of 
political science today that only those people in a community can participate 
equally in its civil, social, and political life who are conscious of a common origin, 
share a common idealism, and look forward to a common destiny.
-Charles W. Collins, "The Fourteenth Amendment and the Negro Race Question,"
American Law Review, 1911
 


2
Darwinian Liberalism
During Reconstruction and its aftermath, conservative opponents of anticaste liberalism converged around an alternative position here referred to as 
Darwinian liberalism.' Most centrally, this ideology combined a minimalist 
conception of citizenship rights with a fierce commitment to both laissezfaire and white supremacy. To contemporary ears, this sounds incoherent, as 
we assume that a commitment to racial hierarchy cannot be squared with either equal rights or free-market principles. In the context of late nineteenthcentury America, however, this was decidedly not the case. On the contrary, 
a majority of political elites, as well as the mainstream of educated opinion 
very much supported the presumption that the extension of equal rights to 
an inferior race in the context of a free-market system could logically do 
nothing other than produce and maintain racial hierarchy.2
From the time of Reconstruction through the end of the nineteenth century, Darwinian liberals argued that the full extension of citizenship rights 
to African Americans would do nothing to disrupt the natural system of 
racial hierarchy that put whites in an authoritative position of social dominance and control. This position was considered politically moderate for its time, particularly (although by no means exclusively) in the white South. In 
contrast to other, more extreme elements, Darwinian liberals accepted the 
legitimacy of the Reconstruction amendments and the principle of equal citizenship for African Americans. White nationalists, in contrast, rejected both 
in their entirety and advocated the use of terrorist tactics to achieve their 
ends. Consequently, the Darwinian liberal position represented some modicum of protection to black citizens-although its ostensibly temperate advocates were usually willing to violate these minimal guarantees when they 
believed that political expediency demanded it.


By the end of the nineteenth century, however, the political commitment to even such a minimalist and contingent conception of black citizenship had largely eroded. Although the abolition of slavery as a legal institution remained accepted as a primary outcome of the Civil War, the decision 
to enfranchise the freedpeople by the extension of citizenship rights became 
widely viewed in respectable circles as a historic mistake. This was particularly true with regard to the Fifteenth Amendment, which had extended the 
right of suffrage to black men. Respected jurists argued that the experience 
of Reconstruction had proved that African Americans were incapable of assuming the rights and responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic republic. In order to maintain the integrity of the Constitution, they urged that 
most of the Fourteenth Amendment and all of the Fifteenth Amendment be 
repealed. This wholesale rejection of even the most basic rights of black citizens once again illustrates the relative moderation of Darwinian liberalism 
for its time. In the context of late nineteenth-century America, providing the 
most minimal rights to African Americans remained controversial, even 
when accompanied by assurances of eternal white domination and racial hierarchy.
The Necessity of Racial Hierarchy
Like anti-caste liberalism, the Darwinian construction of citizenship began 
with the premise that the establishment of equal legal and political rights 
constituted the singularly legitimate way of establishing civic equality, which 
was equated with the provision of equal opportunity to compete in the "race 
of life." Similarly, both agreed that the purpose of the Reconstruction 
amendments had been to extend the full rights of citizenship to black Americans, and both accepted their legitimacy as constitutional principles. Even 
staunch opponents of the Civil Rights Act of 1875, such as Representative 
John M. Glover, a Democrat from Missouri, held that the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments "have brought the colored race of this country upon 
the same plane with the white race, and there the two races should be left, 
the individuals of each to work out their own destiny."3 As Representative 
Charles A. Eldredge, a Democrat from Wisconsin, argued: "So far as the law 
is concerned, the black man is in all respects the equal of the white. He stands 
and may make the race of life upon terms of perfect equality with the most 
favored citizen:'4


From this common beginning point, however, the two positions diverged dramatically. While the anti-caste position viewed racial discrimination and segregation as illegitimate barriers to civic equality that should be 
prohibited by federal law, the Darwinian position viewed such practices as a 
natural part of a social order that incorporated two extremely different, and 
inherently unequal, racial groups. From this perspective, the civil rights bill 
represented a draconian attempt to use the power of the federal government 
to impose "social equality" between the races in violation of both natural 
and constitutional laws
The line separating civic and social equality was deemed to be both 
sharp and unbridgeable. Representative Eppa Hunton, a Democrat from Virginia, argued, for example, that while "the white people of the South" were 
"willing and desirous" to extend equal rights to the freedpeople, they would 
"resist by all legal means every attempt, whether in or out of Congress, to establish social equality between the races."o Echoing this sentiment, Representative William S. Herndon, a Democrat from Texas, stated that while he 
would "go as far toward securing equal protection in all political rights before the law" to the black man, he was "unwilling to legislate him into our social system on terms of equality with the white race."' "We have already by 
our Constitution and by the laws of the several States conferred upon the colored man equal political and civil rights. He stands the equal of the white 
man before the law," argued Representative William E. Finck, a Democrat 
from Ohio. "But you seek by this bill to say there shall be social equality between the races. You cannot invade that domain. You cannot by law compel 
social equality."8
White supremacy was presented as the natural bedrock of the natural 
order. "God himself has set His seal of distinctive difference between the two 
races, and no human legislation can overrule the Divine decree;" Representative Milton I. Southard, a Democrat from Ohio, asserted. "Legislate as we 
may, the race passions and prejudices, the social tastes and inclinations, will 
remain, and forever keep the two classes upon terms of actual inequality."9 
Representative Glover similarly argued that "any legislation to counteract 
natural principles or to repeal natural laws or obliterate natural distinctions is impotent for good." Waxing sarcastic, he queried: "Why does not some 
learned gentleman introduce a bill to regulate the rainfall and to provide for 
the movements of the wind and tides? It would belong to the same class:" 10


To follow the dictates of the natural order, leaving the hierarchy of white 
supremacy and black subordination undisturbed, was held to be the only 
means of securing progress and harmony in race relations. As Representative 
James C. Harper, a Conservative from North Carolina, argued, blacks and 
whites could live together for their mutual benefit-"side by side, in perfect 
peace, in perfect civil equality before the law, in the equal enjoyment of civil, 
moral, educational, and religious privileges"-as long as the prohibition 
against social equality was not violated:
And so we should continue to live, each race helping the other, 
the whites teaching the blacks economy of time, improved methods of labor, and the cultivation of those qualities which give a 
man self-respect and the good will of his fellows. And the colored 
race, lending to the whites their strong arms and trained muscles, 
giving their labor for wages to support themselves and their families. Generations hence, should the negro exist that long, will see 
no change in the relations between the races, the whites acknowledging the civil equality of the blacks, and habituated to it; the 
blacks equally cognizant of and believing in their social and intellectual inferiority to the whites. i i
To attempt to disturb this arrangement would inevitably generate violent white resistance and invite potentially disastrous social consequences. 
The only reason that blacks and whites were able to coexist in their current 
state of "concord and peace;" Representative Hiram P. Bell, a Democrat from 
Georgia, explained, was that "the line of social distinction has been kept distinctly marked." Although, Bell claimed, the "colored people have never 
sought to cross or obliterate it;" the civil rights bill "seeks to blot it out." Such 
a move, Bell emphasized, would never stand: "This attempt at its abolition 
invites the negro to take his position in the social scale with the whites. This 
will be resisted at the very threshold by all classes, and will never be submitted to or allowed, whatever consequences may result?"2
Any attempt to legislate social equality was held to pose an equally dangerous threat to the integrity of American constitutional government. Rejecting the anti-caste argument that the Reconstruction amendments had altered the shape of the federal system by significantly expanding the power of 
the national government, the Darwinian position emphasized that the original system represented an indispensable bulwark against the growth of cen tralized power and despotic control. According to this perspective, the pending Civil Rights Act represented an illegitimate overextension of federal 
power that, once unleashed, would destroy the institutions of local selfgovernment that formed the bedrock of the constitutional order.


Senator Orris S. Ferry, a Republican from Connecticut, castigated his 
opponents for their contention "that by the adoption of the three most recent amendments to the Constitution of the United States, our old system of 
Government has been subverted." Such a claim, Ferry argued, amounted to 
the idea that in order "to give all citizens the equal protection of the laws;" 
Congress "may go into every city, town, borough, and hamlet in the United 
States and enact ordinary police laws, and put a Federal officer to keep guard 
over your streets." If "the construction which [Senator Sumner] and his associates have put upon the new amendments to the Constitution be received 
as the law of the country," he added, "we may bid farewell to our hopes of 
American liberty for the generations to come." 13
Representative Finck argued that if Americans had "the wisdom and patriotism to preserve this [federal] system" in its original form, "we will exhibit to the world the best and freest system of government, and the most 
prosperous and happy people known in the history of mankind." If, on the 
other hand, "we overstep the well-defined boundaries of power and invade 
the just rights of the States," he warned:
this well-balanced system of State and Federal Government will be 
placed in the utmost peril of being converted into a strong centralized power, whose history will be marked by oppression and despotism, and add one more to the long list of failures in the attempt 
to establish and perpetuate a free representative government. 14
In keeping with this insistence on the imperative of maintaining the 
original constitutional limits on the distribution of governmental power, the 
Darwinian position championed a minimalist construction of the rights of 
national citizenship guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. In contrast 
to the expansive reading of these rights characterized by the anti-caste position, Darwinian liberals insisted that they consisted simply, in the words of 
Senator George Vickers, a Democrat from Maryland, of "the right of personal security, the right of personal liberty, [and] the right of private prop- 
erty."15 As Senator Lyman Trumbull, a Republican from Illinois, argued: "I 
understand by the term `civil rights' rights appertaining to the individual as 
a free, independent citizen; and what are they? The right to go and come; the 
right to enforce contracts; the right to convey his property; the right to buy 
property-these general rights that belong to mankind everywhere." 16


The anti-caste argument that the Fourteenth Amendment embodied a 
broad prohibition against racial discrimination was rejected as ludicrous 
nonsense. Representative Aylett Hanes Buckner, a Democrat from Missouri, 
argued that it was "inconceivable that the provisions of the Fourteenth 
Amendment should have any application to the pretended rights" represented by the pending civil rights bill. "The `equal protection of the laws,"' 
Buckner continued, "could not have been designed for any such case. It 
could never have been contemplated that every citizen, male and female, 
black and white, foreign and native, should be accorded the enjoyment of 
every right in the same measure and in the same degree."7 Senator Allen G. 
Thurman, a Democrat from Ohio, addressed the question of "whether the 
Constitution forbids [racial] discrimination while it permits all others." The 
proponents of the civil rights bill, Thurman noted, "admit that you may discriminate: you may discriminate against those who are ignorant of the English language, against those who are ignorant of their own language, against 
those who have not resided a particular time, [and] against a particular sect." 
At the same time, however, they contradictorily claimed that "the moment 
you discriminate on the grounds of race or color, that moment you transcend the Constitution of the United States and Congress is authorized to interfere" "Sir," Thurman countered, "there is not one word in the Constitution that authorizes any such argument."
Using a logic remarkably similar to some of the more strident contemporary arguments fixated on the idea of "reverse discrimination;" opponents 
of the civil rights bill held that to prohibit racial discrimination was to establish an illegitimate form of discriminatory legislation which both violated 
the rights of whites and diminished the motivation and self-respect of blacks. 
Arguing that "social prejudice is a social liberty that the law has no right to 
disturb," Representative Henry D. McHenry, a Democrat from Kentucky, 
charged that "the object of this bill is to abolish distinctions on account of 
`race, color, or previous condition of servitude,' but it in fact makes a discrimination against the white man on account of his color." 19 Representative 
Glover described the civil rights bill as an "odious form of race and class legislation" which signaled to the black man "that he is the especial ward and 
pet of the nation, to whom forty millions of white men should pay tribute 
and admiration."" Representative Eldredge expanded upon this theme:
To make the colored citizen feel that he is the pet, the especial favorite of the law will only feed and pander to that conceit and 
self-consequence which is now his weakest and perhaps most offensive characteristic. If he be made to feel that extraordinary pro visions of law are enacted in his favor because of his weakness or 
feebleness as a man, the very fact weakens and enfeebles him. The 
consciousness that there is necessity for such legislation and protection for him must necessarily humiliate and degrade him. Such 
laws, too, are a constant reminder to him that he is inferior to the 
white race.


The bottom line, Eldredge concluded, was that there could "be no peace, no 
harmony, no confidence, no mutual respect, no feeling of equality between 
two races living together and protected from the infringement of each other's 
rights by different laws and different penalties.""
Most objectionable was the fact that the civil rights bill, by proscribing 
racial discrimination in public accommodations and transportation, violated the property rights of the owners of these enterprises. Consistent with 
the contention that the right to property was one of the few fundamental 
rights of citizenship and that the power of the federal government should remain strictly curtailed, the Darwinian position held the rights of private 
property to be virtually absolute. As Representative J. Ambler Smith, a Democrat from Virginia, explained:
[T] he right of property is so sacred that the Legislature of my 
State itself cannot dare to say to me, though one of her citizens, 
that I shall not decide for myself whom I shall admit and whom I 
shall exclude from my hotel. The assumption would be an impudent, unendurable usurpation and tyranny.... And so, sir, of my 
stage-coach, my steamboat, my theater-they are my property; 
and my State ... cannot interfere with that property so long as I 
do not allow it to be a nuisance and to damage the public. If this 
be not so, then property, instead of being one of the great elements of society and a propulsion of honorable ambition and patriotic enterprise, would be a worthless bauble.22
Similarly, Representative Buckner characterized the bill as "such an interference with the rights of private property and the rules and regulations of society that no free people would tolerate such mischievous intermeddling."23
In contrast to the anti-caste position, which recognized a grey zone of 
privately owned enterprises that were quasi-public in nature, Darwinian liberalism posited a sharp divide between the public and private realms. This, 
in turn, allowed for a rigid commitment to the state-action doctrine, which 
held that antidiscrimination law was applicable only to government agents 
and not to private enterprises, social groups, or individuals. As Senator Thomas F. Bayard, a Democrat from Delaware, asserted: "the Fourteenth Amendment is addressed entirely to the States and never to the people."24


Tables 2.1 and 2.2 summarize the ideological positions advanced by each 
of the fifty-four congressmen who argued against the civil rights bill, paralleling the analysis of the positions taken by its supporters provided in the 
previous chapter. Table 2.1 details the number of congressmen whose statements indicated either a strong or moderate endorsement of the ideologies 
of constitutional conservatism and white supremacism described above. 
"Strong" statements of constitutional conservatism were coded as those that 
clearly asserted that the civil rights bill was unconstitutional or that the rights 
of national citizenship guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment consisted 
simply of those of life, liberty, and property. "Moderate" statements, in contrast, were coded as those that asserted that the civil rights bill was probably 
unconstitutional or that it was simply not needed. Similarly, "strong" statements of white supremacism were coded as those that clearly asserted either 
that whites constituted a distinct race innately superior to blacks, that racial 
segregation was natural or ordained by God, or that blacks must never be allowed to exist on a level of social equality with whites. Alternatively, "moderate" statements were coded as those that simply asserted that blacks already 
had equal rights or that the separate-but-equal standard was constitutionally 
acceptable, if not necessarily naturally or divinely preordained.
As can be seen in table 2.1, 83 percent of the fifty-four congressmen 
analyzed made either a strong or a moderate endorsement of the constitutionally conservative position, while 85 percent made either a strong or a 
moderate endorsement of the white supremacist position. Notably, the vast 
majority in both cases took the strong, rather than the moderate position, 
with 78 percent taking a strong position on constitutional conservatism and 
68 percent taking a strong position on white supremacism.
Table 2.2 provides an analysis of how these different positions were correlated with one another in the statements made by the subset of thirty-eight 
congressmen (70 percent of the total analyzed) who took a clear position on 
both constitutional and racial issues. Here it can be seen that a solid 71 percent majority took a strong position on both constitutional and racial issues, 
which exceeds the combined total of the three other alternatives by 42 percent.
Thus, while some congressmen made extensive constitutional arguments but made no explicit or extensive comments on race,25 and others 
spoke extensively on race but not at all on constitutional issues,26 the vast 
majority of congressmen who argued against the civil rights bill took positions on both racial and constitutional issues that fit the larger ideological 
patterns described above. There was clearly, then, a strong connection be tween the particular construction of liberal discourse represented by the conservative constitutional position and the ideology of white supremacy. These 
two ideological currents combined to form a minimalist definition of citizenship, which, when applied to black Americans, explicitly relegated them 
to a permanently subordinate place in a racially defined social hierarchy.


While the majority of the congressmen who articulated this position 
during the debates over the civil rights bill were members of the Democratic 
party, it did command some bipartisan support, with 16 percent of those 
who adhered to both its constitutional and racial components being Republicans. Furthermore, the explicit support voiced by these Republicans was al most certainly only the tip of the iceberg: party members cast ii percent of 
the votes against the bill in the House and 23 percent in the Senate.27 Many 
Republicans avoided taking a position at all by absenting themselves from 
the debates and abstaining from the final vote?$ This weak Republican support for measures disruptive of the racial status quo was indicative of a growing trend, as widening rifts among traditional party constituencies were 
moving its center of gravity in a more and more conservative direction. As 
this shift took place, the paired ideologies of white supremacism and laissezfaire liberalism became increasingly dominant forces in the national political culture.
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The Abandonment of Reconstruction
The full extent of this growing dissolution of the Republican coalition became even more apparent with the onset of the Panic of 1873, which marked 
the beginning of a severe and extended economic contraction, as well as a 
shift in national political attention away from issues of race and Reconstruction and toward questions of labor and class. This event had a major 
impact on the political ideologies associated with the Republican party, 
working to erode the standing of the free labor position while building support for the more conservative doctrine of laissez-faire. Significantly, this 
shift away from the free labor perspective and toward undiluted laissez-faire 
was accompanied by "a resurgence of overt racism" among northern Republicans. Increasingly, Reconstruction became widely viewed as an unmitigated failure based on what was now viewed as the demonstrably false premise that citizens of African descent could be treated as equal partners in a 
democratic project of self-governance 29
The resounding influence of The Prostrate State: South Carolina under 
Negro Government (1874) was emblematic of this pronounced shift in both 
northern and Republican opinion. This ostensible expose of the horrors of 
black-dominated Reconstruction government was first published as a series 
of popular articles before being released as a book. Written by James S. Pike, 
a former antislavery crusader and lapsed Radical Republican employed as a 
reporter for the New York Tribune, The Prostrate State was suffused with the 
mixture of white supremacism and laissez-faire liberalism which comprised 
the Darwinian position.30
For Pike, the question of innate racial capacities had been definitively 
closed:


[The] black is a child of vice and ignorance and superstition in 
South Carolina as well as in Africa. What he might have been capable of, under different conditions than those in which he has 
ever existed, it is useless to inquire. Races of men exhibit the same 
general characteristics from age to age. The question which concerns us is not what might be, or what in some remote future may 
be, but what now is.31
As things stood, Pike asserted, the vast majority of African Americans could 
accurately be described as "ignorant, narrow-minded, vicious, worthless animals." The "Sambos" who had taken over the state capitol were, in Pike's opinion, little better. Having brought about "the rule of ignorance and corruption," 
they represented nothing less than "barbarism overwhelming civilization."32
In Pike's view, this desperate situation was not simply a result of having 
unqualified individuals in office or evidence of a governmental system in 
need of reform. On the contrary, the root problem was definitively racial. 
The black man, Pike explained, "is certainly not the kind of man, and his 
race is not the race, for whom our political institutions were originally made; 
and it is already a serious question whether he is the man, or his the race, for 
which they are adapted." The power that African Americans wielded in 
South Carolina was not a result of their own might or merit, but rather existed "by means of an alien and borrowed authority only" that is, "the compulsive power of the Federal authority in Washington.""
In keeping with standard laissez-faire prescriptions, Pike asserted that 
the end of such destructive governmental intrusion would permit "the forces 
of civilization [to] readjust themselves and overturn the present artificial situation." The presence of blacks in a governing system that had been created 
by and for whites was "a hybrid born of unnatural connections, offensive 
alike to God and man."34 If federal power were removed and the state allowed 
to adjust to a free-market economy, both races would be better off:
There seems to be no reason to doubt that an ample supply of 
faithful and steady laborers could be readily obtained by any man 
who would honestly undertake to farm in South Carolina ... 
giving the negro such food and such shelter as the dictates of an 
enlightened self-interest and a humane spirit would prompt.
Such a system, Pike optimistically concluded, would particularly benefit 
African Americans, as it "would pave the way for their social and moral elevation" and perhaps even lay "the foundation of a revolution in the character of the race:'35


Pike's analysis of the evils of black political power in South Carolina was 
widely repeated in the national press. Particularly popularized by the Nation, 
a rash of articles advocating an end to Reconstruction also appeared in popular magazines such as Scribner's, Harper's, and the Atlantic Monthly. Dissenting voices were extremely few: while the New York Herald criticized Pike 
for presenting a "less than cosmopolitan study;" the book popularly succeeded 
in making South Carolina into a national symbol of government venality, the 
folly of Reconstruction, and blacks' incapacity for self-government. 36
This perspective caused the leading lights of northern political opinion 
to embrace some of the key ideologies advocated by their former enemies in 
the South. In May 1874, for example, the New York Times editorialized that 
the manifest horrors of Reconstruction governments in states such as South 
Carolina should be enough to convince "any intelligent reader" that the doctrine of states' rights advocated by southern Democrats represented a foundational principle of American government. Reconstruction policies were, 
after all, only "experimental." Given their evident failures, the Times asked, 
"[C]an we wonder that people everywhere begin to ask how long the experiment is to last?"
The negro has had a very fair amount of protection. It is important before going any further to find out what use he has made of 
the freedom given to him; in what way he has exercised the vast 
political powers with which he has been endowed; what sort of 
government he has helped to set up in States where he is most 
powerful; whether, in short, he at this moment stands in need of 
protection from the white man, or the white man stands in need 
of protection from him.37
Six months later, the Times took a harder line still. While acknowledging that some "dreadful crimes" had been perpetuated against southern 
blacks by white extremists determined to prevent them from voting, the paper maintained that there were nonetheless extremely good reasons to support the disfranchisement of blacks. The black man, the Times editorialized, 
"has incurred the hatred of his white fellow-citizen not only as a voter who 
was formerly a slave, but as a voter who is the sure support of thieves, the origin of the power for bad men, and almost incurably given over to clannish, 
ignorant, and brutal politics." States such as Louisiana ("where the negro has 
been long the ruler") had been forced to learn the hard way that "his partial 
and temporary supremacy-it can never be anything but partial and temporary-is purchased at great cost:'38
Subsequent events quickly proved the Times right on one score: black political power in the South was indeed only "partial and temporary." 
Shortly after the highly contested presidential election of 1876, the Democratic and Republican parties forged a compromise agreement that brought 
Reconstruction to a close. As the last remaining federal troops were pulled 
out of the South (and, in a critical turn of events, immediately redeployed to 
put down an unprecedented wave of labor protests in the rest of the country), white supremacist rule quickly returned to the region. With an often 
ruthless deployment of force, black politicians and their white Republican 
allies were quickly ousted from any positions of power. In the process, the 
Democratic party, united behind a common commitment to white supremacy, established a lockhold on southern government.


White Supremacy and the New South
The collapse of Reconstruction inaugurated the reign of a faction of the Democratic party commonly referred to as the "Redeemers" in the South. Largely 
composed of the planter and business elite, the Redeemers (also known as 
Conservative Democrats) were on good terms with powerful political and 
economic forces in the North and well positioned to take the reins of power 
in their own region. Despite having cooperated with more reactionary forces 
during the violent struggle to overthrow Reconstruction, once its collapse 
ended the need for this alliance, the Redeemers were able to claim the mantle of the moderate center. As a central feature of this claim, they pledged to 
maintain the constitutional rights of black citizens in the South. In so doing, 
they explicitly rejected racial terrorism and advocated a return to the "paternalism" that had supposedly characterized race relations under slavery. 
Their stated goal was to establish a lawful form of racial reconciliation under 
the terms of an ostensibly benign and enlightened form of white supremacy. 
Using the terms of Darwinian liberalism, the Redeemers advocated a minimal standard of black citizenship rights under a rigid system of racial hierarchy.
Governor Wade Hampton of South Carolina was paradigmatic of the 
Redeemer movement. Elected in 1876, Hampton appealed to white voters as 
a racial moderate who would achieve social accommodation and harmony. 
At the same time, he courted black votes with the slogan of "free men, free 
schools, and free ballots."39 Quickly emerging as a preeminent leader of 
southern conservatism, Hampton was subsequently elected senator in 1878.
In 1879, Hampton articulated his views on black citizenship in a panel 
discussion entitled "Ought the Negro to Be Disfranchised? Ought He to Have Been Enfranchised?" This debate was published in the North American Review, one of the leading intellectual journals of the period.40 Here, Hampton 
explained that the wisdom of extending the right of suffrage to the black man 
had been dubious at best, "ignorant and incompetent as he was to comprehend the high responsibility thrust upon him." Nonetheless, "the deed has 
been done and it is irrevocable." If African Americans were provided with 
proper educational training and moral guidance, Hampton argued, the new 
standard of black citizenship could be upheld without undue damage to the 
body politic. Contending that "as the negro becomes more intelligent, he naturally allies himself with the more conservative of whites," Hampton believed 
that "the inevitable tendency of things as they now stand in the South" was a 
controlled standard of black enfranchisement under the terms of white supremacy laid down by Conservative Democratic leadership.41


The Redeemers' racial ideology was directly bound up with an advocacy 
of laissez-faire through the much-touted conception of the "New South." 
The central claim of the New South position was that the future of the region 
lay in pursuing the same sort of industrial capitalism that had long been negatively associated with the crass, money-grubbing North. Self-consciously 
rejecting the anticapitalist ideals of the "Old South," New South advocates 
preached the virtues of unrestrained laissez-faire capitalism and embraced 
the money standard, profit seeking, and business acumen.42
New South boosters repeatedly reiterated the Darwinian liberal construction of citizenship. Henry W. Grady, for example-the man universally regarded as "the leading prophet of the `New South"'43-pontificated 
in an 1887 speech, "No race has risen, or will rise, above its ordained place. 
Here is the pivotal fact of this great matter-two races made equal in law, 
and in political rights, between whom the caste of race has set an impassable gulf." The South "would not, if she could, cast this race back into the 
condition from which it was righteously raised" nor "deny its' [sic] smallest or abridge its' [sic] fullest privilege." Nonetheless, the region must continue to "walk in that integrity of race" which God "created in His wisdom." 
White supremacy, Grady explained, represented a divine decree that must 
be maintained forever:
Standing in the presence of this multitude, sobered with the responsibility of the message I deliver to the young men of the 
South, I declare that the truth above all others to be worn unsullied and sacred in your hearts, to be surrendered to no force, sold 
for no price, compromised in no necessity, but cherished and defended as the covenant of your prosperity, and the pledge of peace to your children, is that the white race must dominate forever in 
the South.44


Despite the melodramatic extremism of such statements, figures such as 
Grady and Hampton represented the centrist forces of political moderation 
in the South at the time. To contemporary ears, the Darwinian liberal claim 
to simultaneously uphold the standards of black citizenship and white supremacy sounds ludicrous. In the context of the times, however, simply to 
assert any, however minimal, standard of rights for African Americans was 
to adopt a centrist position. While this was, of course, particularly true in the 
South, it was also the case in the North. In this historical context, Darwinian 
liberalism was indeed liberal: at least on its own terms, it extended the rights 
of citizenship to all individuals regardless of race. While obviously not a form 
of liberalism that most contemporary Americans would want to embrace as 
a part of their historical heritage, it was, nonetheless, a prominent part of the 
American liberal tradition. Recognizing it as such demonstrates both the 
tremendous flexibility of liberal principles and the centrality of race in constructing politically consequential variants of them.
White Nationalism and "Redemption"
The relative centrism of Darwinian liberalism is best demonstrated by comparing it to the more extreme, but nonetheless widely prevalent position here 
referred to as white nationalism. Particularly prominent in the South, white 
nationalism distinguished itself from the more moderate position of Darwinian liberalism in two ways. First, white nationalism held that black people were not simply inferior to whites, but so fundamentally different that 
they represented a "lower" order of being that was unworthy of being accorded any rights whatsoever. Given this assertion, it followed that persons 
of African descent could not be considered citizens, even within a hierarchical system of white supremacy. As an 1868 article in the New Orleans Times 
succinctly explained: "No privilege can be secured to the negro to which his 
white neighbors do not consent."45
Such views were prevalent throughout the course of Reconstruction. 
Louisiana's 1865 Democratic party platform, for example, stated, "[W] e hold 
this to be a Government of white people, made to be perpetuated for the exclusive benefit of the white race.... people of African descent cannot be considered as citizens of the United States."46 Similarly, a New Orleans newspaper complained that "wicked demagogues" from the North were corrupting blacks and stirring up potentially dangerous trouble by instilling them with 
inappropriate notions of "rights." "Negroes care nothing for `rights: They 
know intuitively that their place is in the field; their proper instruments of 
self-preservation, the shovel and the hoe.... Every real white man is sick of 
the negro, and the `rights' of the negro:'47


Observers of everyday life in the Reconstruction South verified the 
prevalence of such views. A Freedmen's Bureau agent stationed in Greenville, 
South Carolina, reported in 1866 that the "men that understand the Freedmen to have, or that they are entitled to any more rights than a horse are exceptions to the general rule."48 In his widely read examination of the Ku Klux 
Klan, The Invisible Empire (1879), Albion W. Tourgee,49 a well-known author, 
judge, and political activist, cited the following as "the best explanation" of 
the attitude of southern whites toward blacks "that has ever been attempted":
In order that we may comprehend the disposition of the Southerners towards the blacks, let me use an illustration: Men do not 
hate dogs; on the contrary, there exists a strong friendship between master and brute. But if a dog attempts to get upon a man's 
table, and persists in his objectionable course, he is apt to be shot 
for his trouble, and we approve of the killing.... Taught by the 
laws of caste to look upon himself and his class as alone entitled to 
exercise the prerogatives of citizenship, he rested the disposition of 
the black man to claim his franchise about in the same spirit in 
which a man will shoot a dog which has climbed upon the table 
and will not [get] down.5°
"In the view of the average Southern white;" Tourgee reported, the "freedman is no less an inferior, no more a man ... than was the slave."5'
In contrast to Darwinian liberals, who (at least up until the political upheavals of the late 189os) insisted on the constitutional authority of a minimalist construction of all of the Reconstruction amendments, white nationalists accepted a narrow reading of the Thirteenth Amendment only. If, they 
conceded, the formal abolition of slavery was an inevitable consequence of 
Confederate defeat in the Civil War, the subsequent enfranchisement of the 
freedpeople as citizens under the despotic regime of the Radical Republicans 
was neither legitimate nor binding. As white nationalist ideology equated 
constitutional integrity with racial purity, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
amendments were by definition outrageous corruptions of the constitutional 
order. Holding that the Confederacy had fought the Civil War not to maintain slavery per se, but rather to uphold the fundamental principles of the republic-which had coequally centered on both state sovereignty and white supremacy-Reconstruction was viewed not simply as a set of undesirable 
policies, but rather as a wholesale violation of constitutional principles.


As J. A. Minnis, a federal official stationed in Alabama in 1871, explained: 
"When the war was over, the Southern people had no idea, while they expected slavery to be abolished, that their slaves were to be made their political equals." Consequently, the subsequent "Reconstruction measures of Congress were regarded by the great body of the white people in the South as 
usurpations, unconstitutional, and void, and all who sustained them were 
bitterly denounced as enemies to the people."52 Similarly, Tourgee explained:
[The] average Southern man ... believes most solemnly that he 
fought in a holy cause and in support of the true theory of constitutional liberty. He regards the North not only as having been the 
aggressor as regards the institution of Slavery, but also as having 
subverted and destroyed the Constitution which he fought to 
maintain and preserve in its original purity.53
White nationalist ideology was translated into practice by various terrorist organizations, which served as the self-appointed shock troops of the 
southern battle to defeat Reconstruction. The Oath of the Invisible Empire, 
for example, swore that the mission of the Ku Klux Klan was to "uphold and 
defend the Constitution of the United States as it was handed down by our 
forefathers in its original purity ... and forever maintain and contend that 
intelligent white men shall govern this country."14 Similarly, the Constitution 
and Ritual of the Knights of the White Camellia (1868) stated:
[O]ur main and fundamental object is the MAINTENANCE OF 
THE SUPREMACY OF THE WHITE RACE in this Republic.... 
the government of our Republic was established by white men, for 
white men alone, and ... it was never in the contemplation of its 
founders that it should fall into the hands of an inferior and degraded race.... It, then, becomes our solemn duty, as white men, 
to resist strenuously and persistently those attempts against our 
natural and constitutional rights, and to do everything in our 
power in order to maintain, in this Republic, the supremacy of 
the Caucasian race, and restrain the black or African race to that 
condition of social and political inferiority for which God has 
destined it.55
Under the guise of this supposed logic, unchecked violence and terrorism against both southern blacks and their white Republican allies became 
the most widespread practical expression of this "solemn duty." While the history of extralegal violence in the South during Reconstruction has been 
well documented and need not be reiterated here, several points related to 
this phenomenon require particular emphasis.56 First, racial and political 
terrorism were inextricably intertwined and played an absolutely central role 
in the defeat of Reconstruction. Second, while the amount and intensity of 
terrorist activity varied from region to region, its general character was not 
random and haphazard, but rather systematic, organized, strategic, and targeted. Third, terrorist groups such as the Ku Klux Klan were not rogue operations but served as the quasi-underground, paramilitary arm of the mainstream Democratic party.57 White nationalism was not, in other words, a 
marginal phenomenon, in either ideological or practical terms. Rather, it 
played a crucial role in southern politics, which in turn affected the rest of 
the nation.


Darwinian Liberalism and the Constitution
The dominant ideology represented by the bench and bar during the late 
nineteenth century was rooted in the same hybrid of laissez-faire liberalism 
and racial hierarchism articulated by the congressional opponents of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1875. Just as political elites in the Republican and Democratic parties, the national press, and northern public opinion converged on 
the common ground of laissez-faire liberalism and white supremacism during the 187os-188os before shifting further to the right in the 189os, the courts 
and the legal profession generally adopted a steadily more antiblack position 
during this period, constructing an ever-narrowing definition of the meaning of black citizenship. Consequently, while the 1870s began with the 
Supreme Court making its first move to counter anti-caste liberalism by narrowing the meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment, by the turn of the century influential jurists were bluntly stating that the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
amendments should be ignored or repealed.
Although the Slaughterhouse Cases, decided by the Supreme Court in 
1873, did not deal directly with issues of racial equality, they were nonetheless important in this regard, as they addressed the meaning of the rights of 
citizenship under the Fourteenth Amendment. In these cases, the Court 
stressed that there was a sharp distinction between the rights of national and 
state citizenship and that the purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment had 
been simply to prevent states from violating these nationally guaranteed 
rights. In keeping with the Darwinian position, however, the rights of national citizenship as specified by the Court were exceedingly minimal, con sisting simply of the rights to "free access to [national] seaports;" federal protection "when on the high seas or within the jurisdiction of a foreign government;" peaceful assembly, the "petition of redress of grievances;" and "the 
writ of habeas corpus."" The Court insisted that the Reconstruction amendments had not wrought any significant changes in the constitutional structure. States retained primary control over matters of civil rights, while the 
federal government continued to have only minimal authority. While the 
balance of power in the federal system had been slightly adjusted, the essential nature of American federalism had not been changed.59


Ten years later, in the Civil Rights Cases of 1883, the Court addressed the 
issue of how the Thirteenth and Fourteenth amendments had affected 
the rights of black citizens in particular. To review, this decision held that the 
prohibition against racial discrimination in public accommodations and 
transportation effected by the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was unconstitutional. 
The 8-1 majority opinion in this case strongly reaffirmed the basic tenets of 
laissez-faire. Flatly rejecting the broad reading of the Reconstruction amendments advocated by the anti-caste position, justice Joseph Bradley wrote that 
the "Thirteenth Amendment has respect, not to distinctions of race or class 
or color, but to slavery." As such, it had absolutely no bearing on the issue of 
racial discrimination: "It would be running the slavery argument into the 
ground to make it apply to every act of discrimination which a person may 
see fit to make as to the guests he will entertain, or as to the people he will 
take into his coach or cab or car, or admit to his concert or theater, or deal 
with in other matters of intercourse or business."60 Similarly, the Court significantly narrowed the scope of the Fourteenth Amendment by holding that 
under the state-action doctrine, citizens were protected from discrimination 
only when effected by legislation or by an agent of the state. Defining the establishments covered by the Civil Rights Act-inns, theaters, railroads, and 
so on-as wholly private, discriminatory action by the managers of such enterprises constituted simply a nonactionable "individual invasion of individual rights;" rather than part of a larger pattern of social practice that violated the rights of black citizens and perpetuated the legacy of slavery.61
Echoing the arguments made during the congressional debates that the 
proposed law would harm the black man by causing him to view himself as 
"the especial ward and pet of the nation;" the Court held that the Civil Rights 
Act itself, as a species of racially targeted legislation, violated the principle of 
a nondiscriminatory standard of citizenship. "When a man has emerged 
from slavery, and by the aid of beneficent legislation has shaken off the 
inseparable concomitants of that state, there must be some stage in the 
progress of his elevation when he takes the rank of a mere citizen, and ceases to be the special favorite of the laws;' sniffed the Court. According to this 
logic, to prohibit racial discrimination was itself discriminatory, as it established a form of class-specific legislation that did not apply equally to all citizens as individuals.62


Justice Bradley's opinion in the Civil Rights Cases was well in keeping 
with the dominant current of political opinion of the time. This was particularly true in the sense that it removed a contentious racial issue from the 
realm of national politics, while simultaneously asserting that it was protecting the rights of black citizens. The most influential newspapers in the 
country, including an important segment of the Republican-identified press, 
lauded the decision, hailing it as a beneficent move toward sectional reconciliation and away from the "dangerous centralizing tendencies" of the Reconstruction era.63 The Nation, for example-one of the most influential 
journals of intellectual opinion and strongly associated with the conservative wing of the Republican party-approvingly noted that "the calm with 
which the country receives the news that the leading sections of the celebrated Civil Rights Act of 1875 have been pronounced unconstitutional by 
the Supreme Court, shows how completely the extravagant expectations as 
well as the fierce passions of the war have died out:'64
The central point of Reconstruction, the Nation claimed, had been to secure "the ordinary civil rights of the freedmen against hostile or reactionary 
state legislation." In contrast, the "notion that the social equality of the colored people could be hastened by legislation sprang up later." The political 
weight of this wrong-headed idea, however, "was never strong enough to 
procure either the adoption of a Constitutional amendment or the passage 
of an act which anybody expected to be enforced." Noting that the arguments 
that had been used to support the Civil Rights Act of 1875 "have almost 
wholly passed away," the editorial went on to ridicule them as having 
amounted to little more than the clearly absurd idea that "the division of 
powers made by the Constitution between the States and the Union is not a 
proper one, and that the framers might have made a far better Government 
than the one they did make, if they had only tried."65
Given the national dominance of the laissez-faire understanding of citizenship and the white supremacist construction of race during the 187os188os, it is not surprising that Plessy generated so little public attention by the 
time that it was decided in 1896.66 The majority opinion in Plessy simply reiterated the basic themes of Darwinian liberalism that had been voiced during the congressional debates over the Civil Rights Act of 1875 during Re- 
construction.67 Although the purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment, the 
Court ruled:


was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races 
before the law ... in the nature of things it could not have been 
intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce 
social, as distinguished from political, equality, or a commingling 
of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to either.... If one 
race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the 
United States cannot put them upon the same plane.68
The Plessy case is popularly regarded today as a primary indicator of the 
gravity of racial injustice in late nineteenth-century America.69 The current 
symbolic meaning of the decision is, however, highly misleading from a historical perspective. Rather than representing the extent to which the nation 
had retreated from a more robust conception of the meaning of American 
citizenship, the decision reaffirmed an understanding of the relationship between race and citizenship that was contemporaneous with the passage of 
the Fourteenth Amendment itself. If anything, the symbolic prominence of 
the Plessy decision serves to mask the virulence of racist ideology during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the Darwinian position 
represented by the majority opinion was largely eclipsed by the even more 
violent politics of white nationalism and racial terrorism.
To focus on the Plessy case similarly obscures the way in which the terms 
of the larger universe of legal debate shifted during the late 189os from the 
question of how the Reconstruction amendments should be interpreted to 
whether parts of the Fourteenth Amendment and all of the Fifteenth 
Amendment should be repealed as dead letters that marred the integrity of 
the Constitution. With the definitive defeat of the Lodge Bill to enforce fair 
elections in 1892, the idea of actually enforcing the amendments, particularly 
as they pertained to suffrage, was no longer seriously entertained by anybody 
in a position of power. Some constitutional purists worried about the implications of this situation. The Honorable John S. Wise, for example, asked the 
Ohio State Bar Association in 1903: "Are you not degraded-is not our 
whole nation degraded-by this condition of the law, and this false pretense 
of living under a Constitution which nobody respects and nobody obeys?"7°
John R. Dos Passos-a highly prominent lawyer, businessman, and legal scholar-articulated what had become a well-established view in the legal profession in a 1903 Yale Law journal article on "The Negro Question":"
The effort to change the intellectual and political character of this 
race, not by the necessary and progressive processes of education 
and culture, but by an artificial and unhealthy transformation 
through the brute force of constitutional amendments is admitted to be a dismal failure.... The history of the last thirty-six years illustrates very forcibly the futility and powerlessness of laws intended to operate against natural conditions.72


For the time being, Dos Passos argued, the best response to this situation 
would be to repeal the second section of the Fourteenth Amendment and all 
of the Fifteenth Amendment. "The suggestion is temporarily to deprive 
[blacks] of suffrage, to put them upon probation, to quarantine them, until 
such time as they demonstrate an ability to intelligently and honestly cast a 
vote," he explained. "This means a retrograde movement in our constitutional history. It means we must retrace our steps and undo organic legislation which was hastily enacted after the rebellion; to take back that which was 
given.""
Similarly, Charles Wallace Collins argued in a 1911 edition of the American Law Review:
[The] Republican party, which controlled all branches of the government after the War, might have made the negroes wards of the 
nation, putting them into a position similar to that occupied by 
the American Indians.... Under this system of sympathetic tutelage the African might have been led to develop whatever latent 
powers that may be inherent in his race.74
According to this perspective, the very act of extending citizenship to black 
Americans-even on the most minimal terms-had been a disservice to a 
race that was naturally incapable of living up to the standards which this 
required.
While the Darwinian construction of African-American citizenship 
which had been dominant during the 1870s and 188os had drawn a line in the 
sand against any attempts to establish social equality between black and 
white Americans, it had also insisted upon the maintenance of a standard of 
ostensible legal and political equality that conformed to a very minimalist interpretation of the Reconstruction amendments. The more reactionary position that developed during the 189os and became dominant around the 
turn of the century, in contrast, rejected the idea of political equality as unworkable and abandoned that of legal equality as meaningless. As Collins explained in his closing remarks on "The Fourteenth Amendment and the Negro Race Question":
In conclusion we may ask what positive gain has the operation of 
the Fourteenth Amendment been to the negro race? We can point 
to nothing. All attempts at Federal intervention have been fruit less in permanent results. The operation of the Amendment in its 
relation to the negro race has in it all the irony of history. It is the 
perversion of a noble idealism that the lowest and most benighted 
element of the African race should in these enlightened days be 
the ones to rise up and claim the sacred heritage of Anglo-Saxon 
liberties which, through the fortune of circumstance, have become embodied in the supreme law of the land in the shape of the 
Fourteenth Amendment.75


Liberalism, in other words, had to be racially exclusive: the dictates of nature 
provided no other choice. At this point, the claims of a common American 
citizenship no longer had to be honored even in theory, let alone in practice.
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Give a man all the liberty in the world, politically, and then leave him at the mercy 
of mercenary speculators and their cunning, so that he may be reduced to the 
condition of a pauper, and his political liberty is valueless, as he, by the force of his 
necessities, becomes the slave of the controllers of money.
-National Economist: Official Organ of the Farmers'Alliance, 1889
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Race and the Emancipation of Labor
Late nineteenth-century American liberalism contained significantly different ideological variants, which represented very different understandings of 
the relationship between race and citizenship in the post-Emancipation era. 
With the collapse of Reconstruction, Darwinian liberalism, which embraced 
white supremacy both in ideology and practice, quickly achieved a dominant 
position in mainstream political discourse in both the North and the South. 
Although anti-caste liberalism, which was most distinctively marked by its 
racial equalitarianism, continued to present a distinct alternative, its articulation was increasingly limited to a dwindling minority of politicians, 
lawyers, intellectuals, and activists, who consistently found themselves on the 
losing side of important political and legal battles.
If the Darwinian and anti-caste positions were fundamentally opposed 
on issues concerning the so-called social equality of the races, they nonetheless shared the important assumption that an acceptable standard of civic 
equality otherwise existed in the rest of the nation. Their dispute, in other 
words, centered on the extremely important, but nonetheless particular, 
question of how best to incorporate the newly emancipated slave population into the existing body politic. Neither position, in this sense, questioned the 
legitimacy of the more general standard of citizenship that prevailed in the 
nation as a whole.


Anti-caste and Darwinian liberalism were not, however, the only important civic discourses in late nineteenth-century America. Another important alternative, here referred to as producer republicanism, attracted the 
support of millions of Americans during the 188os-i89os, providing the ideological ballast for two major social movements and scores of related political initiatives.' The central claim of producer republicanism was that the 
new form of corporate capitalism that had developed in the wake of the Civil 
War had so undermined the economic bases of citizenship that it threatened 
to destroy the foundation of the American republic. The rapid growth of 
corporate capital, republicans asserted, had divided American society into 
two great classes marked by enormous disparities of wealth and power. Neither civic equality nor democratic rule, they warned, could be maintained 
under such conditions.
Consequently, republicans argued, it was imperative to establish the 
public power necessary to check the power of "monopoly capital." The economy, they insisted, needed to be restructured to ensure fairness and equity to 
the small producers and wage laborers who constituted the civic backbone 
of the nation. In the short run, producer republicans hoped to further this 
goal by means of legal and political reform. Over the long term, however, 
they hoped to achieve it through the development of alternative institutions 
and cultural mores, which would replace what they saw as an exploitative 
system of "wage labor" with a new "cooperative commonwealth." They desired, in other words, first to reform the existing political economy and then 
to transcend it.' In this sense, the ambitions of producer republicanism went 
beyond the boundaries of American liberalism, holding forth a vision of a 
society in which social cooperation would replace individual competition, 
both in the economic sphere and more broadly.3
The primary location of producer republicanism was in the great labor 
and agrarian movements of the 188os-i89os. Within the labor movement, 
an organization known as the Knights of Labor represented its most powerful expression, particularly during the Knights' period of greatest strength 
in the early to mid-188os.4 Its most important counterpart in the agrarian 
sphere was the Populist movement, which reached its peak of influence a 
decade later, during the early to mid-189os.5 Although neither movement 
was able to attain national political power and implement the majority of 
the legal and policy reforms that they advocated, their size and prominence nonetheless made them an important part of late nineteenth-century American politics.


While the Knights focused on industrial laborers and the Populists on 
farmers and agricultural workers, both were dedicated to organizing the 
broad constituency of what they referred to as the "producing classes." Producer republicans commonly believed that the power of corporate capital 
had produced a deep and unhealthy schism between the producing classes, 
which were the true creators of wealth, and the nonproducing classes, which 
had rigged the economic system so that they could enjoy a monopoly of 
money and control. Members of the producing classes, according to this perspective, included industrial laborers, farmers, agricultural workers, artisans, 
and small businesspeople. Members of the nonproducing classes included 
lawyers, bankers, speculators, corporate businesspeople, and large planters. 
Both the Knights and the Populists, in other words, saw class as the central 
dividing line in American society and sought to organize popular movements on that basis.6
The demographic realities of late nineteenth-century American demanded, however, that they simultaneously grapple with the deeply divisive 
issue of race-a category which, at that time, included all of the groups 
which we would today refer to as "ethnic." (The distinction between "racial" 
and "ethnic" groups that we now take for granted did not exist in the late 
nineteenth century and did not become common until the 194os.)7 This was 
true for the simple reason that the American producing classes were tremendously diverse, incorporating not only native-born whites but also Asians 
and a rapidly growing number of Southern and Eastern European immigrants." Consequently, organizing a broad-based social movement required 
building bridges between groups that would otherwise remain separated 
along racial lines.
Given the tremendous power of the negative racial stereotypes that were 
deeply embedded in American culture, as well as the concrete structural divisions which incorporated an important racial dimension, this was a formidable task. Attempting it required both reformulating the operative 
meaning of race among movement constituencies and implementing risky 
and often dangerous organizing techniques. Consequently, neither movement consistently pursed interracial organizing. (The Populist movement in 
particular had a widely varying record on racial matters) with only the most 
radical activists attempting to build interracial coalitions.) Race-bridging 
initiatives generally came from the more elite leadership of the two movements and were carried out with various degrees of success in different times and places. Nonetheless, both the Knights and the Populists pursued what 
were, for the time, exceptionally ambitious attempts to forge a common, 
class-based producer identity among deeply divided racial groups.


Understanding the significance of racial politics in these republican 
movements is important for several reasons. First, it demonstrates that even 
these class-based movements, which had no strong interest in issues of race 
or civil rights per se, had to grapple with racial issues on both ideological and 
practical levels. Race was so important, both culturally and structurally, that 
it simply could not be ignored. Second, it reveals important connections 
among different constructions of race, liberalism, and American democracy. 
Although these linkages were complex and did not follow a uniform pattern, 
there was nonetheless a clear, logical relationship between the movements' 
positions on racial matters and their broader political commitments. Finally, 
the cases of the Knights and the Populists illustrate the extent to which their 
attempts to forge a more equalitarian standard of American democracy 
hinged on their ability to develop a new form of racial politics capable of 
uniting constituencies that the existing political order kept divided. The fact 
that racial divisions were woven into the fabric of regional politics and the 
party system meant that this included not only bringing together different 
racial groups, but creating new regional alliances and alternatives within the 
electoral system. Although neither movement successfully realized this ambitious project, the fact that they got as far as they did demonstrates the 
tremendous appeal of producer republicanism for millions of citizens in late 
nineteenth-century America.
The Knights of Labor
Producer republicanism emerged out of the breakdown of the free labor ideology that began in the early 1870s. This highly influential political ideology 
had been characterized by its simultaneous endorsement of laissez-faire 
liberalism and Jeffersonian equalitarianism, holding that unregulated capitalist expansion would produce an overwhelmingly middle-class society 
dominated by small-scale property holders. The rapidly changing political 
economy of the postbellum period increasingly forced a disassociation of 
these two principles, however, as laissez-faire became more deeply wedded 
to the newly expanding power of the corporation, and the economic fortunes of the nation's citizenry increasingly diverged.
As new processes of industrialization and corporate consolidation 
gained unprecedented momentum, they caused severe economic disloca tions and sparked a growing wave of labor unrest. Consequently, by the late 
1870s, the central focus of national politics shifted decisively away from the 
racial and sectional issues of Reconstruction and toward what was commonly referred to as "the labor question." As the controlling elites of the two 
major parties moved toward the accommodation that would end Reconstruction, anti-caste liberalism became increasingly marginalized and Darwinian liberalism increasingly dominant. Consequently, during the 188os 
and 189os, the central contest within mainstream political culture was between a form of laissez-faire liberalism that explicitly embraced social hierarchy and a reconstructed republicanism that aggressively attacked class 
stratification.


Laissez-faire liberalism represented the dominant political language of 
the elite during this period. Producer republicanism represented the oppositional voice of large sectors of the public. While largely shut out of the Republican and Democratic parties, where various forms of laissez-faire prevailed, republicanism dominated the massive waves of radical social activism 
that rocked America during the 188os and 189os. Notably, this meant that the 
voices of republican protest often remained unrepresented in formal political institutions such as the legislatures and the courts. (This was particularly 
true at the federal level.) Republicanism nonetheless represented a powerful political force up through the mid-189os.
During the 188os, the Knights of Labor (KOL) served as the primary organizational vehicle through which this republican discourse was publicly articulated, developed, and promoted. Founded in 1869 as a small, secret labor 
organization in Philadelphia, the Knights emerged as an important political force in 1878, when, riding the wave of momentum generated by the Great 
Strike of 1877, the organization first began systematic national recruitment 
drives. During the next eight years, KOL membership skyrocketed with a rate 
of growth "unparalleled in the history of the labor movement," rising from 
an initial base of 20,151 in 1879 to its greatest height of close to one million 
in 1886.9
The membership of the Knights was both diverse and widespread, with 
local assemblies (LAs) organized in every type of community, "from mine 
patches and country crossroads to rural county seats; from small industrial 
towns to cities and metropolitan centers." Between 1869 and 1896, half of the 
3,500 towns with populations of more than 1,000 had at least one LA, as did 
all but a dozen of the 400-plus cities that had populations of more than 
8,ooo. All told, 15,000 LAs existed during this period. In 1887, fully half of 
these flourished at once. With an organized presence in every state in the 
Union, in nearly every Canadian province, and in several lands overseas, the Knights of Labor represented a vital force in late nineteenth-century politics 
and culture.10


A brief consideration of the difficulties of working-class existence during the late nineteenth century helps to explain the widespread appeal of the 
Knights. By the late 188os, roughly 40 percent of industrial workers lived below the poverty line-which at that time was $500 per year-while another 
45 percent were just above it. On the job, workers commonly faced serious 
injury and even death from hazards such as molten steel at open hearths, 
toxic gases in coal mines, or fast-moving machinery with no protective 
shields. Basic social provisions such as disability pay, unemployment compensation, occupational health and safety standards, or a standard eighthour day did not exist. Women and children were commonly forced to work 
in order to keep families at a subsistence level. They, too, were afforded no legal protection. At the same time, however, the great fortunes of the Gilded 
Age were being made, with leading businessmen, industrialists, and financiers acquiring the wealth that would turn them into household names for 
generations to come (e.g.) Carnegie, Rockefeller, Stanford, and Morgan). By 
189o, the accumulated inequities of the past quarter-century of industrial development had produced a situation in which the richest i percent of the 
population commanded more wealth than the remaining 99 percent combined."
"The alarming development and aggressiveness of great capitalists and 
corporations, unless checked, will inevitably lead to the pauperization and 
hopeless degradation of the toiling masses," asserted the preamble to the 
Declaration of Principles of the Knights of Labor in 1878:
The demand of the Knights is, then, that this development shall 
be checked, not only because of the danger to our institutions 
from the power of these great monopolists and monopolies, but 
because of the pauperization and degradation of the workers in 
consequence thereof.... It is true that the demands are revolutionary, as it is the purpose of the Order to establish a new and 
true standard of individual and national greatness.12
The Knights of Labor saw its mission not simply as improving the lot of the 
working class but as reestablishing the integrity of the American republic. 
"These extremes of wealth and poverty are threatening the existence of the 
government," wrote George E. McNeill, secretary-treasurer of the Knights of 
Labor, District 30, in his 1887 compendium, The Labor Movement: The Problem of Today.13 "In light of these facts, we declare that there is an inevitable 
and irresistible conflict between the wage-system of labor and the republi can system of government-the wage-laborer attempting to save the government, and the capitalist class ignorantly attempting to subvert it."14


In the view of producer republicans, the "wage-system of labor" gave 
employers despotic control over their employees, reducing wealth-producing 
citizens to the status of "wage slaves": "We are wholly in the hands of our employers-serfs of the mill, the workshop, and the mine-subjects of the railroad kings and the cotton lords." While laissez-faire liberals insisted that the 
right of free contract (that is, the right of each individual wage-earner to 
choose the terms of his employment) established a full measure of civic equity in the economic sphere, republicans insisted that the putative rights of 
citizenship meant nothing to those who lived in a state of economic thralldom. Further, such individuals could not be true citizens: lacking independence, education, health, time for reflection, and, often, moral cultivation, 
they were all too often reduced to a condition of "barbarism." Working hours 
needed to be reduced and wages increased in order to allow the working man 
to be one "upon whom the honors and duties of civilization can safely rest." 
In this sense, McNeill explained, the "labor problem is a question of civilization." Contrary to laissez-faire assumptions, with regard to the integrity 
of the republic, "extremes of wealth and poverty are curses, not benefits.' 15
Like anti-caste liberals, republican activists often argued that the Declaration of Independence represented a national commitment to equalitarian principles that should be translated into legal doctrine. 16 John Swinton's 
Paper, the leading labor journal of the 188os,17 for example, stated in its 
front-page declaration of purpose: "It is time to make a struggle for the Declaration of Independence, the self-evident and everlasting truths of which are 
being overwhelmed by the tides of plutocracy. It is time to proclaim again its 
true and original purposes, to apply them to institutions and legislation, to 
enforce them upon all men and every man."8 While the anti-caste commitment to the Declaration was exclusively organized around issues of race, its 
republican counterpart was driven by questions of class. Notably, this meant 
that while producer republicanism was much more radical than anti-caste 
liberalism when it came to questions of economic equity, the reverse was true 
with regard to racially specific issues of segregation and discrimination. Although the Knights of Labor was committed to organizing black workers and 
achieved a high degree of success in that regard, it had no principled commitment to antidiscrimination as such-on the contrary, it was an avid supporter of Chinese exclusion, both within and without the movement. (Similarly, the Populists supported mainstream segregationist doctrine with 
regard to blacks.)
While anti-caste liberals argued that the Declaration had been made manifest in the Constitution by the passage of the Reconstruction amendments, producer republicans demanded that the Constitution be amended 
or reinterpreted in a way that would establish the public power necessary to 
tame the new menace of monopoly capital.19 "A greater power than that of 
the State has arisen-'a State within a State'-a power that is quietly yet 
quickly sapping the foundations of the majority-rule;' wrote McNeill. "The 
government has the right, and is bound in self-defense to protect the ability 
of the people to rule. It has the right to interfere against any organized or unorganized power that imperils or impairs this ability.... The foundation of 
the Republic is equality."" Like anti-caste liberals, producer republicans believed that the federal government should be given a constitutional mandate 
to intervene in both the public and private sectors in order to break up entrenched concentrations of power that violated the equalitarian promise of 
the Declaration of Independence. Again, however, while the former directed 
their challenge to questions of racial segregation and discrimination, the latter focused on class-based issues of wealth and power.


Specific legal and policy proposals championed by the Knights included 
the right to organize labor unions, set wages according to union scale, and 
toil reasonable hours. On the national level, the KOL demanded that primary 
commercial arteries of communication, transportation, and banking be 
placed under public ownership, so that they might be administered with a 
view toward the good of the many, rather than the wealth of the few. On the 
state level, the Knights sought the establishment of health and safety laws, the 
creation of bureaus of labor statistics, and the "abrogation of all laws that do 
not bear equally on capital and labor."21
Although never amassing enough political force to achieve these aims, 
some breakthroughs were made on the local level. Fink documents that at 
the height of its power in 1886, the Knights fielded labor tickets in at least 189 
towns and cities, encompassing thirty-four (out of a total of thirty-eight) 
states, as well as four territories. (There were also, Fink adds, "scores of other 
cases where local elections were waged on the basis of allegiance or opposition to the aims of the labor movement.") Victories were achieved in approximately sixty of those races, including in Mobile, Alabama; Wilmington, 
Delaware; Boise, Idaho; Chicago, Illinois; Dubuque, Iowa; Kansas City, 
Kansas; Lynn, Massachusetts; Raleigh, North Carolina; Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; Richmond, Virginia; and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. During 1886-1888, 
certain local-level victories were achieved: Quincy, Massachusetts, for example, established a nine-hour maximum working day and a minimum 
wage 22 Beyond the realm of law and policy, the Knights "built a dense network of alternative institutions and practices, including local assemblies, boycotts, reading rooms, bands, parades, lecture circuits, cooperatives, and 
labor parties."23 Strong advocates of self-organization and self-help, the 
Knights' political efforts went far beyond the traditional governmental arena.


At its most ambitious, the republicanism of the Knights sought not simply to regulate but to transcend what were seen as the social and political failures of the existing capitalist economy. The long-term republican goal was 
to establish a cooperative commonwealth in which socioeconomic relations 
would be based on cooperation, rather than competition. As McNeill explained:
At present, the chief efforts of organized labor are directed toward 
securing amelioration of the wage-system. Arbitration, a shorter 
working-day, restriction of the labor of children and married 
women, are the immediate demands. Beyond these a majority of 
workingmen have as yet no definite plan, save, as they hope, by 
limiting the competition for employment, to get better wages. 
The leaders of the co-operative movement go farther.... They assert that the arrangement by which profits are distributed-solely 
on the basis of capital, while labor, having no control of the 
means of production, is bought at the lowest market rates-is 
wrong.24
If, as McNeill suggested, the goal of the cooperative commonwealth was too 
abstract to engage the energies of the average worker, the repeated references 
to it in the primary literature demonstrate that it captured the imaginations 
of leading organizers and intellectuals. Substantively, the call for cooperation 
was most commonly linked to proposals to establish new forms of industrial 
organization and new systems of finance, distribution, and exchange. Concretely, a substantial number of cooperative or semi-cooperative enterprises 
were established.25
At its most idealistic, the republican vision of the cooperative commonwealth extended substantially beyond building alternative business and 
financial institutions. The rejection of competition in favor of cooperation 
was to extend to the whole of human relations. Refuting the Darwinian claim 
that the greatest good for both the individual and society came from a competitive struggle for the "survival of the fittest;" republicans argued that both 
flourished best in a cooperative system structured around the commonality 
of the public good. As prominent social critic and labor advocate Henry 
Demarest Lloyd argued in 1884: "A rope cannot be made out of sand; a society cannot be made of competitive units."26 In this sense, republicanism aspired to go well beyond the boundaries of American liberalism, rejecting the basic premises of a competitive market economy and an individualistic political ethos. Given, however, the fact that leading activists themselves acknowledged that this did not form the basis of the movement's popular appeal, the meaning of republicanism as understood by the millions of 
ordinary Americans who subscribed to it remains best described as a radical variant of American liberalism.


Organizing the Producing Classes
The goal of the Knights of Labor was, in the words of George McNeill, to organize "all laborers into one great solidarity."" Given that, by 188o, nativeborn white Americans constituted only about one-fourth of the industrial 
labor force, this required bridging deeply entrenched racial divides 28 In the 
South, where African Americans made up a substantial portion of the working population, this primarily meant forging a cooperative movement between blacks and whites. In the rest of the country, where recent immigrants 
from Southern and Eastern Europe (whose racial status) as will be discussed 
below, was ambiguous) represented approximately 42 percent of those employed in mining and industry,29 this primarily meant breaking down the 
barriers among different immigrant groups, as well as between immigrants 
and native-born whites.30
Both were very difficult projects. Racial divisions not only commanded a 
tremendous cultural force, but were structurally embedded in larger regional 
divides, party politics, and economic arrangements. Opponents of the labor 
movement exploited these divisions by manipulating racial fears and resentments in what would prove to be a successful effort to discredit and divide it. 
Nonetheless, KOL organizers worked hard to overcome racial barriers and 
succeeded, for a time, in building a remarkably inclusive movement.31 This 
was done by a combined process of ideological and organizational innovation, in which the meaning of race was reformulated to support the growth of 
a common, class-based producer identity, while a variety of culturally appropriate organizing methods was deployed.
Despite what was, for the time, a truly remarkable feat of interracial organizing, the KOL was not, as noted above, uniformly committed to basic 
antidiscrimination principles as such. The organization's treatment of the 
Chinese represented by far the most dramatic evidence of this, with Chinese 
workers being commonly denounced as racial inferiors and barred from 
union membership. The Knights of Labor was a proud supporter of the 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which barred further Chinese immigration on explicitly racist terms, and actively lobbied on its behalf. As will be discussed below, however, this negative stereotyping of the Chinese was done 
in a way that supported the Knights' larger republican ideology. Arguably, 
it also played an important role in the success of the KOL's broader organizing initiatives.


The Knights of Labor consequently presents a fascinating example of the 
malleability of racial meanings, their relationship to larger political principles, and the complexity of racial politics within class-based progressive 
movements. The Knights of Labor reinterpreted familiar symbols such as the 
Constitution and the Declaration in ways that not only promoted a radically 
equalitarian politics but, in so doing, pointed beyond the dominant liberalism of the larger political culture. This republican ideology incorporated different constructions of race, some of which were similarly equalitarian, and 
others of which were not. Dedicated to class rather than racial equity, the 
critical question for the Knights was who should be included in the organization of the producing classes. As the Chinese were placed outside of this 
group, there was no sense that they merited equal treatment. In short, while 
there was a logical connection between the Knights' republicanism and its 
racial politics, it was based on class expediency and did not include a consistent opposition to racial discrimination.
The Racial Status Quo
Anti-African racism was an extremely powerful component of late nineteenth-century American politics and culture. The small minority of whites 
who supported basic antidiscrimination principles wielded negligible influence following the collapse of Reconstruction. The vast majority, both in the 
North and the South, embraced the belief that people of African descent 
constituted a distinct group located at the bottom of the racial totem pole 
(whites, of course, being at the top). In the context of the times, whites who 
simply supported discrimination and segregation and left it at that were considered racial moderates. Many others insisted that blacks be dehumanized 
completely, exempted from even the most basic protections of life, liberty, 
and property. Racial terrorism was rampant and accepted, with the torture 
and lynching of African Americans (most often men, but also women and 
children) commonly treated as a spectator sport. (The number of recorded 
lynchings peaked at 156 in 1892. They continued, however, with some frequency through the 194os.)32
Beyond the overt brutality of the racial caste system, the division be tween whites and blacks constituted an important part of the larger social 
structure. In particular, it was a critical (although by no means determinate) 
factor in the structure of the dominant two-party system and the shape of 
the national economy. This meant that attempting to change the racial status quo by building an interracial alliance between white and black workers 
involved much more than taking on the already formidable challenge of 
white racism, pure and simple. Pursuing such a project also meant confronting extremely powerful political and economic interests that had a stake 
in preserving the racial accord that had been forged at the end of Reconstruction. In addition, it involved overcoming the loyalties that other, lesspowerful people had to their party or region-which were, once again, partially understood in racial terms.


The basic political orientations of both the Republican and Democratic 
parties had been established in conjunction with the collapse of Reconstruction. The Radical wing of the Republican party, which was defined by 
its dedication to establishing equal citizenship rights for the former slave 
population, lost its political influence at that time. Consequently, an increasingly powerful set of northern business interests assumed a dominant 
position within the national party. Dedicated to the laissez-faire proposition 
that government should minimize its interference in the free play of the market economy, the Republicans had no sympathy for the growing wave of 
working-class protest represented by the Knights of Labor. When faced with 
the need to reach out to the common citizen, the primary tactic of the party 
was to "wave the bloody shirt," or attempt to stir up the old passions and loyalties of the Civil War. This largely cynical appeal to sectional loyalty was calculated to scare off potential defectors from the party by threatening to label 
them as unpatriotic sympathizers with the former "rebels."33
Although the lingering northern loyalty to the Union cause was only 
loosely related to racial concepts (the important issue having been, for most 
white northerners) the preservation of the Union, rather than the abolition of 
slavery), the southern commitment to the Democratic party was overwhelmingly racial in nature. The Democratic lockhold on the post-Reconstruction 
South was primarily maintained by the party's constant championing of the 
cause of white supremacy, which ostensibly stood to protect the region from 
a return to the Reconstruction era horrors of "Negro domination."34 For the 
average white southerner, even to consider a break with the Democratic 
party was to run the risk of being labeled a traitor to the white race-a 
charge which was never to be taken lightly, as it carried with it very real 
threats of social ostracism and even retaliatory violence. In this way, the Democrats managed to hold onto the vast majority of white voters, despite the fact that, when it came to the economic issues which vitally concerned the 
vast majority of ordinary citizens, they, like the Republicans, had nothing to 
offer.


The strong ties of economic interest between the elites of the New South 
and the Northeast ensured that this would remain the case. Both understood 
that the continued vitality of large-scale plantation agriculture in the South 
hinged on maintaining a high degree of control over the black labor force. 
The agricultural economy of the South, in turn, affected the more industrial 
economy of the North in that it constituted a good source of inexpensive raw 
materials, a limitless supply of cheap labor, and a prime market for manufactured goods. Consequently, the powerful elites that dominated both parties shared a common economic agenda that was supported by the racial status quo.
This arrangement was further strengthened by the fact that while the 
western states were dominated by small farmers who might have formed an 
alternative alliance based on common economic problems with their counterparts in the South, they were more responsive to the divisive politics of the 
"bloody shirt" than to calls for agrarian unity. This meant that the West split 
along lines determined by the North-South divide, rather than establishing 
an independent political force of its own. Consequently, the political and 
economic accord between southern and northeastern elites set the agenda for 
the two major parties, keeping both immune to the temptation of responding to the burgeoning labor movement. (The Populist movement would later 
attempt to break this dynamic by establishing a new alliance of the producing classes along the lines of a strong West/South agrarian axis.)3s
Wage Slavery
All of this meant that if the Knights were to organize an interracial alliance 
in the South-which was necessary if it was to build a broad alliance of the 
producing classes-it had to overcome the barriers of not only raw white 
racism, but also the racially charged pull of regional and party loyalties and 
the often fierce opposition of wealthy planters and industrialists.36 One way 
in which the Knights attempted to do this was by reconfiguring the meaning 
of race as it applied to black and white workers in the context of the postEmancipation South. This was done by restructuring the long-standing conception of "wage slavery" in a way that described both party politics, regional 
loyalties, and anti-African prejudice as divisive tools that were manipulated 
by and for the interests of monopoly capital. White and black workers in the South, KOL organizers argued, must learn to see through these ploys and 
unite on the basis of their common interests as members of the producing 
classes.


The metaphorical use of the term slavery to denote the denial of individual freedom had played a central role in American political discourse 
since the colonial period. In this conception, legally bonded, chattel slavery 
was simply the most extreme manifestation of the much larger and more 
general phenomenon of being subject to "the arbitrary will and pleasure of 
another." This was, it had been widely believed, the condition that afflicted 
the vast majority of humanity that lived under despotic governments. America, however, was supposed to be different, as it was founded on the principle of rule by and for the people. The term wage slavery consequently came 
into popular usage during the early to mid-nineteenth century, when labor 
radicals argued that the form of waged work that was developing at that time 
was so exploitative that it entailed such a loss of freedom and independ- 
ence.37
Rather than representing a source of racial solidarity, however, the concept of wage slavery during the antebellum period was used to advance the 
claim that the white worker, who had been born to be a free and independent citizen, should not be reduced to the degraded status of the black slave.38 
The discourse of the American labor movement during this time was, in fact, 
thoroughly saturated with negative constructions of blacks, who served as a 
"negative reference group" against which to pit contrastingly positive constructions of the white worker.39 With some notable exceptions, white racial 
identity was a primary means by which the labor movement advanced the 
causes of the "abolition of wage slavery" and the "emancipation of labor" 
during the early to mid-nineteenth century.40
The Knights reconfigured these key symbols by claiming that the outcome of the Civil War-itself an extremely potent cultural reference at the 
time-had represented a critical first step toward the wholesale emancipation of labor. "The `War for the Union,"' wrote Swinton, "grew out of the Labor Question, and was waged over it: Shall the working population of our 
country, or any part of it, be held in slavery?"
Stupendous sacrifices were then made to secure the emancipation 
of the black laborer, and the old chattel system was overthrown at 
a price that has not yet been paid. We had to abolish this system 
before we could grapple with any of the other wrongs which must 
be done away with. Since that time a question of even greater 
magnitude, and yet more revolutionary, has been brought to the front-one which is often summed up in the phrase, "the rights 
of labor."41


The eradication of chattel slavery, in other words, had been a necessary precursor of the abolition of wage slavery. According to this reasoning, the primary significance of Emancipation was not that it extended existing rights 
to a disfranchised group. Rather, it was that it destroyed an exploitative system of labor-capital relations that had formed an important part of the socioeconomic structure of the nation.
"There still remains a battle to be fought for the establishment of universal freedom;" proclaimed William H. Mullen, the chief KOL organizer in 
Richmond, in an 1885 speech. "Can those who are now the slaves of monopoly and oppression be liberated as easily as was the African race in America? 
Yea, even more easily!"42 The Knights of Labor sought to inspire a sense of 
optimism and historical destiny among its constituencies by arguing that the 
enormity of the change that had been effected in the nation's political economy by the outcome of the Civil War demonstrated both the rightness and 
attainability of its goals. "The propositions that all men are free and equal, 
that slavery is wrong, that one man is as good as another before the law, were 
all opposed, and those who advocated them were looked upon in their time 
as agitators, dreamers, doctrinaires;" a labor advocate writing in an 1886 edition of the North American Review reminded his readers. "So will those be 
now regarded and resisted who advocate a better industrial system, by which 
labor shall have more of the wealth it produces."43 The labor movement, in 
other words, had history on its side and would be similarly proven right in 
the end.
This parallel between the successful battle to abolish chattel slavery and 
the then-current battle to eradicate wage slavery was used to encourage both 
blacks and whites, and northerners and southerners to overcome the artificial divisions that separated them. An organizer at an 1886 meeting of the 
Blue and Grey Association (an affiliated group designed to reconcile former 
Union and Confederate soldiers) in Cleveland, for example, explained to the 
assembled veterans that the "war gave one kind of masters for another, and 
[the] wealth once owned by the masters of the South has been transferred 
to the monopolist of the North and multiplied a hundred-fold in power, and 
is now enslaving more than the war liberated." "We therefore urge the men 
of both armies to shun the politician who seeks to create sectional animosity," he concluded, "and to turn away from all such as the agents of those who 
would blind you to existing evils and make you tenants at will in your native 
country."44 "The politicians have kept the white and black men of the South apart, while crushing both," stated Terence Powderly, the grand master workman (i.e., executive director) of the Knights in a speech given in Richmond 
in 1885. "Our aim shall be to educate both and elevate them by bringing them 
together."45 "No Mason and Dixon's line, no color-tests divide North, South, 
East and West; wherever laborers congregate ... one chord of sympathy 
unites them all;" proclaimed McNeill in 1887. "No demagogue's cant of race 
or creed will hold them from their purpose to be free."46


All of this meant that the black worker now had to be regarded by his 
white colleague as a fellow citizen and producer. "The negro is free; he is 
here, and he is here to stay," argued Powderly in a speech first delivered in 
Richmond in 1884 and subsequently reprinted in the Richmond Dispatch in 
1886:
His labor and that of the white man will be thrown upon the market side by side, and no human eye can detect a difference between the article manufactured by the black mechanic and that 
manufactured by the white mechanic. Both claim an equal share 
of the protection afforded to American labor, and both mechanics 
must sink their differences or fall a prey to the slave labor now 
being imported to this country.47
(As will be seen below, this reference to "slave labor" was directed at the Chinese and carried with it all of the negative associations that had formerly 
been ascribed primarily to blacks.)
In the African-American community, the Knights' attempt to secure 
black support met with considerable controversy.48 Many African-American 
leaders had long been wary of the labor movement and feared that the 
Knights simply wanted to use blacks as a means of advancing what was essentially a white movement. The highly influential black press, however, was 
generally strongly supportive of the KOL and encouraged black workers to 
develop a class-based identity and recognize their common cause with white 
labor. "It should have been the easiest thing in the world to have foreseen that 
upon the lines laid down by the moulders [sic] of the Reconstruction policy 
that chattel slavery would certainly be followed by industrial slavery, no less 
galling and degrading to the enfranchised class and far more profitable to the 
employers of labor," stated the well-known African-American newspaper the 
New York Freeman in 1886.41 "The colored people of the South are gradually, 
as a class, sinking deeper and deeper in to the cesspool of industrial slavery."so 
Another article published in the same year concluded: "Nothing short of a 
potential [power] like the Knights of Labor can ever force Southern capitalists to give their wage workers a fair percentage of the results of their labor. "5'


Despite its support from the black community, the Knights did not enforce an antidiscrimination standard within the union. Instead, its policy was 
that the members of every local assembly could decide whether they wished 
to be organized on a racially inclusive or exclusive basis. While the national 
office encouraged the formation of interracial locals, there was no strict policy that forbade the establishment of segregated assemblies. In practice, this 
meant that while many white Knights were willing to accept blacks as members of the larger union, they refused to include them as members of their 
own local organizations. While this discrimination was strongly resented by 
most black workers, there was nonetheless a prevailing sense that the Knights 
represented an important progressive force that merited their support.52 In 
some areas where the Knights were particularly strong, such as Richmond, 
black activists advocated the formation of all-black locals as a means of 
building a stronger and more independent position within the movement.53 
Further, as will be discussed in the next chapter, some LAs were so deeply 
committed to an antidiscrimination principle, both within the movement 
and more broadly, that they were not only willing but eager to provoke dramatic and even dangerous confrontations with supporters of the Jim Crow 
South.
Despite these complexities, the Knights' campaign to form an interracial movement met with what was, for the time, astounding success, particularly during 1885-1886, when black membership skyrocketed in conjunction with the growth of the union at large. By 1886, there were an 
estimated 60-95,000 African-American Knights nationwide; in the South, 
they constituted between one-third and one-half of the total. Black workers 
were best organized in Richmond, where they claimed 3,125 members in 
twenty-one LAs plus a separate black district assembly. Black LAs existed 
in every major southern city, including Atlanta, Memphis, New Orleans, 
Louisville, Charleston, Houston, and Birmingham, and in many smaller 
cities and towns. Black LAs were also formed outside of the South, including in such diverse locales as Ohio, Texas, Indiana, Michigan, Nebraska, 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Maryland, New York, New Jersey, and even 
Montana. At the same time, many other "mixed," or racially integrated LAs 
existed across the country.54
In sum, while the Knights did not enforce a strict nondiscrimination 
standard with regard to the integration of African Americans into the union, 
it was nonetheless dedicated to building a strong interracial movement and 
achieved considerable success in that endeavor. Although the bonds which 
had been forged between white and black workers remained highly vulnerable to the force of a stepped-up oppositional assault, the Knights success fully demonstrated that racial and class identities could be changed substantially, even under the pressure of extremely difficult and often dangerous circumstances.


The New European Immigrants
By the early 188os, a rapidly increasing influx of new European immigrants, 
primarily from Italy, Austria-Hungary, the Balkans, and Russia, was dramatically changing the composition of the national labor force. In communities that attracted large numbers of immigrants, native-born whites 
quickly became a minority of the working-class population. By 189o, for example, immigrants and their children constituted 9o percent of the workforce in Milwaukee," while native-born whites constituted only 14 percent 
of the working-class population in Detroit.56 Overcoming the widespread divisions between the immigrants and the native-born, as well as among the 
various immigrant groups themselves, was consequently critical to the 
Knights' project of organizing a powerful alliance of the producing classes.
This could not be accomplished, however, without creating a new political identity capable of uniting existing ethnic identities into a common 
class-based paradigm. Numerous cross-reinforcing barriers made this difficult, including the multiplicity of languages involved, religious divisions between the largely Protestant native-born and predominantly Catholic immigrants, differing political orientations rooted in different national histories, 
and the fact that native-born workers tended to be more highly skilled than 
their immigrant counterparts. Particularly during 1883-1886, all of these 
long-standing structural barriers were further exacerbated by the impact of 
intensified economic contraction and dislocation in the industrial sectors. 
Native-born workers feared that their growing campaign to improve their 
working and living conditions would be sabotaged by a flood of "cheap labor" drawn from lands where the accepted standard of living was far below 
that of the United States. Consequently, nativist sentiment easily blended 
with labor militancy to produce great hostility against new immigrants 
among the native-born.57
Race, too, played a role in these divisions, although not in a way which 
would be familiar to us today. Up through the mid-188os, the racial status of 
the new European immigrants was relatively ambiguous (the Haymarket Affair of 1886, as will be discussed in the next chapter, was a critical turning 
point in this regard). As Higham explains, "the very concept of race had not 
yet attained its later fixity and definitiveness;" as it remained rooted more in political and literary concepts than in what would later be regarded as the precision and certainty of (a so-called) biological science. Although this had, of 
course, been more than enough to set up a rigid distinction between the 
"black" and "white" races, it nonetheless left substantial room for play with 
regard to the new immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. Since the 
concept of "ethnicity" did not yet exist to draw a distinction between groups 
deemed more or less different from the reigning Anglo-Saxon norm, the term 
race was regularly invoked to denote the differences among various European 
national groups.58 Although this relatively high degree of openness with regard to the racial status of the new immigrants made the task of organizing 
them across these lines substantially easier than in the case of African Americans, it also left the door open for hostile attacks on the racial integrity of any 
part of the labor movement which welcomed them into its ranks.


Although the general policy of the Knights of Labor was to reach out to 
the new European immigrants as important members of the producing 
classes, the range of statements which leading activists made regarding them 
indicates both the ambiguity of their racial status and the extent to which it 
hinged upon the perception of whether they would help or hinder the cause 
of the labor movement. McNeill, for example, argued that while the racial 
stock of the impoverished and exploited European worker might well be 
lower than that of the native-born American, this gap would be closed within 
the course of a generation:
The physical transformation of races under the influences and opportunities of republican institutions is marked, and can be read 
of all men. The poor, over-wrought worker of the Old World, 
stunted in growth, with marked physical characteristics of expression, and of almost physical deformity, and made a subject because of this, to caricature and ridicule, finds under our 
institutions such opportunities of development as shall cause his 
children to be born, not only under better opportunities, but 
under better physical conditions, until the wonderful transformation of a generation shall witness the glistening eye, the wellformed mouth and chin, as the result of the change in habits, 
thoughts and actions, consequent upon his environment.59
In 1884, however, Powderly published the following denunciation of Hungarian workers in the Scranton Truth:
If it were possible to make good and useful citizens of these men, 
I would never raise my voice against them. But that seems impos sible. They will not adopt our manners and customs, except in 
rare instances. I have seen nine of them-eight men and one 
woman-occupying two small rooms.... Show me an American 
who will live like that, and I will show you a being who was born 
in vain. He may be fit to work, but so is a mule.... I believe that 
this country was intended for a race of freemen, and, believing 
that, I will always oppose the introduction of such men as are not 
capable of enjoying, appreciating, defending and perpetuating the 
blessings of good government.60


An immigrant group's racial status was, in other words, dependent on the extent to which it was perceived to support, rather than erode, the cause of the 
American working man.
Despite such ambiguities, the dominant approach of the Knights to the 
new European immigrants was to attempt to absorb them into the mutually 
reinforcing constructions of working-class militancy and American patriotism. Fink, for example, in a detailed case study of the growth and decline 
of the KOL in Milwaukee, argues that the Knights' creed of "commondenominational Americanism" was key to its success in organizing nativeborn whites together with Irish, German, and Polish immigrants.61 Similarly, 
Oestreicher, in an examination of the growth and decline of working-class 
consciousness in late nineteenth-century Detroit, concludes that the exceptional success of the Knights of Labor in creating a "subculture of opposition" was directly tied to the inclusiveness and breadth of its ideological 
appeal.62
Stressing the necessity of organizing all workers regardless of nationality the KOL leadership reached out to the new immigrants by translating 
union literature into the appropriate languages, recruiting organizers who 
could speak to them in their native tongues, and forming both single- and 
mixed-nationality LAs. By 1885, for example, KOL national headquarters had 
translated its literature into French, German, and various Scandinavian 
dialects and was working on requests for Spanish, Italian, Hungarian, Bohemian, Yiddish, and other translations. Translators were secured as needed 
for multilingual meetings, while tutors were at times hired to teach interested 
members to speak English. During the same period, a polyglot of ethnic locals formed across the country, including Cuban locals in Florida, French locals in Michigan, Italian locals in Connecticut, and Jewish locals in Chicago, 
New York, and St. Louis. In Illinois and New Jersey, over 50 percent of KOL 
members were foreign-born.63


Chinese Exclusion
If the general record of the Knights of Labor with regard to the inclusion of 
blacks and immigrants was quite impressive, its history with regard to the 
Chinese was not. In 1879, the Knights not only excluded the Chinese from 
membership, but asserted that they were inherently unfit to live in the United 
States. Over the next several years, KOL leaders worked to pass legislation 
restricting Chinese immigration on both the state and national levels, while 
regularly denouncing them in unabashedly racist terms. The Knights boasted 
of the important role that it played in the passage of the Chinese Exclusion 
Act of 1882, which prohibited all further immigration from China to the 
United States. Even after this law was passed, the KOL leadership continued 
to agitate against them, calling for the expulsion of the approximately ioo)ooo 
Chinese workers who remained in the country.64
Both the Knights and the American labor movement more broadly regularly vilified the Chinese as, in the words of John Swinton, "a submissive, 
obedient, tractable, yielding, servile race" of "depraved and debased blood."65 
"Every writer conversant with the habits and customs of the race;" warned 
McNeill in 1887, "and every experiment of their settlements had proved that 
this people were moral and spiritual lepers." The Chinese, asserted W. W. 
Stone, secretary of the KOL California District Assembly, had the mentality 
of "the brute slave, without the first instincts of the freeman."66 As such, they 
were deemed inherently incapable of assuming the rights and responsibilities of American citizenship. Most dangerously, if allowed to immigrate in 
sufficient numbers, they threatened to sabotage any hope of securing the legitimate rights that the producing classes were struggling to obtain.
"That Chinese labor comprehends a system of slavery," continued 
Stone, "is a fact that it is idle to deny; and to invite immigration is only to 
welcome a repetition of our past experience:'67 The Chinese, it was regularly 
argued, were the willing pawns of the forces of monopoly capital, which 
sought to drown the labor movement in a flood of cheap labor. "The Chinese labor element is calculated to produce, and has actually set on foot, a 
destructive social change. It is a change similar to that wrought by slavery," 
wrote labor advocate John H. Durst in an 1884 edition of the North American 
Review. "This immigration threatens to destroy the democratic constitution 
of our society, to diminish, if not to obliterate, the middle class, and to hopelessly degrade the laboring class."68 The forces of monopoly capital, in other 
words, sought to turn history backward by using the Chinese to reestablish 
a system of labor exploitation that would be the functional equivalent of chattel slavery. Given the Knights' contention that abolition had been the 
necessary precursor to the battle to abolish wage slavery, this meant that the 
labor movement would be defeated if this new system of slave labor were established.


If the Knights responded to the threat of African and immigrant European labor being manipulated by the forces of monopoly capital by trying to 
organize them into a common alliance of the producing classes, why didn't 
they attempt the same thing with the Chinese? This question is particularly 
intriguing given the fact that the actual number of Chinese immigrants outside of the West was quite small. In 1870, there were only 368 Chinese living 
outside of that region, and by 188o, their numbers had only increased to 
3,663.69 With such small numbers, one would imagine that it would be relatively easy to organize them-or, if not going that far, at least to ignore them. 
Yet, the Knights were actively involved in anti-Chinese activities on a national scale. ("The men of the West must not be allowed to fight the battle 
[against Chinese immigration] single handed and alone;' Powderly assured 
Stone in 1887. "The Order must act as a unit on this matter.")70 How to best 
explain this phenomenon, particularly given the KOL's exceptional degree of 
inclusiveness with regard to European immigrants and blacks?
Saxton argues that the Chinese constituted an "indispensable enemy" 
for the burgeoning labor movement (including but not limited to the KOL) 
in California during the late 1870s and 188os, as they provided a common 
negative focal point for an otherwise diverse working population to define 
themselves against.71 California was, by all accounts, the hotbed of anti-Chinese 
agitation, undoubtedly because it was the state in which they constituted by 
far the largest percentage of the working population. (In 1870, approximately 
50,000 Chinese workers represented 25 percent of the waged labor force in 
the state. Native-born whites accounted for another 40 percent, and the new 
European immigrants formed the remaining 35 percent. The number of Chinese Californians rose to 75,000 in 1880, peaked in 1882, and entered a long 
period of decline following the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.)72 Saxton's 
work does not explain, however, why the Knights would adopt the anti-Chinese 
cause on a national basis.
Although further research needs to be done on this issue, a good conjecture is that the Chinese played a similar role for the Knights on a national 
level to the one that Saxton describes for the labor movement in California. 
Incorporating the negative symbol of the Chinese into its larger ideological 
framework presumably helped the Knights to draw a clear line between those 
who should be considered legitimate members of a producers' alliance and 
those who should not. At the same time, the negative racialization of the Chinese seems to have been an important way of channeling the deeply embedded power of negative racial stereotypes in a direction that would not 
hurt the KOL's cause: unlike both blacks and European immigrants, the Chinese simply did not have the numbers to represent a crucial part of the desired coalition of the producing classes. In this sense, the negative racialization of the Chinese may have served as a means of promoting an otherwise 
exceptionally inclusive construction of class.73


Bracketing the question of why the Knights adopted such an aggressive 
anti-Chinese posture, it remains true that its negative racialization of the 
Chinese was directly linked to its larger republican ideology. Most notably, 
these stigmatizing racial images went hand in hand with negative representations of corporate power. As the Knights portrayed it, the fact that the Chinese submitted to being the serfs of monopoly capital proved their racial inferiority. This observation is not meant to legitimize the KOL's racism. 
Rather, the point is that the Knights' varying conceptions of race were closely 
bound up with its determination to organize an alliance of the producing 
classes and the larger republican agenda of which this was a part.
The Populist Movement
Despite the success of the Knights of Labor in organizing a broad alliance of 
the producing classes, its strength and numbers declined precipitously in the 
wake of the Haymarket riot of 1886. Although the Knights continued to exist as a national organization and maintained a significant presence in a variety of communities across the country, its opponents ceased to fear the 
KOL as a potentially disruptive force after 1886. If the decline of the Knights 
marked the end of a strong republican presence within the labor movement, 
however, republicanism found an even more powerful vehicle with the rise 
of the Populist movement in the early 189os.
The culmination of years of steadily building economic distress and political discontent among small farmers and agricultural workers, Populism 
represented a powerful insurgent movement that posed the last major challenge to the system of corporate capitalism that had been expanding since 
the end of the Civil War. During its period of greatest strength in the early to 
mid-189os, it represented a formidable political force, particularly in its 
strongholds of the South, Great Plains, and Rocky Mountain West. Although 
Populism fell apart after the election of 1896, it amassed enough momentum 
up to that point to pose an unprecedented challenge to the dominant political and economic arrangements of the postbellum period.


The status of small farmers and agricultural workers had been worsening steadily throughout the 1870s-i88os. Small farmers were saddled with 
debt and stood in constant risk of losing the little land that they had. Many 
did so, and the number of landless tenant farmers rose from 25 percent in 
188o to 28 percent in 189o.74 Conditions were particularly bad in the South, 
which, as the most heavily populated agrarian region in the country, represented the heart of the Populist movement. In the wake of the Civil War, 
southern agriculture had become dominated by what is referred to as the 
crop lien system. Under this arrangement, small farmers and sharecroppers 
(i.e., tenant farmers) were required to grow cash crops (generally cotton and 
tobacco) in order to receive credit from local merchants, who supplied the 
everyday necessities of life. These merchants, however, charged exorbitant 
rates, in terms of both goods and interest. Harvested crops had to be immediately turned over to the merchant in exchange for what was always only a 
partial reduction of accumulated debt. Making matters worse, commodity 
prices dropped and the costs of railway transportation increased throughout 
the 188os. Consequently, by the early 189os, southern agricultural workers 
had been reduced to a state of bare subsistence.75
During the 188os, numerous voluntary associations dedicated to bettering the condition of the small farmer sprang up throughout the South, Great 
Plains, and Rocky Mountain West. These included the Grange, the Agricultural Wheel, the Farmers' Alliance, and the rural arm of the Knights of Labor. Of these, the Farmers' Alliance was the largest and most important. By 
189o, it consisted of three affiliated organizations: the Northern Alliance (no 
membership figures available); the Southern Alliance, representing approximately 3 million members; and the Colored Farmers' Alliance, representing 
an estimated 1.25 million blacks.76 (The Southern Alliance had refused to admit blacks during the 188os, resulting in the formation of a separate Colored 
Farmers' Alliance in 1886.)77 Beginning in 189o, various activists associated 
with the Farmers' Alliance and other like-minded organizations began to 
discuss the possibility of joining forces to create a national movement capable of fielding an independent third party. The Populist movement consequently emerged, with the People's party running its first candidates in 1892.
The political thought of the Populist movement was rooted in the same 
tradition of producer republicanism that had animated the Knights. "The 
fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes unprecedented in the history of mankind, and the possessors of these in turn despise the Republic and endanger liberty," charged the Declaration of Industrial 
Independence adopted by the combined forces of the Knights of Labor and the 
Farmers' Alliance at an important 1892 Populist conference. (Although the Knights of Labor cooperated with the Populist movement throughout the 
189os, it did not by that time represent a powerful political force.) "From the 
same prolific womb of governmental injustice we breed the two great classespaupers and millionaires. In this crisis of human affairs," the document continued, "the intelligent working people and producers of the United States have 
come together in the name of peace, order, and society to defend liberty, property, and justice."78


The Populists, like the Knights of Labor before them, believed that the 
government had been taken over by the forces of monopoly capital. This situation, they warned, endangered the health of the republic. "The spread of 
corporations and the triumph of monopoly evidence the entrance of the plutocrat into politics and the control of the state by the wealthy class," charged 
the National Economist, the "official organ of the Farmers' Alliance;' in 
1889:79
The United States Senate has become the property of this class, 
and is virtually closed against all who do not belong to and serve 
it. The elections are decided by money. The sources of legislation 
are corrupted, as is evidenced by thousands of instances, both 
State and National.... The courts-the very fountains of justice-are corrupted and tainted, and great corporations can 
sometimes buy decisions and immunities. The individual citizen 
has no chance, justice is made a mockery.
"If thus a few wealthy men are to control all the affairs of the Nation, and the 
balance are to be dependent on them;' the article concluded, "although the 
form of republican government may survive, yet the essence, the spirit is 
dead."8°
Like the Knights of Labor, the Populists maintained that the Constitution was meant to uphold the equalitarian promise of the Declaration of 
Independence and must be amended as necessary to check the power of 
monopoly capital. "We have a written Constitution;" wrote Populist leader 
James Weaver in his 1892 work, A Call to Action, "but the slave power claimed 
it for its own. Of late corporations have taken refuge behind it. It will be the 
dawning of a glorious day when the monopoly-ridden people shall be able 
to use it as their own shield and buckler." As the "Constitution is the Declaration enacted into law," Weaver continued, it "should enable the citizen to 
strike down ... the internal foes of social order and personal liberty" represented by the forces of "monopoly capital." "If it be not capable of such 
translation," Weaver concluded, "it is a broken reed and the most stupendous 
failure of the Century."81


While united by this republican philosophy, the specific politics of Populism varied widely from state to state. Although the movement existed in 
every southern state and throughout the West and Midwest, its strength in 
different regions varied widely. Populism was quite strong in Georgia, Alabama, Texas, Kansas, Arkansas, and North Carolina. It was relatively weak, 
however, in Tennessee, Florida, Virginia, South Carolina, and Louisiana. Similarly, the radicalism of Populist politics varied among states. At their most 
radical, Populists insisted upon the full slew of antimonopoly demands represented by the 1892 National People's Party Platform. These included the establishment of a subtreasury system designed to provide low-interest loans to 
small producers; currency reform; the establishment of a graduated income 
tax; government ownership of the railroad, telephone, and telegraph systems; 
government reclamation and redistribution of railroad and corporate land 
holdings; national legislation of an eight-hour workday; and the abolition of 
the Pinkerton guards (a force that was instrumental in the suppression of industrial strikes).82 At its least radical, however, Populism narrowed its focus 
to the single issue of "free silver"-that is, putting silver coinage into circulation along with gold in order to increase the money supply.83
The degree of movement radicalism corresponded directly with the different political strategies that Populists pursued in their attempt to gain political power. Generally speaking, Populists who focused on the free-silver issue favored the strategy of fusion with one of the two major parties. More 
radical activists, however, insisted that the People's party remain an independent force, as they believed that neither the Republicans nor the Democrats would ever accept the demands of the 1892 platform. "So great has become the power of corporations over every department of human effort and 
so subservient to them are political parties and politicians;' charged The People's Party and the Present Political Contest (1896), "that our government for 
many years has been a government of corporations, for corporations, and by 
corporations.."$4 "The People's Party;' asserted The People's Party Campaign 
Book (1892), "is the protest of the plundered against the plunderers-of the 
victims against the robbers."85
Racial Barriers to Radicalism
Racial politics posed the single most formidable obstacle to Populists who 
wished to pursue a more radical politics by going the third-party route. This 
was particularly true given the fact that the heart of the movement-as well 
as the center of its radicalism-was in the South. This region contained the greatest concentration of agricultural workers, who lived under the most difficult, poverty-stricken, and repressive conditions in the country. Racial politics was very much a part of this dismal picture. As discussed above, race 
constituted a key structural element of the economy, the party system, and 
the strong cultural and political divides which separated the producing 
classes of the North, South, and West. While these structures affected the 
country at large, extending the scope of southern racial politics to the rest 
of the nation, it was in the South that their racial component took its most 
direct and brutal form.86


"The professional politicians of both parties, both North and South, 
who have devoted their lives so assiduously to the promotion of corporate 
interests, recognize that this union of the two sections is the great danger that 
threatens the power of monopoly," charged the Farmers' Advocate in 1890. 
Consequently, it continued, politicians worked assiduously to maintain regional divisions.87 For both the Republicans and the Democrats, the key 
means of manipulating "sectional prejudices" was through appeals to highly 
racialized symbols. It was, as W. Scott Morgan noted in the History of the 
Wheel and Alliance, and the Impending Revolution (1891), the "`bloody shirt' 
and `rebellion' on the one side, and `Reconstruction' and `Negro domination' 
on the other."88 "Do you ask for what purpose is this ceaseless arraignment 
of the North against the South, and the South against the North, kept up?" 
wrote the Honorable B. H. Clover, a Kansas congressman and vice president 
of the National Farmers' Alliance in 1891:
Gentle reader, let me ask: Could any other thing have kept the 
people so blinded to their interest, that, having the ballot in their 
hands, they would have allowed the soul-and-body destroying, 
monopolistic influences to wrap their slimy folds around each 
and every industry, and send the honest toiler shivering to a 
hovel, and elegant idleness to a palace?89
By 1892, disgust with the two major parties (if most immediately with 
the Democrats) who overwhelmingly dominated the South) was sufficiently 
strong that a People's party ticket had been organized in every southern state. 
The central dilemma facing the new party was how to negotiate the dangerous racial politics of the region. The white population, of course, harbored 
a deep anti-African racism and identified strongly with the "party of white 
supremacy." African Americans, for their part, were highly constrained by 
the Democrats, who used manipulation backed by force to ensure that the 
black vote would go their way. Whites who dared to defect from Democratic 
rule faced social ostracism and physical violence. Blacks risked violence and even death. Electoral fraud was rampant and virtually impossible to police, 
being perpetuated by the same political forces that controlled the region at 
large. The vast majority of mainstream newspapers and other organs of public opinion also supported Democratic rule and white supremacy.


The extraordinarily difficult racial politics facing the People's party in 
the South were further compounded by the fact that as long as AfricanAmerican men were still voting in large numbers-which they would be up 
until the collapse of the movement in 1896-the Populists had to have their 
support in order to win elections.90 This was true whether the People's party 
sought to win as an independent force or through fusion with the Republicans or Democrats. The reason for this was that if the white vote split-as 
it inevitably would with a strong Populist presence-blacks suddenly represented the decisive swing vote.91 This meant that whites had to be willing to 
give their support to an insurgent movement that-if it were to build the 
strength that it needed-would be strongly associated with blacks. Such a 
crossing of entrenched racial divisions was extremely difficult to achieve, 
particularly as Conservative Democrats would inevitably charge that such 
voters were traitors to the cause of white supremacy and might return the region to the supposed Reconstruction era horrors of "Negro domination."
Considering the circumstances, it should come as no surprise that only 
the most radical Populist leaders seriously attempted to form an interracial 
alliance of the producing classes. White Populists were themselves a product of their time and place, and shared the racial prejudices that so dramatically shaped the everyday realities of life in the South. Even the most outspoken advocates of interracial politics in the movement underscored their 
support for white supremacy and their rejection of social equality. The more 
progressive Populists did, however, modify these positions to allow for an 
unqualified defense of black political rights and opposition to such racially 
oppressive practices as lynching and the convict-lease system.92 Given the 
harsh realities of African-American life at the time, this was enough to create a significant level of black support for the movement in those areas in 
which it occurred.
Populist leaders in Texas and Georgia pushed hardest for an interracial 
alliance. These states were also where the movement provided the strongest 
support of black rights and had the highest levels of black participation. 
(Kansas, Arkansas, Louisiana, North Carolina, and Virginia also had lesser, 
but still substantial African-American involvement.) Not coincidentally, 
these states were also the strongest bases of Populism nationwide, as well as 
the places in which the movement achieved its most radical incarnation. Of 
these, Georgia represents the most interesting and important case. In that state, Tom Watson, the most innovative and accomplished radical Populist 
leader, made the movement's strongest bid to establish a powerful thirdparty presence that would break the interlocking chains of racial and class 
oppression that secured the dominant political and economic structures of 
the late nineteenth-century South.93


In 189o, when Watson was the most well known supporter of the Farmers' Alliance in the state, he was elected to Congress to represent Georgia's 
Tenth District on the Democratic party ticket. Watson soon broke with the 
Democrats to organize the People's party, consequently becoming the new 
party's official leader in the House. In 1891, he started the People's Party Paper, which received national attention. In 1892, he published the People's 
Party Campaign Book: Not a Revolt, It Is a Revolution, which attracted a wide 
audience and caused a considerable stir in the halls of Congress.94
Watson correctly believed that the People's party could only succeed on 
the basis of an interracial, class-based coalition. Consequently, in 1892, he 
launched an all-out drive to break the lockhold of the Democratic party in 
the South by appealing to the poor of both races to recognize their common 
interests and join the Populist movement. The result was a nationally watched 
campaign of unparalleled intensity, which was widely taken to represent "a 
barometer of the third party's future in the deep South."95
Watson's strategy centered on a series of interrelated assumptions: that 
the black and white poor shared common enemies, that these enemies were 
in control of the Democratic and Republican parties, and that both parties 
systematically played on racial divisions in order to maintain their power and 
exploit the poor of both races. He also believed that both blacks and whites 
could be brought to recognize these facts. Consequently, they would abandon their old political loyalties and join the People's party. It was, after all, in 
their interest to do so, and "self-interest," Watson maintained, "always controls." As he explained in his 1892 article, "The Negro Question in the South":
The white tenant lives adjoining the colored tenant. Their 
houses are equally destitute of comforts. Their living is confined 
to bare necessities. They are equally burdened with heavy taxes. 
They pay the same rent for gullied and impoverished land. They 
pay the same enormous prices for farm supplies. Christmas finds 
them both without any satisfactory return for a year's toil. Dull 
and heavy and unhappy, they both start the plows again when 
"New Year's" passes.
Now the People's Party says to these two men, "You are kept 
apart that you may be separately fleeced of your earnings. You are made to hate each other because upon that hatred is rested the keystone of the arch of financial despotism which enslaves you both. 
You are deceived and blinded that you may not see how this race 
antagonism perpetuates a monetary system which beggars both."


This is so obviously true it is no wonder both these unhappy 
laborers stop to listen.96
"The People's Party;" Watson optimistically predicted:
will settle the race question. First, by enacting the Australian [or 
"official"] ballot system.97 Second, by offering to white and black a 
rallying point which is free from the odium of former discords 
and strife. Third, by presenting a platform immensely beneficial 
to both races and injurious to neither. Fourth, by making it to the 
interest of both races to act together for the success of the plat- 
form.98
True to his word, Watson succeeded in rallying an extraordinary level of support for the People's party during the campaigns of 1892 and 1894. As Woodward notes, however, the key reason for this was not that Watson was a 
charismatic leader (although this was certainly the case), but rather that the 
people of Georgia were so poor that they were desperate enough to take 
enormous risks once they had been given some hope of change. Many small 
farmers, as well as agricultural and factory workers, faced homelessness and 
even starvation. In 1892, the Atlanta Journal, investigating the conditions of 
mill workers just outside of the city, reported that "famine and pestilence are 
to-day making worse ravages than among the serfs of Russia." With an average wage of thirty-six cents a day for a family of four, people were literally dying of want. The paper reported on "rooms wherein eight and ten members 
of one family are stricken down, where pneumonia and fever and measles are 
attacking their emaciated bodies; where there is no sanitation, no help or 
protection from the city, no medicine, no food, no fire, no nurses-nothing 
but torturing hunger and death."99
Watson's campaign rallied such people, both white and black. In 1892, 
the Washington Post reported that "all over the State ... the People's Party element have been meeting twice a month, on Saturday afternoon, in schoolhouses, for two years, and signal fires are on every hilltop. They are imbued 
with the spirit of turning things upside down"100 After Watson was defeated 
in that election, people simply rallied for the next in 1894. As Woodward documents, the "contemporary accounts of the enthusiasm evoked by the 
speeches of Watson border on the incredible":


Throngs of three to ten thousand people crowded into crossroads villages from the countryside of a twenty-mile radius. Riding through the open country from town to town, Watson and his 
party not infrequently met with such experiences as the following: 
"When within four miles of Sylvania (at six in the morning) we 
found the road blocked with vehicles of every description. The 
rumbling, muffled sound of wheels, ploughing through the sand, 
sounded like the roar of an army wagon train. The atmosphere 
loaded with dust and cheers.... At least 6,ooo people were in 
hearing of his voice, while at least a thousand more wandered 
around loosely unable to hear a word."
All told, during the 1894 campaign, Watson visited thirty-seven counties and 
addressed an estimated 150,000 people.101 The percentage of votes cast for 
the People's party in Georgia rose from 19.17 in 1892 to 44.46 in 1894.102
Needless to say, the state's Democratic party machinery did not take this 
lying down. An intensive campaign of race-baiting, bribery, intimidation, violence, and fraud was launched in an effort to quell the new movement and 
restore Democratic hegemony in Georgia. Race, as Watson and other local 
movement leaders recognized, was the central principle around which such 
oppositional efforts were organized and legitimated. "The Democratic State 
Central Committee met in Atlanta last week and decided to take to the warpath;" reported the People's Party Paper in 1892:
Reports of the members from every section disclosed the unwelcome fact that the People's Party was gaining strength daily and 
everything pointed to a complete overthrow of the old political 
rings in every county in the State. The committee spent many 
hours in anxious consultation and finally came to the conclusion 
to try to put a cheerful face on the matter and appear not to be 
too badly scared and to get their biggest men into the field at 
once, cry "nigger supremacy;" and try and rally their failing for- 
tunes.103
Watson succinctly summed up this reactionary phenomenon in an 1892 editorial: "The argument against the independent political movement in the 
South may be boiled down into one word-NIGGER!"104
Watson recognized the power of such race-baiting tactics to manipulate 
the white public and sought to counteract it through both education and 
ridicule. His 1892 article, "The Negro Question in the South;" lamented the 
unwarranted vulnerability of the poor white to calculated racial appeals:


You might beseech a Southern white tenant to listen to you upon 
questions of finance, taxation, and transportation; you might 
demonstrate with mathematical precision that herein lay his way 
out of poverty into comfort; you might have him almost persuaded to the truth, but if the merchant who furnished his farm 
supplies (at tremendous usury) or the town politician (who never 
spoke to him excepting at election times) came along and cried 
"Negro rule!" the entire fabric of reason and common sense 
which you had patiently constructed would fall, and the poor tenant would joyously hug the chains of an actual wretchedness 
rather than do any experimenting on a question of mere senti- 
ment.105
Watson also adopted the less-admirable tactic of attempting to belittle the 
Democrats' fear-mongering tactics by asserting his belief in white supremacy. 
"I yield to no man in my pride of race," thundered Watson in an 1893 speech. 
"I believe the Anglo-Saxon is stronger, in the glorious strength of conception 
and achievement, than any race of created men. But from my very pride of 
race springs my intense scorn of that phantasm, manufactured by the political boss, and called `Negro domination!"'106
Like all other white Populists, Watson vowed, "Never in my life have I 
advocated social equality." "Let the blacks stay to themselves in their own social life and have peace and happiness," he exhorted in an 1894 Atlanta 
speech. "Let the whites dwell to themselves and have peace and happiness." 107 
In keeping with other Populist leaders throughout the South-including the 
most radical and well-educated-Watson supported racial segregation and 
did not favor extending jury duty to blacks. In this sense, the Populists, despite their economic radicalism, were very much in line with the Conservative Democrats on the issue of black citizenship: while willing to support a 
minimal standard of legal and political rights, they remained staunch supporters of white supremacy and segregation. 108
Given this position, it is difficult to see, from the contemporary perspective, both why blacks might support the Populist movement and how 
race-baiting tactics could be used against it. Understanding this requires an 
appreciation of the extremity of racial politics in the late nineteenth-century 
South. The "paternalist" politics of the Conservative Democrats represented 
a moderate position compared to the extremism of the radical, white 
nationalist right. In a climate where lynching represented an everyday danger, segregation was nowhere near the greatest evil that black people faced. If 
the People's party could make a credible case that it represented the only chance for whites and blacks to free themselves from the economic exploitation that locked them both into a never-ending cycle of poverty, it was able 
to attract substantial black support.


Further, despite his support for white supremacy and opposition to social equality, Watson made what was, for the time, a strong defense of black 
citizenship rights. When giving speeches, for example, he would regularly ask 
his white listeners to hold up their hands and pledge to support the rights of 
African Americans established by the Constitution. 109 He also sought to include blacks in the party and assured them of its commitment to their interests. "I pledge you my word and honor that if you stand up for your rights 
and for your manhood, if you stand shoulder to shoulder with us in this 
fight, you shall have fair play and fair treatment as men and as citizens, irrespective of your color;" Watson promised his African-American constituents 
in an 1892 campaign speech. "My friends, this campaign will decide whether 
or not your people and ours can daily meet in harmony, and work for law, 
and order, and morality, and wipe out the color line and put every man on 
his citizenship irrespective of color."110
Georgia blacks responded to Watson's message with great enthusiasm. 
Thousands attended his political rallies. Many played important roles as political organizers. Several held high offices in the People's party. This level of 
black support was particularly impressive given the fact that those who did 
openly side with the Populists had to live under the constant threat of retaliation from movement adversaries. African Americans who actively campaigned for Watson or other Populist candidates in Georgia literally did so 
at risk of their lives. In the course of the 1892 election, Democratic forces 
murdered at least fifteen black Populist activists.I I I
Writing in the late 1930s) C. Vann Woodward looked back on this period 
of Georgia Populism as an exceptional and tragically brief moment in the region's history. "Never before or since have the two races in the South come 
so close together politically," Woodward concluded.' 12 The intensity of the 
countermovement that Watson and others like him generated, combined 
with the larger defeat of Populism nationwide, ushered in a new era marked 
by an even more intensive and all-encompassing level of white supremacist 
racism, in both the South and the nation at large. The defeat of the republican challenge to laissez-faire liberalism, which was sealed by the outcome of 
the fiercely contested presidential election of 1896, was the turning point in 
this shift. The intensification of white supremacism and the defeat of producer republicanism, in other words, were not only concurrent but highly 
interrelated phenomena.
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While the law Hof competition] may be sometimes hard for the individual, it is best 
for the race, because it insures the survival of the fittest in every department. 
We accept and welcome, therefore, as conditions to which we must accommodate 
ourselves, great inequality of environment; the concentration of business, industrial 
and commercial, in the hands of a few,, and the law of competition between these, 
as not only beneficial, but essential to the future progress of the race.
Andrew Carnegie, "The Gospel of Wealth," 1889
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Inequality and White Supremacy
Conservative advocates of laissez-faire were horrified and alarmed by the 
waves of labor unrest that swept the country beginning in the late 1870s. In 
response to the labor movement's growing demands for protective legislation and government regulation, conservative leaders-drawn primarily 
from the ranks of Eastern elites, mainstream politicians, corporate businessmen, social scientists, journalists, lawyers, and judges-began preaching an intensified version of laissez-faire. This position claimed that the labor movement was attempting to interfere with the "law of competition" 
and, consequently, turn back the clock of civilization's advance. "Socialism;" 
as such conservatives sweepingly labeled all forms of progressive dissent, was 
depicted as a retrograde and un-American doctrine that threatened to sabotage the achievements of late nineteenth-century capitalism by forcibly attempting to establish equality where none naturally existed. The rich were 
rich because they were more able, Darwinian liberals asserted. The poor were 
poor because they lacked talent, intelligence, and drive. The law of competition dictated that only the most talented and able members of society 
would survive and prosper. Socialism represented a perversion of this natu ral arrangement in that it sought to place social power in the hands of those 
who were inherently unsuited to hold it.


Such arguments blended easily with a newly expansive and more severely hierarchical conception of race. Socialism, it was increasingly claimed, 
was attractive to members of inferior racial groups, who naturally gravitated 
to more primitive social philosophies. Conversely, opposition to socialism 
was designated to be the mark of a "true American;' who was increasingly 
described as a member of a superior "Anglo-Saxon race." During the 188os189os, this prototypical distinction between the politically conservative, 
white American citizen and his radical, racially inferior, and un-American 
counterpart became increasingly common. According to this construction 
of race, whites were generally conceived of as native-born Americans of 
Northern or Western European descent. The rapidly growing population of 
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, in contrast, was categorized 
as comprising the lowest stratum of the "European races." Through this conflation of political radicalism and racial inferiority, Italians, Poles, Hungarians, Slavs, Bohemians, and so on were commonly blamed for the increased 
prominence of socialism in America.'
This division of Americans of European descent into a hierarchy of 
racial groups hurt the labor movement by dividing its constituency and discrediting its philosophy. This was especially true of the Knights of Labor. 
Dedicated to organizing all members of the producing classes into "one great 
solidarity;" the Knights had achieved considerable success with its determined outreach to various immigrant groups. The KOL was irreparably 
damaged, however, by the virulent conservative reaction to the Haymarket 
riot of 1886, which blamed it for stirring up the uncivilized passions of "inferior races" by preaching un-American socialist doctrines. This combination of political denunciation and racial stigma packed a powerful punch in 
a political culture steeped in racial thinking and unnerved by economic dislocation, labor unrest, and rapid demographic change. Providing an easy explanation for a frightening outburst of violence and social disorder, this conservative position helped to delegitimize the Knights' political program while 
dividing its constituents along racial and cultural lines.
Anti-African racism played an even more powerful role in destroying 
the Knights of Labor in the South and, roughly ten years later, sabotaging the 
Populist movement. The Conservative Democrats who controlled the postbellum South were willing to take whatever action they deemed necessary to 
contain the threats of labor and agrarian radicalism represented by these 
movements. Consequently, beginning in the late i88os, there was a dramatic 
upsurge in antiblack rhetoric and political race-baiting, as well as widespread violence and fraud, which, while centering most heavily on the black population, affected poor whites as well. This period of political terror was followed in the mid- to late 189os by an intensification of existing patterns of 
segregation and disfranchisement, producing the edifice of Jim Crow laws 
countenanced by Plessy and the effective elimination of the African-American 
vote.


The presidential election of 1896 marked the collapse of Populism and, 
consequently, the final defeat of producer republicanism. After deciding to 
cast its lot with Democratic presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan, 
the Populist movement fell apart after he lost what was an exceptionally 
rabid and controversial election. This critical election marked an important 
turning point in American political development. In particular, it supported 
the development of three institutional arrangements that played a primary 
role in creating a more unequal society and a more constricted political universe: (1) the dominance of the highly conservative American Federation of 
Labor (AFL) within the labor movement, (2) the establishment of Jim Crow 
segregation and the "solid South;" and (3) the dramatic reduction of electoral 
participation, particularly among lower-income groups. Through these primary mechanisms, the scope and aspirations of American liberalism were 
dramatically contracted. Although the ensuing Progressive Era would achieve 
some important reforms, this triumph of Darwinian liberalism reinforced 
the cultural and political dominance of a newly differentiated form of racial 
hierarchy, a broad endorsement of social and economic inequality, and a 
narrow and exclusionary conception of citizenship.
The Great Strike of 1877
The roots of this shift toward the advocacy of social inequality and a more 
elaborate system of racial hierarchy can be traced back to the Great Strike of 
1877. Coming immediately on the heels of the Compromise of 1877, the Great 
Strike played a central role in shifting national political attention away from 
the racial issues of Reconstruction and toward the newly emerging economic 
conflicts of the Gilded Age. Representing "one of the most widespread and 
militant strikes" in U.S. history,2 the Great Strike signaled the beginning of 
a period of unprecedented labor activism and industrial strife. In so doing, 
it marked the onset of a newly reconfigured pattern of national political and 
cultural conflicts.3
The roots of the Great Strike were in the Panic of 1873, which had set off 
a long period of economic contraction and brought labor issues to the fore front of national attention for the first time. Railway workers, like millions of 
others, had been severely affected by this prolonged recession. By 1877, they 
were ripe for revolt. Consequently, what began as a small, localized protest in 
West Virginia over a wage cut by the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad quickly 
spread to railway lines in Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, 
Kentucky, Ohio, Illinois, Missouri, and California. Given widespread worker 
discontent, as well as general public resentment against what were widely perceived as gouging railway companies, the rapidly growing strike generated 
substantial public support. In the end, after eighteen days, the Great Strike 
"left more than a hundred dead, millions of dollars of property destroyed, 
and a toughened company and government stand against unions."4


Sending shock waves across the entire country, the Great Strike immediately became a pivotal symbolic marker, sharply dividing those who sympathized with striker grievances from those who viewed the labor movement 
as a menace to society.5 While sparking the growth of many labor unions (including the KOL), the Great Strike also marked the beginning of what would, 
over the course of the next two decades, become an increasingly common 
distinction between the un-American political radicalism promulgated by 
the "lower orders" of the working population and the authentically American political quiescence of their ostensibly superior counterparts.
Journalists and writers who reported on the strike regularly made such 
distinctions. This was true even among many of those who had some sympathy for the strikers' cause. In the Annals of the Great Strikes (1877), for example, J. A. Dacus wrote, "American workingmen are not thieves, incendiaries, and murderers, but honest, true men, as a class, who were engaged in 
an effort to redress certain wrongs, of which they believed themselves to be 
the victims." Although initially happy to welcome all who would support 
their cause into their ranks, "when they saw the deeds of the Communists 
and roughs in Baltimore and Philadelphia ... they were disgusted, felt themselves outraged, and dishonored by the association." Consequently, American workers "were ready to assist anybody representing the ideas of social order and political stability, to put down the howling mobs wherever they 
might appear."6
Others condemned the strikers more broadly, suggesting that the formerly admirable American worker had been fatally infected with such contemptible ideas and behavior. "The fact is clearly manifest," stated the National Republican of Washington, DC, on the day after the Baltimore strike, 
"that communistic ideas are very widely entertained in America by the workmen employed in mines and factories and by the railroads. This poison was 
introduced into our social system by European laborers." The Great Strike, the paper concluded, "is nothing less than communism in its worst form ... 
not only unlawful and revolutionary, but anti-American."'


Beyond this sort of simple nativism, at least one prominent voice of opposition to the strike-that of E. L. Godkin's Nation-suggested that the 
anti-American proclivities of these "European laborers" stemmed from a biological, or racial, source.' The key problem, the magazine explained, was 
that "the well-to-do and intelligent classes of the population" had not been 
sufficiently aware of
the profound changes which have during the last thirty years been 
wrought in the composition and character of the population, especially in the great cities. Vast additions have been made to it 
within that period, to whom American political and social ideals 
appeal but faintly, if at all, and who carry in their very blood traditions which give universal suffrage an air of menace to many of 
the things which civilized men hold most dear....
Some of the talk about the laborer and his rights that we have 
listened to on the platform and in literature during the last fifteen 
years ... has been enough, considering the sort of ears on which it 
now falls ... [to] put our very civilization in peril.... Our superiority to the Ashantees or the Kurds is not due to right thinking or 
right feeling only, but to the determined fight which the more enlightened part of the community has waged from generation to 
generation against the ignorance and brutality, now of one class 
and now of another.9
The Nation and other prominent periodicals, such as the Galaxy and Harper's 
Weekly, called for the establishment of a larger standing army to prevent such 
uprisings in the future. Such warnings were heeded, as most states subsequently reorganized their National Guards to be more effective in riot control. The majority of northern cities constructed new armories. While generally financed with public funds, they also received financial support from 
the new tycoons of the Gilded Age, such as the Vanderbilts, Astors, Lenoxes, 
and Morgans.'°
Inequality: A Prerequisite for Civilization?
Coming only six years after the Paris Commune of 1870-1871, the Great 
Strike had a profound effect on Americans who feared the onset of what they 
viewed as a similarly destructive form of political radicalism in the United States." Certain segments of the elite classes-particularly conservative 
writers and academics, corporate businessmen, and members of the bench 
and bar-suddenly began to take the threat of lower-class insurgency extremely seriously.l" Having long believed that America was immune to the 
class conflicts that had traditionally plagued Europe, this fear came as a 
shock. This was particularly true because it overturned what had been for 
many a deeply cherished, but formerly taken-for-granted ideal of the nation.


While progressive forces viewed the rise of class conflict as a legitimate 
response to an increasingly unequal and brutally competitive society, conservatives condemned it as an unwarranted outbreak of unpatriotic agitation. Such conservatives served as the driving force behind the development 
of a more broadly aggressive form of Darwinian liberalism, which held that 
the combination of civic equality and a free-market order would naturally 
produce social hierarchy, particularly along racial lines. Breaking with the 
long-standing practice of embedding questions of political economy within 
a larger tradition of moral philosophy, conservative writers and academics 
began to propound new forms of social science, which, they claimed, had 
identified the inexorable "laws" of societal development.13 Conveniently, 
one of the most important of these laws dictated that the growth of social 
and economic inequality necessarily accompanied the process of civilization's advancement. Although the resultant system of social stratification 
was at first discussed in relatively vague terms, it increasingly became coupled with a newly elaborate conception of racial hierarchy. First emerging 
during the 188os-i89os, this pattern would continue to maintain its political and cultural prominence through the first two decades of the twentieth 
century.
Herbert Spencer, a well-known English writer and social theorist, and 
William Graham Sumner, a professor of political and social science at Yale, 
were the two most prominent intellectual progenitors of this revised Darwinian position. Many of the nation's most successful businessmen and entrepreneurs, such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, promulgated 
more popularized versions of Spencer's and Sumner's ideas. Carnegie, for example, enthusiastically spread the good news of "The Gospel of Wealth' 14 
Legal professionals also embraced this current of thought, as the majority 
of lawyers and judges began to interpret such tenets as "freedom of contract" 
in ways that allowed them to invalidate virtually any legislation that might 
restrict corporate power in the name of the common good.'5
Carnegie's Gospel of Wealth encapsulated a perspective that had become 
increasingly influential since the collapse of Reconstruction.16 His central 
contention was that civilization could only be advanced in a society that un derstood and accepted the eternal verities of a naturally ordained law of 
competition. As a result of this law, Carnegie argued,


The Socialist or Anarchist who seeks to overturn present conditions is to be regarded as attacking the foundation upon which 
civilization itself rests, for civilization took its start from the day 
when the capable, industrious workman said to his incompetent 
and lazy fellow, "If thou dost not sow, thou shalt not reap," and 
thus ended primitive Communism by separating the drones from 
the bees.17
"Let it be understood;" wrote Sumner during the i88os, "that we cannot 
go outside of this alternative: liberty, inequality, survival of the fittest; notliberty, equality, survival of the unfittest." (Notably, Sumner's views, which 
were instrumental in laying the basis for the newly invented "science" of sociology, were crystallized by his "heated reaction to the violent railroad 
strikes of 1877.")1$ "The former;" he continued, "carries society forward and 
favors all its best members; the latter carries society downwards and favors 
all its worst members." 19 Giving free rein to the law of competition was not, 
in other words, simply a matter of allowing individual talents to flourish, although this was certainly one of its most important achievements. Rather, 
it was a matter of civilization's advancement or, as Carnegie put it, "the future progress of the race."20
From this formulation, it followed that societies that elected to embrace 
the law of competition would advance, while those that did not would stagnate. Such divergent patterns of social development divided humanity into 
more- and less-civilized groups, which were generally presented in terms of 
racial categories. Both Carnegie and Sumner, for example, presented Native 
Americans as a prime example of a socially and racially inferior group. As 
Sumner explained:
[T] he Digger Indian is a specimen of that part of the race which 
withdrew from the competition clear back at the beginning and 
has consequently never made any advance beyond the first superiority of man to beasts.... If you want equality you must not look 
forward for it on the path of advancing civilization. You may go 
back to the mode of life of the American Indian, and, although 
you will not then reach equality, you will escape those glaring inequalities of wealth and poverty by coming down to a comparative equality, that is, to a status in which all are equally 
miserable.2'


Carnegie noted that among the Sioux there was only a "trifling difference" 
between "the wigwam of the chief... and those of the poorest of his braves." 
Just as such equality demonstrated their lack of advancement, the growing 
inequality of the larger American society demonstrated civilization's 
growth. "The contrast between the palace of the millionaire and the cottage 
of the laborer with us today measures the change which has come with civilization.""
Both Sumner and Carnegie recognized that the industrial revolution 
had dramatically changed the course and pace of development within American society. "A century ago;" noted Sumner, "there were very few wealthy 
men except owners of land." Changes such as the "extension of commerce, 
manufactures, and mining, the introduction of the factory system and machinery, the opening of new countries, and the great discoveries and inventions" had, however, created an unprecedented situation in which "the 
chance of acquiring capital ... has opened up before classes which formerly 
passed their lives in a dull round of ignorance and drudgery." Consequently, 
"those who were wise and able to profit by the chance succeeded grandly; 
those who were negligent or unable to profit by it suffered proportionately. 
The result has been wide inequalities of wealth within the industrial 
classes."" "Millionaires," in other words, were "a product of natural selection;" since, as Carnegie noted, "able men soon create capital."24
Socialists of all stripes, it was charged, tried to deny these realities. Refusing to accept that inequality was both natural and beneficial, they hoped 
to ameliorate it by crafting an alternative political economy. This was not 
simply wrong, but potentially dangerous and destructive. "Every scheme of 
theirs for securing equality has destroyed liberty;" wrote Sumner. "Equality 
of possession or of rights and equality before the law are diametrically opposed to each other." By stirring up the "malice and envy" of those unable 
to compete successfully in the new capitalist order, socialist thought encouraged the formation of dangerous "mobs" with "the most savage and senseless disposition to burn and destroy what they cannot enjoy." The most vital 
political project of the age was to beat back the danger posed by socialist 
thought and the mob action that it inspired. "Institutions must now be devised to guard civil liberty against popular majorities," warned Sumner, "and 
this necessity arises first in regard to the protection of property, the first and 
greatest function of government and element in civil liberty."25


Radical Politics: A Mark of Racial Inferiority?
The next major wave of labor unrest, commonly referred to as the Great Upheaval of 1883-1886, significantly intensified this trajectory of conservative 
thought. In 1886, approximately 700,000 workers went on strike during the 
peak of the labor movement's agitation for the establishment of a standard 
eight-hour working day.26 The Knights of Labor reached its peak of strength 
with more than 700,000 members.27 By the close of that year, however, its 
numbers began what was to be a huge and irreversible decline. At the same 
time, the cause of labor as a whole suffered a similar reversal of momentum. 
The key event sparking this change of fortune was what is commonly referred to as the Haymarket Affair of 1886. This critical event sent shock waves 
throughout the entire nation and generated a ferocious and powerful conservative response.
The Haymarket Affair occurred on May 4, 1886, when about 3,000 people gathered at Haymarket Square in Chicago to protest a lockout at the local McCormick Harvester plant. The rally had been instigated by a group of 
anarchists-primarily composed of German immigrants-and was being 
heavily monitored by the police. Toward the end of the protest, a bomb exploded. Police began firing into the crowd, and a riot ensued. Subsequently, 
eight local anarchists were arrested and convicted, and four were eventually 
hanged. There was, however, not a shred of evidence that directly linked the 
anarchists to the bombing.28
Haymarket, like the Great Strike before it, was immediately established 
as a key symbol dividing opposing views of the labor movement. The conservative reaction to Haymarket revitalized and intensified the movement to 
bifurcate the working class into its ostensibly American and un-American 
counterparts, while injecting a much stronger and more consistent racial dimension into both categories. Once again, the propensity toward anarchism-or un-American radicalism in general-was constructed as a racial 
trait to which the Anglo-Saxon worker, no matter how exploited or abused, 
was immune. As the business periodical Age of Steel explained in an article 
entitled "Anarchy as a Blood Disease":
The instinct of fair play is dominant in the ruling race. The English laborer came through centuries of oppression and has borne 
the brunt of a grand struggle without a taint of anarchy in his 
bones.... I am no race worshipper, but am not blind to the danger of certain blood predominances in this republic.... if the 
master race of this continent is subordinated to or overrun with the communistic and revolutionary races, it will be in grave danger of social disaster.29


"Such foreign savages, with their dynamite bombs and anarchic purposes, are as much apart from the rest of the people of this country as the 
Apaches of the plains are;" ranted the New York Sun. "Workingmen who are 
citizens of the Republic and understand its institutions, utterly detest them 
and their teachings, and would have the law forbid them land on our shores, 
as they would keep out an invasion of venomous reptiles "10 "These aliens, 
driven out of Germany and Bohemia;" charged the Chicago Tribune, "have 
swarmed over into this country of extreme toleration and have most flagrantly abused its hospitality.... These serpents have been warmed and 
nourished in the sunshine of toleration until at last they have been emboldened to strike at society, law, order, and government."31 "Labor trouble, with 
its concomitants of socialism, communism, outrage, murder, red flags, and 
petards," explained an article in the 1886 compendium The Labor Problem: 
Plain Questions and Practical Answers, had brought the issue of "race influence" to the forefront of public concern:
It would indicate if not establish the danger that the hot-blooded 
races, emotional, savage, and clannish, would submerge in a sea of 
kerosene the old Saxon solidity and granite.... The constituents 
of these labor importations, mostly from Southern Europe, are 
soaked through and through with ignorance and superstition, 
and are festering yet in body and soul with filth and clannishness, 
a blister on the social body and a check on its advancement.32
Such racial typecasting had a powerful cultural appeal. "There has been 
of late considerable abuse of the foreigner," noted a more moderate editorial in the Age of Steel several months after the bombing. "He has suddenly 
become a monster, a menace, and an anaconda coiling around the continent. 
We charge him with the criminals that pack our penitentiaries and the social 
heresies that vitiate public citizenship. We are;" the paper cautioned, "going 
to extremes in this matter." Advocating a more temperate approach, it concluded that while "we should have restricted paupers and anarchists long 
ago;" native-born, "Saxon" Americans should "be just to the foreign element 
and not endeavor to prove that all of our evils are ladled out of one pot:'33
Such admonitions did not, however, prevent widespread accusations 
that the Knights of Labor were "responsible for bringing about the condition 
of affairs that make it possible for the socialists to unfurl their red flags and 
fire dynamite bombs into the ranks of the guardians of the peace in Chicago," as the Wisconsin State journal put it.34 The Knights had "roused and angered 
the American people;" accused the Atlantic Monthly, by encouraging the 
growth of imported socialist doctrines that were "utterly opposed to our 
form, or to any form, of civilization." "Framed in direct opposition to natural law" and rejecting "the doctrine of the survival of the fittest;" such socialist projects promised the impossible, destroyed liberty, and encouraged 
"the sacrifice of excellence, faithfulness, ambition, and individualism":


The socialist theory of a paternal state system which provides 
everybody with work and wages is a mischievous fallacy. It simply 
encourages indolence and dependence.... No regulation of the 
hours of labor, no increase in wages, no monopoly of work, no 
trades-union rules, however cunningly contrived, can change the 
laws of nature. While the world lasts there will be fit and unfit 
men, and the former will prosper and the latter will fail-because 
they are not adapted to their environment.35
"The demands of the Knights and their sympathizers," wrote one participant in a symposium on "The Labor Crisis" published in the North American Review in 1886, "are so utterly revolutionary of the inalienable rights of 
the citizen and so completely subversive of the social order, that the whole 
community has come to a firm conclusion that these pretensions must be resisted to the last extremity of endurance and authority." Having "sacrificed 
the sympathy which lately was entertained for them;" he continued, "they 
stand discredited and distrusted before the community at large as impracticable, unjust, and reckless." As a consequence, "their cause is gone and their 
organization doomed to failure."36 "If Grand Master Powderly and the honest men he has associated with him in the management of the labor question 
wish to benefit their fellow workmen;" admonished another writer in the 
same symposium, "they should disband the present order, and start anew 
with an organization to be known as the Knights of Labor of the United 
States of America-admitting none to membership who are not American 
citizens, and ready to uphold to the uttermost the principles of freedom 
upon which our government is founded."37
The membership of the Knights declined rapidly in the wake of Haymarket. By 1887, it had dropped to approximately 511,000 from its height of 
more than 700,000 in 1886. By 1888, it had been reduced to 220,000.38 A 
number of factors contributed to this abrupt shift, including the loss of an 
important strike against Jay Gould's railway in the Southwest, intensified opposition from the business community, and growing antagonisms with the 
trade unions. The political fallout surrounding the Haymarket riot, however, was one of the most important causes of this decline. While Haymarket stigmatized the entire labor movement by smearing it with the potent image of 
anti-American radicalism brought on by a foreign influx of inferior races, it 
was especially important in eroding the popular legitimacy of the Knights of 
Labor. Apart from the anarchists themselves, the KOL was the organization 
most strongly linked to the riot.39 Haymarket also brought on a new wave of 
state-sponsored labor repression, which similarly affected both the labor 
movement at large and the Knights in particular.40


The fact that ethnic divisions within the KOL became much more pronounced around 1886 suggests that the negative racialization of a major part 
of the Knights' constituency significantly reinforced internal processes of frag- 
mentation.41 This is particularly likely given that the KOL leadership, rather 
than attempting to combat this divisive construction of race, frantically sought 
to distance themselves from the negative image of the bomb-throwing anarchist. Although this effort primarily consisted of proclaiming the republican 
hostility toward anarchism, it also at times included an antiforeign, quasi-racebaiting element.42 Middle-class leaders in some immigrant communities insisted that anti-American radicalism had no place among their constituents.43 
Although more research needs to be done on the issue, it appears that such responses caused significant cleavages within the Knights along both political 
and racial lines, further contributing to its suddenly snowballing decline.44
The significance of the Haymarket Affair, however, goes far beyond the 
issue of the demise of the Knights of Labor. There is something of a scholarly 
consensus that Haymarket was the single most important incident in the history of late nineteenth-century nativism, which became a significant force in 
American life only after that time.45 Its connection to larger patterns of racial 
discourse, however, has rarely been considered, either theoretically or em- 
pirically.46 Making this connection provides a reinterpretation of its political and cultural significance. Haymarket was important because it cemented 
the cultural connection between negatively coded political and racial attributes. This, in turn, accelerated the growth and influence of Darwinian liberalism, while elevating the importance of a more exclusionary-and politically scripted-construction of white racial identity.
Maintaining the Color Line in the South
Only four months after the Haymarket debacle, a similarly racially charged 
incident occurred in the South that unleashed a flood of conservative reaction that was highly damaging to the Knights of Labor. In this case, however, the KOL itself provoked this event. Members of the New York delegation to 
the annual convention of the General Assembly of the Knights of Labor in 
Richmond, Virginia, deliberately crossed the color line. As a result of this 
racial defiance, the KOL was once again attacked as an organization that pursued destructively radical politics, while encouraging agitation among racially 
inferior groups. As in the case of Haymarket, these attacks were effective in 
discrediting the organization among much of the white public. Throughout 
the South, white membership plummeted in the wake of this controversial 
incident, never to regain its former strength.47


The chain of events leading up to what would quickly become a nationally celebrated event began when District 49 of New York learned that the 
Richmond hotel designated for convention delegates would not accept the 
one black member of their sixty-man delegation, Frank J. Ferrell. Unanimously resolving not to stay at any hotel that discriminated on the basis of 
"color, creed, or nationality," District 49 delegates arrived in Richmond prepared to sleep in tents that they carried with them. Determined, as the New 
York Times reported, to uphold "what they claim is a fundamental principle 
of their order-that the black man is the equal of the white socially as well 
as politically, and that all races stand upon an equal footing in all respects,"48 
District 49 persuaded Terence Powderly to have Ferrell play a prominent role 
in the convention by having him introduce the grand master workman immediately following the opening remarks of Virginia governor Fitzhugh 
Lee.49
The situation blew up into a national controversy when Ferrell, accompanied by eighty-five of his white colleagues, attended a performance of 
Hamlet at the traditionally segregated Mozart Academy of Music. As Powderly later recounted in Thirty Years of Labor:
When it became known that a colored man was admitted to one 
of the choicest seats in the theater, all interest in the play was lost, 
and many left the building vowing vengeance on the intruder who 
had so recklessly defied one of the rules of Richmond life. The 
next evening the attendance at the theater was very slim, many 
theater-goers having determined to boycott it.... Outside the 
building an angry mob assembled, armed with revolvers and 
other weapons.... The excitement ran high for many days, 
and on several occasions, men who claimed to be residents of 
Richmond, appeared at the hotel where the general officers 
were stopping, and threatened to do violence to some of the 
delegates.50


This crossing of the color line of social equality was extensively commented on by the Democratic, Republican, and independent press nation- 
wide.51 In the South, the solidly Democratic press loudly denounced the 
Knights, predicting that the order would quickly fail in the region if it did not 
immediately change its behavior. The Atlanta Constitution, for example, wrote 
that the "conduct of the Knights of Labor delegates from District 49 ... cannot be too strongly condemned":
This agitation over the color question is a side issue, but it is big 
enough to wreck the Knights of Labor. The Southern members of 
the order are not likely to submit to the insufferable conduct of a 
gang of radical cranks.... if the other Northern delegates stand 
by them, the only thing left for the Southern delegates is to secede.
The Augusta, Georgia, News opined: "If the Knights of Labor intend to make 
the social equality of the races part of their creed they will gain little strength 
in the South. The white working man has as little taste for that as anybody 
and understands very clearly that social intermixture is the first and longest 
step toward miscegenation, which means mongrelization."52
In an effort to calm things down, Powderly wrote a long statement explaining his views on the issue and submitted it to the Richmond Dispatch 
for publication." Assuring white residents that "there need be no further 
cause for alarm," Powderly bowed to social convention and promised that 
"the colored representatives to this Convention will not intrude where they 
are not wanted, and the time-honored laws of social equality will be allowed 
to slumber on undisturbed." At the same time, however, Powderly more defiantly insisted:
We have not done a thing since coming to this city that is not 
countenanced by the laws and Constitution of our country.... In 
the field of labor and American citizenship we recognize no line 
of race, creed, politics, or color. The demagogue may distort, for a 
purpose, the words of others, and for a time the noise of the vocal 
boss may silence reason, but that which is right and true will become known when the former has passed to rest and the sound of 
the latter's voice has forever died away.54
Although the convention closed on an upbeat note, with a parade and 
a picnic that represented "the largest black-white affair in Richmond's history;" the strength of white southern reaction to the Ferrell incident had a decidedly negative effect.55 Not only did it fuel the fires of anti-African racism among white workers, but it provided an important new source of ammunition for antilabor forces threatened by the growing strength of the union 
in the South. As racial divisions and mistrust intensified, what had been an 
exceptionally vibrant biracial reform movement, rooted in but expanding 
beyond the KOL, collapsed in Richmond.56 This pattern was replicated 
throughout the South, as racial divisions overwhelmed the Knights' efforts 
to maintain class-based solidarity.


As white southerners began leaving the organization in droves, blacks, 
who had been positively impressed by the Richmond incident, began to join 
in increasing numbers. Consequently, within the course of the next year, the 
southern wing of the Knights of Labor became a largely black union. (Indicative of the general situation was the comment by one black Knight in 
1887 that "Nigger and Knight have become synonymous terms" throughout 
the South.)57 Bereft of white support, the newly reconstituted movement 
lacked any real political power. It also had no allies when white planters and 
large farmers, alarmed by the increased organization of the black labor force, 
began a series of violent antilabor reprisals." After the KOL national office 
failed to respond to black requests either to aid their fight against violent repression or to sanction white racism within the organization, black membership also began to decline precipitously. Consequently, by 189o, the KOL, 
for all practical purposes, had died in the South.59
As early as 1887, however-less than a year after Haymarket and Richmond-conservative commentators were celebrating both the decline of the 
Knights of Labor and what they saw as the concurrent dissipation of socialist politics in general. "The Socialistic movement;" the Contemporary Review 
approvingly explained, "appears to be burning itself out":
A year ago, a very large proportion of our thoughtful writers were 
inclined to take it for granted that the wage-workers had a grievance that could, in some way, be corrected. The opinion was very 
general, that of the abounding and exuberant prosperity of the 
country, the masses of people did not receive their fair share. But 
those who have been most emphatic in their complaints have utterly failed.... It is coming to be seen that the great accumulations of certain individual men ... are the inevitable consequence 
of opportunity on the one hand, and liberty on the other.
"The same general drift of public opinion;" the article noted, "shows itself in 
its attitude toward that vast organization from which so much was expected, 
the Knights of Labor."60 Similarly, another journalist happily pointed to the disintegration of the KOL as evidence that "reason is resuming her sway 
among American workingmen. The only wonder is that the madness lasted 
so long."61


Race and the Collapse of Populism
Although such predictions of the end of socialist politics were premature, it 
was true that a critical turning point had been reached. Like the 188os, the 
189os would be marked by intense political protest against the tremendous 
economic inequalities that continued to accompany the growth of corporate 
capitalism. In particular, the flowering of the agrarian-based Populist movement in the early years of that decade would maintain the politics of producer republicanism as a vital part of American civic life. Yet the Populists, 
like the Knights of Labor, would prove to be highly vulnerable to racially 
charged attacks. Once again, a powerful social movement organized around 
a primary, if tenuously developing, class identity would be irreparably damaged by its opponents' manipulation and intensification of existing racial divisions. This, of course, was particularly true in the South, where the racial 
hysteria whipped up to defeat the movement produced a tidal wave of antiblack discrimination and violence that reached its peak around the turn of 
the century.62 (During the 189os, for example, an average of 138 persons were 
lynched in the South each year, commonly in highly public spectacles. 
Roughly 75 percent of these victims were African American.)63
The Populist movement had a complicated and inconsistent relationship with African Americans in the South. Only the most radical Populist 
leaders-such as, most notably, Tom Watson of Georgia-were willing to 
take on the formidable task of attempting to build a strong interracial alliance. Nonetheless, historians largely agree that the most important factor 
explaining the collapse of Populism in the mid-189os was that "conservative 
whites were successful in convincing poor whites that a vote for Populism 
was racial treason and that the fate of all Anglo-Saxons depended upon white 
solidarity within the Democratic Partyy'64 This successful push to rally whites 
with conflicting economic interests around the flag of white supremacy was 
not accomplished by a simple appeal to racial prejudice, however. Rather, vicious race-baiting was accompanied by repeated campaigns of violence, intimidation, bribery, and fraud. Using these means, Conservative Democrats 
managed to sabotage the growing strength of the People's party. This, in 
turn, created the conditions that caused the most radical, southern wing of the movement to pursue fusion with the Democratic party and reduce its 
political demands to the establishment of free silver.65


The black vote was of critical importance to the balance of electoral 
power in the South. The viability of the two-party system depended on it, as 
only the continued loyalty of the black electorate allowed the Republican 
party to be a meaningful contender in the region. Similarly, the success of the 
People's party-or any other third-party movement-was highly dependent on the racial balance of power. If the white vote were significantly split, 
blacks became the critical bloc of swing voters. Consequently, the battle to 
attract-or control-the black vote mounted in conjunction with the defection of white Democrats into the People's party.66
By 1892, the Populists had achieved a significant electoral presence in the 
majority of southern states. Votes for the People's party, or for the fusion of 
Populists with either the Democrats or the Republicans, constituted 36.6 percent of the total in Alabama, 16.o6 percent in Florida, 19-17 percent in Geor- 
gia,19.42 percent in Mississippi, 15.94 percent in North Carolina, and 23.64 
percent in Texas. Showings of between 3 and 9 percent were also achieved in 
Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missouri, South Carolina, and Tennessee. 
These numbers went up even higher in the subsequent election of 1894, when 
the corresponding figures were over 50 percent in North Carolina, over 40 
percent in Alabama and Georgia, over 30 percent in South Carolina and 
Texas, close to 20 percent in Florida and Arkansas, and over 8 percent in Missouri and Tennessee. (Figures for Kentucky, Louisiana, and Mississippi are 
not available.)67 While the relationship between white Populists and black 
voters varied enormously from state to state, the overall impact of this newfound Populist strength was to make the issue of black political power in the 
South more salient than it had been since the end of Reconstruction.68
Nowhere was this more true than in Georgia, where the battle between 
the People's party and the Democrats was attracting national attention. "The 
first question asked by everyone when the probabilities of the South are considered is, `What are Watson's chances?"' reported the National Watchman 
in 1892. "Mr. Watson is now a national character and there is not a single 
congressional contest going on in the nation that is being looked upon with 
as much interest as the one in his district." Powerful business interests in 
Georgia capitalized upon this situation by appealing to their northern connections to make contributions to defeat Watson, warning that he was "a 
sworn enemy of capital, and that his defeat was a matter of importance to 
every investor in the country." Such entreaties produced a significant response. "Insurance and railway companies responded liberally;" reported the New York Tribune, "so that $40,000 was in hand for use, in addition to the 
local funds."69


Both in 1892 and 1894, however, the key weapons used to ensure Watson's defeat were race-baiting, fraud, and violence. Populist leaders were accused of being traitors to the white race, dangerous radicals who would turn 
the state over to "Negro rule." (This campaign was additionally reinforced in 
the 1892 election by drumming up white hysteria surrounding the pending 
Lodge Bill, a congressional Republican proposal for federal monitoring of 
national elections in the South. This "Force Bill," southern Democrats warned, 
would result in a return to "Negro domination" of the region.) At the same 
time, the Democratic party shamelessly manipulated and coerced the black 
vote. "I remember;" recounted one resident of Watson's district:
seeing the wagonloads of negroes brought into the wagon yards, 
the equivalent of our parking lots, the night before the election. 
There was whiskey there for them, and all night many drank, sang 
and fought. But the next morning they were herded to the polls 
and openly paid in cash, a dollar bill for each man as he handed in 
his ballot.70
Other black voters were, the People's Party Paper reported, "bulldozed, intimidated, driven from the polls, and in some instances, shot for attempting to 
exercise the right of citizenship."" Relatively elite blacks were subjected to a 
combination of promises and threats in an effort to convince them that they 
had much more to gain by an alliance with the upper-class whites of the Democratic party than with the lower-class Populists. Although many African 
Americans remained skeptical of the People's party and a few actually wanted 
to vote Democratic, their votes were rarely a simple matter of choice."
Nor were violence and fraud practiced solely against blacks. "The leaders and newspapers of the Democratic party have touched a depth of infamy 
in this campaign which is almost incredible," charged the People's Party Paper in 1892. "They have intimidated the voter, assaulted the voter, murdered 
the voter. They have bought votes, forced votes and stolen votes. They have 
incited lawless men to a frenzy that threatens anarchy ... and put lives in 
danger."73 In 1894, Populists in Wilkes County reported that "here human life 
is as valueless as corn cobs. We are in a reign of terror."74 Historians confirm 
that such accounts were not mere hyperbole. Violence, intimidation, bribery, 
ballot-box stuffing, and false counts were ubiquitous not only in Georgia, 
but throughout the lower South. In short, the elections of both 1892 and 1894 
were wholesale frauds.75
Not surprisingly, these experiences weakened the Populists' commitment to attempting to gain political power by means of an independent third party. 
Consequently, the alternative strategy of attempting to gain electoral strength 
through fusion with the Democrats gathered steam. While Watson led the 
charge against this strategy, denouncing it as "a trap, a pitfall, a snare, a menace, a fraud" that would kill the movement by stripping it of its radical potential, his efforts proved to be unsuccessful.76 By 1896, a series of heavily 
contested state, regional, and national Populist conventions produced the decision to pursue fusion with the Democrats under the banner of free silver. 
What remained of the badly demoralized movement was absorbed into the 
campaign to elect Democratic presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan 
in the upcoming election. Although Bryan's consequent defeat is commonly 
taken to mark the death of Populism, it had been essentially rendered lifeless 
beforehand. With its radicalism gone and its independent momentum lost, 
all that remained was the hollow shell of a formerly vital movement.77


The Limits of Progressive Politics
The successive collapses of the Knights of Labor and the Populist movement 
during the 188os-189os marked an important turning point of American political development. With the election of 1896, the political movements that 
had sustained the republican challenge to the dominance of Darwinian liberalism reached a dead end. Although the subsequent wave of reformist politics represented by the Progressive movement had some important continuities with late nineteenth-century republicanism, it nonetheless represented a 
severe contraction of the scope of American political life. Three developments 
were particularly important in this regard: (1) the consolidation of the "solid 
South," (2) the establishment of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) as 
the dominant force within the labor movement, and (3) the contraction of the 
popular bases of electoral politics. Although the causal factors behind each of 
these developments were complex and continue to be a subject of scholarly 
debate, it can be said with relative certainty that all were directly connected to 
the final collapse of republican politics, which was marked by the election of 
1896-and, consequently, to the politics of race.
The Solid South
In the South, the force of the successful conservative crusade against Populism merged with the popular reaction to its defeat to produce a violent, reactionary, and rigidly conformist political order organized around the prin ciple of white supremacism. By the turn of the twentieth century, the South 
was locked into a new system of social, political, and economic relations that 
was significantly more oppressive than that of the earlier postbellum period.


One of the most important features of this new system was the political 
disfranchisement of most blacks and many poor whites. As Kousser argues, 
the wave of legal devices designed to restrict suffrage which swept over the 
South during 1889-19o8-poll taxes, literacy tests, property requirements, 
"grandfather" clauses, and so on-was primarily driven by elite Conservative Democrats (particularly from the "black belt" counties) who were determined to consolidate their political control in the face of the Populist 
threat of the 189os. The logic driving this campaign was quite simple: if most 
blacks, as well as many lower-class whites, were barred from voting, the possibility of a class-based political insurgency was eliminated.78
Tragically if ironically, this conservative-led disfranchisement campaign 
achieved the success that it did only because it was able to enlist a crucial 
margin of support from formerly radical whites, who blamed the defeat of 
Populism on the manipulation of the black vote. Those in favor of disfranchisement argued that the elimination of the black vote would bring an end 
to corrupt elections by removing an ignorant and easily manipulated class of 
voters, allowing the white vote to split freely and improving race relations by 
relegating blacks to their proper place. By framing the issue in this way, the 
campaign for disfranchisement merged into the larger discourse of Progressive reform and was perversely presented as a "good government" measure. 
What disfranchisement accomplished, however, was the establishment of a 
reactionary one-party system that relentlessly repressed the consideration of 
virtually all important political issues in the name of white racial solidarity 
while cementing the rule of a small cadre of conservative elites.79
This elite crusade for absolute political control constituted the driving 
force behind the establishment of segregation. Although segregationist practices existed long before the 189os, they had been nowhere near as systematic-either physically or ideologically-as they would now become. (Remarkably, the term segregation itself, as used to indicate a strict system of 
racial separation, was not in common usage in the United States until after 
189o.) The new Jim Crow" system spread extremely quickly after 1896, however. By 1915, it had a monolithic grip over almost every imaginable arena of 
social, political, and economic life in the South. Segregation, like disfranchisement, reinforced the dominance of conservative elites by crushing all 
politically salient divisions among whites under the overwhelming weight of 
racial hierarchy. As Cell argues, the "principal function of the segregationist 
ideology was to soften class and ethnic antagonisms among whites, subordi nating internal conflicts to the unifying conception of race."81 In tandem 
with disfranchisement and Republican abandonment of the region, Jim 
Crow cemented a lockhold of conservative Democrats on the South that 
would not be broken until the mid-i96os.82


This situation produced what is commonly referred to as the solid South: 
a one-party system under the firm control of conservative elites. Beyond its 
regional significance, this development had a profound effect on the shape 
of national politics. As the Democratic party became dominated by southern conservatives, a de facto arrangement was established whereby the Republican party-which had, in the wake of the 1896 election, become similarly dominated by conservative elites (in this case, large northern business 
interests)-was acceded control of the presidency as long as the Democrats 
maintained absolute dominance in the South.83 In Congress, southern Democrats who were reelected term after term in the absence of any real electoral 
competition progressively accrued a disproportionate amount of power under the seniority system. The power of this socially conservative southern 
bloc would subsequently prove to be a major obstacle to progressive reforms 
during both the New Deal and Great Society eras.
The Politics of Labor
The retrenchment of racial divisions that attended the collapse of republicanism also restricted the scope of political thought and action outside of the 
South. The deradicalization of the labor movement that took place during 
this period was particularly significant in this regard. By the turn of the century, an increasingly conservative American Federation of Labor (AFL) rose 
to a position of unquestioned organizational dominance within the labor 
movement.84 In contrast to the Knights, the AFL, by this point in its history, 
regularly endorsed and practiced systematic racial discrimination.85 At the 
same time, it pursed economic and labor market strategies designed to benefit its members exclusively, while rejecting all forms of government regulation over the economy. These polices represented a stunning reversal of the 
republican politics of the Knights of Labor, which had been dedicated to 
transforming the national political economy in a way that would help the 
producing classes as a whole.
By the late 189os, the AFL not only regularly excluded blacks, Asians, and 
the new European immigrants from union membership, but justified this 
policy in terms that mimicked the intensifying racial nationalism of the dominant Darwinian discourse.86 AFL leaders regularly contrasted the "sturdy, intelligent and liberty-loving races of Northern and Western Europe" with the "servile and degraded hordes of Southern and Eastern Europe." The latter, 
they argued, were "beaten men of beaten races" with an un-American inclination toward "radical doctrines" that made them undesirable union mem- 
bers.87 Always rabidly anti-Asian, in 1902 AFL president Samuel Gompers 
published Some Reasons for Chinese Exclusion: Meat vs. Rice: American Manhood against Asiatic Coolieism, Which Shall Survive? This pamphlet explained 
that "the Yellow Man found it natural to lie, cheat and murder." "Ninety-nine 
out of every one hundred Chinese are gamblers," Gompers charged. As a race, 
they lived happily in "vice, filth, and an atmosphere of horror." (This work 
proved to be so popular that it was reissued in 1908.) In 1906, the AFL argued 
that Southern and Eastern Europeans and the Chinese should be barred from 
immigration, as the "maintenance of the nation depended upon [the] maintenance of racial purity" and the barring of "cheap labor that could not be 
Americanized."88 Although AFL policy toward blacks was originally more enlightened, by the turn of the century the organization endorsed Jim Crow segregation both within its ranks and more broadly.89


This embrace of racial exclusion was matched by a correspondingly conservative commitment to the principles of voluntarism, which rejected virtually all forms of government regulation of the labor market or control over 
the economy, including protection for collective bargaining, medical and unemployment insurance, and minimum-wage and maximum-hours laws.90 
Consequently, while the AFL became powerful enough to successfully bargain 
for good working conditions for its members, it opposed any political program that might help workers outside of its ranks.91 This, in turn, helped to 
reinforce the development of highly racialized patterns of labor-market segmentation and economic stratification92 The ranks of skilled workers were 
largely limited to native-born white Americans. African Americans and 
Southern and Eastern European immigrants generally took the less desirable, 
unskilled positions. During 189o-1914, the wages of skilled workers increased by 74 percent, while those of unskilled workers rose by only 31 per- 
cent.93 Both in the North and in the South, African-American workers faced 
particularly intense discrimination, as they were forced out of skilled occupations, denied entrance to apprenticeship and training programs, and relegated by organized labor to lower-tier seniority tracks in union contracts.94
Electoral Politics
It is commonly agreed that the level of voter participation in national elections declined significantly sometime around the turn of the century. The 
question of why this decline occurred, however, has been a matter of long standing controversy. This controversy has centered on the work of Burnham, who argues that the failure of the election of 1896 to establish a winning 
class-based coalition inaugurated a dramatic shift toward an elite-dominated 
political system, most prominently characterized by the cultural and material hegemony of corporate capitalism and exceptionally low rates of poor 
and working-class participation.95 The most prominent critics of the Burnham thesis-Converse and Rusk-argue, in contrast, that this drop-off in 
popular participation was due to electoral reforms, such as the introduction 
of the Australian Ballot and the personal registration system. (The Australian 
or "official" ballot was issued by the government) rather than by a political 
party, and listed all candidates together, rather than only those of the issuing 
party. The personal registration system required that individuals register to 
vote prior to election day, which allowed their status as voters to be more systematically verified and tracked.) These reforms, they argue, reduced voter 
turnout by eliminating the corruption, coercion, and fraud that had been 
previously endemic to late nineteenth-century politics. In so doing, they also 
established the reign of the more aware and responsible voter, who was willing and able to meet new registration requirements and vote on a more independent and informed basis. (Notably, this argument applies only outside 
of the South) which both Burnham and his critics view as an exceptional 
case.)96


Although Burnham agrees that these electoral reforms had important 
effects, he does not believe that they account for the preponderance of the 
drop-off in voting nor that they were purely beneficial initiatives designed to 
strengthen the democratic process. Even after the distortions associated with 
electoral corruption are accounted for, he argues, the full decline in participation which occurred-dropping, for example, from a nonsouthern participation rate of 87.6 percent in the election of 188o to one of 56.3 percent 
in 192o-can only be explained in terms of a profound shift that increased 
popular alienation from the electoral system, lessened party competition, 
and legitimated the establishment of a significantly contracted political uni- 
verse.97 Furthermore, Burnham suggests that this shift, while not simply the 
product of an elite "conspiracy," was at the same time not wholly unintended: the most powerful forces of Progressive reform were anxious to restrict and control the potential political power of what were seen as the dangerously untutored and volatile masses.
Ironically, Rusk's refutation of the Burnham thesis very much embraces 
the same sort of elitist assumptions that Burnham critically attributes to the 
Progressive reformers. Asserting that only the "unenlightened" segment of 
the electorate dropped out of the system, Rusk contends that the exception ally low rates of popular participation in twentieth-century American politics are best interpreted as a sign of a healthier and more intelligent democracy. Aside from its elitism, this assertion is impossible to verify, as it would 
require precisely identifying this group of nonvoters and establishing that the 
vast majority of them were inherently lazy, corrupt, or otherwise objectionably noncivic-minded.


Regardless of its accuracy in this particular case, this dispute over the 
meaning of a significantly restricted electoral universe is also one of differing political values. Is it preferable to restrict the power to make electoral decisions to a relatively small group of more elite (but arguably more responsible) voters, or to have it extend to include as much of the adult citizenry as 
possible? The rise of Progressivism and demise of producer republicanism 
represented the triumph of the former perspective over the latter. As such, 
it entailed a significant narrowing of both the aspirations and practices of 
American liberal democracy.
Race, Class, and Citizenship
These three institutional developments-the creation of the "system of 
1896," the expansion of segregation and disfranchisement in the South, and 
the establishment of the AFL as the key representative of organized laboreffected a dramatic contraction of the scope of American political life, as 
much of the poor and working classes, as well as most people of color, were 
effectively shut out of the major centers of political power. In keeping with 
this development, the cutting edge of reform politics dramatically shifted its 
primary social location from that of the poor and working classes (which included most people of color) to the middle and professional classes (which 
were predominantly composed of native-born WASPs) during the opening 
years of the twentieth century. The significance of this shift is particularly evident when looked at in a comparative perspective: precisely at the time 
when the foundations of twentieth-century social democracy were being laid 
in many of the countries of Western Europe, the United States moved decisively toward establishing an elite-dominated politics that would remain essentially closed to comparable political movements.98
Although the harshest edges of late nineteenth-century laissez-faire 
would be significantly sanded down during the subsequent course of the 
Progressive Era, the variety of racial nationalism which had been established 
earlier would continue to exert a powerful influence. Although key parts of 
the Progressive reform movement-such as, in particular, the commitment to taming the excesses of corporate power through increased public regulation-had important continuities with producer republicanism, the major 
political developments of that era nonetheless represented a crucial impoverishment of this earlier civic vision. Furthermore, the fact that these developments were consistently charged with a newly intensified current of racial 
nationalism meant that if the Darwinian liberalism of the 188os-189os had 
been in certain respects modified and restrained, its fundamental logic had 
been in other ways reinforced. In particular, racial discourse continued to be 
constructed in a manner that naturalized the existence of deeply entrenched 
patterns of social, economic, and political inequality. Consequently, a relatively narrow definition of citizenship, which endorsed a comparatively high 
degree of societal inequality, was even more securely instated as the dominant national norm.
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The American Creed represents the national conscience.... From the point of view 
of the American Creed the status accorded the Negro in America represents 
nothing more and nothing less than a century-long lag of public morals.
Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma, 1944
 


5
Postwar Liberalism
The reconfiguration of liberalism and race that occurred in the wake of 
World War II represented a fundamental shift from the paradigm that had 
dominated the first Reconstruction and its aftermath. During the 1940s, a 
new understanding of American liberalism was consolidated that centrally 
featured a strong, principled stand against racial discrimination. Best exemplified by Gunnar Myrdal's 1944 work, An American Dilemma, this position 
held that such discrimination stood in profound conflict with the most cherished ideals of the American polity. As such, it constituted a landmark rejection of the Darwinian liberalism that had so dominated American racial 
discourse during the 187os-189os. Rather than contending that a supposedly 
natural system of racial hierarchy dictated the necessity of discrimination 
and segregation, it argued that such practices violated fundamental American political values. When the national Democratic party embraced this position in the late 1940s (despite intense opposition from its southern wing), 
it marked the first time that a major political party had taken an antidiscrimination stance since Reconstruction.
Although presenting itself as articulating a long-standing truth, this par adigm in fact represented an important reconfiguration of the meanings of 
both liberalism and race. With regard to liberalism, this new position maintained the New Deal commitment to an expanded federal role in regulating 
social and economic activities for what was seen as the common good. Although the push for greater federal involvement in civil rights issues was new, 
it was in keeping with this larger allegiance to a more activist national government. At the same time, however, postwar liberalism rejected the social 
democratic interpretations of New Deal liberalism that had been prevalent 
in the 1930s in favor of a new position that prioritized Cold War anti-Communism and consumer-oriented economic growth. As in the case of nineteenth-century anti-caste liberalism, this meant that its commitment to antidiscrimination was uncoupled from any conception of the more economic 
dimensions of racial inequality, as well as from any form of class analysis 
more broadly.


With regard to race, postwar liberalism emphasized a newly simplified 
black-white binary in conjunction with its strong antidiscrimination stance. 
In contrast to the belief in a hierarchy of white races and the strong antiAsian racism that had dominated the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, this understanding of race posited a singular white identity and focused almost exclusively on the problem of anti-African racism, particularly 
as epitomized by the Jim Crow South. This view of race was embedded in the 
"American dilemma" paradigm, which held that the white majority shared 
both enduring political values and deeply ingrained anti-African prejudices. 
Given the claim that these values were logically opposed to discrimination, 
the case of the "Negro American" was presented as a historical aberration. 
Race, in this sense, became reduced to the relatively simple and static problem of white prejudice against black Americans. i
While inspiring and motivational in many respects, the fact that racial 
inequality was presented as an issue that plagued the white moral conscience 
tended to place undue emphasis on the strictly formal aspects of racial discrimination and the ethical intentions of white Americans. In the process, 
equally important aspects of the problem were written out of consideration. 
These most notably included (i) the disproportionately negative impact of 
deindustrialization and labor-market segmentation on the African-American 
population, (2) the importance of complex discriminatory forces outside of 
the South and their role in building the walls of the new postwar ghetto, and 
(3) the beginnings of what would become a politically pivotal reaction 
against the racial commitments of postwar liberalism among the workingand lower middle-class "white ethnics" of the urban North. Particularly 
given the rejection of social democratic politics that characterized the larger postwar liberal position, these more structural, class-rooted developments 
were simply off the radar screen of the postwar liberal mind.


With the benefit of hindsight, it can be seen that postwar liberalism contained an internal contradiction that would sabotage its credibility and potential over time. By making a dramatic, controversial, and highly public 
commitment to resolving the American dilemma, postwar liberals promoted 
a vision of American democracy that would prove immensely more difficult 
to approximate than they realized at the time. Although their concrete commitment was restricted to the simple removal of evident discriminatory barriers (no mean feat in the context of the times), the majesty of their rhetoric 
promised the achievement of an ethically rejuvenated nation, which would finally be purged of the racial injustices that had blighted even its finest 
achievements. When, however, the eventual passage of historic antidiscrimination laws instead ushered in a new era of racial division and conflict, the 
unprepared forces of progressive liberalism went into a tailspin from which 
they have yet to recover.
The American Dilemma
During the course of the New Deal (roughly 1932-1941), attacks on racial hierarchism became an increasingly important- if still, compared to the postwar period, relatively marginal-part of the political and cultural landscape. 
Two broad sets of factors were primarily responsible for this change. First, by 
the mid-1930s, the Great Migration of huge numbers of African Americans 
from the rural South to the urban North (which had begun in conjunction 
with World War I) had achieved sufficient mass to provide the northern black 
population with an unprecedented measure of political clout. Although the 
vast majority of blacks living in the South remained disfranchised, those in 
the rest of the country could not only vote, but were increasingly concentrated 
in areas of strategic importance for national party politics. The newfound significance of the black vote first became evident in the presidential election of 
1936, when 76 percent of African Americans abandoned their historic allegiance to the Republican party to support the reelection of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt. As the two major parties consequently began to compete for this 
suddenly important bloc of support, the political climate became more receptive to ideas of racially equalitarian reform.'
Broad currents of social thought were also slowly moving in a direction 
conducive to a shift in mainstream racial ideology. In the intellectual world, 
a social scientific assault on biological conceptions of racial hierarchy had be come relatively well established by the late 1920s, and it continued to grow 
steadily more influential thereafter. (Notably, scholars who were members of 
the European immigrant groups that had been themselves widely attacked as 
racial inferiors largely spearheaded this movement.) At the same time, the 
devastating experience of the Great Depression powerfully undermined the 
belief that social status was naturally determined, which indirectly worked 
to erode previously sacrosanct notions of racial hierarchy.3


These broad political and cultural trends intensified during World War 
II and the immediate postwar years. During the course of the 1940s, the 
number of African Americans living outside the South jumped from 2.36 
million to 4.6 million, an increase of almost ioo percent. This demographic 
shift increased the power of the black vote, which proved critical to Democratic victories in the presidential elections of 1944 and 1948. At the same time, 
the onset of the war-generated economic boom and the resultant labor 
shortage increased the general level of affluence among a significant percentage of the black population. The resultant increase in resources available 
for political action, combined with the geographic proximity produced by 
urbanization, enhanced both the existing and potential clout of the AfricanAmerican community.4
Culturally, the widespread reaction against the genocidal anti-Semitism 
of Nazi Germany further discredited the legitimacy of biological racism. Both 
in Europe and the United States, this horrifying encounter with extreme 
racism caused many political, cultural, and intellectual leaders, as well as ordinary citizens, to reject the formerly acceptable view that racial hierarchy was 
both natural and desirable. The onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s provided another powerful impetus away from ideologies of racial hierarchism, 
as the Soviet propaganda mill began churning out embarrassingly accurate 
portraits of state-sanctioned racial discrimination in the self-proclaimed 
home of freedom and democracy. With the international spotlight now fixed 
upon the United States as a uniquely wealthy and powerful nation, such attacks found a wide global audience. Not surprisingly, many American political and intellectual leaders came to believe that the nation's racial situation 
represented a significant political liability in the new postwar world order.5
Against this backdrop, the publication of An American Dilemma in 1944 
marked an important political and cultural development of its own. Appearing at an exceptionally receptive historical moment, Myrdal's book provided a new framework for understanding racial issues that quickly became 
a defining feature of a newly emerging postwar liberal position. As Myrdal 
explained in his opening chapter, his central claim was that the "American 
Negro problem is a problem in the heart of the American":


Though our study includes economic, social, and political race relations, at bottom our problem is the moral dilemma of the American.... The "American Dilemma;" referred to in the title of this 
book, is the ever-raging conflict between, on the one hand, the 
valuations preserved on the general plane which we shall call the 
"American Creed" ... and, on the other hand, the valuations on 
specific planes of individual and group living.... The subordinate position of Negroes is perhaps the most glaring conflict in 
the American conscience and the greatest unsolved task for 
American democracy.
"The liberal Creed," Myrdal proclaimed, "is adhered to by every Ameri- 
can."6 Consequently, Myrdal argued, the most effective way to solve the 
American dilemma was to expose the moral gap between America's liberal 
precepts and racial practices and thereby inspire the nation to take corrective action.
In the years following the publication of An American Dilemma, its thesis was popularized by a variety of influential elites. Northern journalists and 
writers received the book warmly and enhanced its prominence by publishing numerous favorable reviews in national magazines and major regional 
newspapers.? Some of the most influential public intellectuals of the time 
similarly endorsed Myrdal's position. For example, The Vital Center (i949)- 
a widely acclaimed work by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.-asserted that the "sin of 
racial pride still represents the most basic challenge to the American conscience. We cannot dodge this challenge without renouncing our highest 
moral principles. "8
As this new racial position gathered cultural momentum and moved 
further into the political mainstream, it became attached to an important 
new set of proposed reforms that promised to disrupt the racial status quo 
in a way that had not been seriously contemplated by powerful white elites 
since the days of Reconstruction. This new institutional agenda began to 
consolidate in 1946 when President Harry Truman established a special 
Committee on Civil Rights that included a number of prominent business, 
labor, political, and civic leaders. The following year, this committee issued 
a book-length report, To Secure These Rights, which recommended that the 
federal government prohibit racial discrimination and segregation in public education, employment, voting, housing, the military, public accommodations, and interstate transportation. In February 1948, Truman sent a special civil rights message to Congress endorsing these recommendations and 
requesting immediate action to abolish the poll tax, establish lynching as a federal crime, reduce discrimination in employment, and prohibit segregation in interstate commerce. Soon afterward, the reformist wing of the Democratic party-after a bitter fight with the militantly hostile southern faction 
and a group of cowed moderates led by Truman himself-succeeded in inserting a strong civil rights plank into the Democratic platform in the presidential election of 1948. With this development, it was evident that an important new form of racial ideology had emerged as a major presence in 
mainstream American politics.9


Concrete proposals for racial reform were regularly framed in terms of 
the moralistic position symbolized by An American Dilemma. To Secure 
These Rights, for example, stated:
We need no further justification for a broad and immediate [civil 
rights] program than the need to reaffirm our faith in the traditional American morality. The pervasive gap between our aims 
and what we actually do is creating a kind of moral dry rot which 
eats away at the emotional and rational bases of democratic beliefs.... The United States can no longer countenance these burdens 
on its common conscience, these inroads on its moral flber.10
President Truman repeated this injunction in his 1948 message to Congress, 
stating that "there is a serious gap between our ideals and some of our practices. This gap must be closed." Similarly, a review of To Secure These Rights 
published in the New Republic in 1947 endorsed its recommendations by proclaiming: "For those who cherish liberty, freedom and forbearance ... here 
is a noble reaffirmation of the principles that made America.""
The Rejection of Class Politics
This newfound dedication to eradicating racial discrimination from American life represented a defining characteristic of postwar liberalism. This 
novel form of liberal discourse was also marked, however, by another set of 
commitments that constituted a distinct break with the left-liberal politics 
of the 193os and early 1940s. Most prominently, these included a fierce opposition to Communism and a corresponding mistrust of class-based politics and rejection of social democratic interpretations of the New Deal 
legacy. (Social democracy is here used to refer to the belief that a primary role 
of government is to counteract the socioeconomic inequities created by a 
capitalist economy.) Although it was not recognized at the time, these closely 
related tendencies played an important role in both creating and obscuring important socioeconomic developments that had a disproportionately negative effect on the African-American population.


From the 19305 through the early 1940s, the main currents of left-ofcenter liberalism had differed significantly from this postwar model. Issues 
of racial equity were not emphasized, as it was widely believed that such matters were best handled indirectly, by means of the universal benefits of New 
Deal policies for lower-income groups.13 At the same time, broad questions 
of political economy had remained contested. Many public intellectuals, including John Dewey, and leaders of the newly powerful labor movement 
urged moving beyond the New Deal to some indigenous form of social 
democracy. Many political observers interpreted FDR's 1936 reelection campaign, which railed against "economic royalists" and the disgrace of "onethird of a nation ill-housed, ill-clothed, and ill-fed;" as a sign that the New 
Deal was moving in just such a direction. This tendency seemed to be further 
reinforced by the formation of the Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(CIO) that same year. Representing a powerful new alternative to the relatively conservative AFL, the leadership of the CIO was also strongly oriented 
toward social democracy.14
During the late 1940s, however, this vision of a more social democratic 
form of New Deal politics was eclipsed. Four factors most powerfully account for this change: (i) the power of the conservative congressional bloc 
that had emerged in the mid-1930s, (2) the failure of the CIO to expand its 
political influence during the mid- to late 1940s, (3) the emergence of the 
Cold War, and (4) the political and cultural effects of the postwar economic 
boom. Notably, racial politics played a decisive role in the first two of these 
factors. As such, race represented an important, although by no means determinative, role in producing the shift from a more broadly social democratic to a more narrowly reformist form of left-of-center liberal politics.
The conservative congressional bloc that emerged in the mid-1930s was 
composed of two groups: southern Democrats who opposed any extension 
of federal power capable of disrupting the white supremacist status quo and 
conservative Republicans who opposed a strong federal government both as 
a matter of long-standing principle and because of its potentially negative 
effects on big business. (Notably, this alliance paralleled the basic political 
arrangement that had emerged with the collapse of Reconstruction.) This 
powerful coalition was successful in blocking or severely circumscribing 
proposed social programs favorable to labor, small farmers, low-income urban dwellers, and blacks during the late 1930s. In addition, it was able to roll 
back important New Deal social reforms during and immediately after 
World War 11.15


At the same time, southern racial politics posed an enormous obstacle 
to the further expansion and strengthening of the labor movement. In mid1946, the CIO, hoping to break the power of the southern Democrats, launched 
Operation Dixie, an all-out drive to unionize the South. Despite some initial 
gains during 1946-1947, however, Operation Dixie was not able to overcome 
the formidable combination of a vociferously opposed white power structure and a racially divided working class, and it quickly proved to be a complete failure. 16 Coming on the heels of the defeat of the Full Employment Bill 
of 1945 and the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947, this represented a 
tremendous political setback for the CIO and worked to push the labor 
movement in an increasingly conservative direction.
During the same period, the onset of the Cold War drove a sharp wedge 
between New Deal liberals, who became intensely committed to a strong antiCommunist position, and other left-of-center forces with whom they had formerly been allied. From the mid-1930s through the mid-1940s, the politics of 
the Popular Front, which was dedicated to maintaining a progressive alliance 
against fascism, had allowed for an exceptional degree of cooperation among 
Communists, liberals, and social democrats. By 1946, however, growing tensions between the United States and the U.S.S.R. were creating a rift within this 
alliance. By 1948, this division mushroomed into an open contest between liberals, who refused to have anything further to do with Communists, and other 
progressives, who favored maintaining the old Popular Front position. In that 
year's presidential election, Popular Front loyalists broke with the Democratic 
party to support Progressive party candidate Henry Wallace. His predictable 
defeat in favor of Harry S. Truman signaled the consolidation of a new form of 
liberalism that remained committed to New Deal reformism but rejected its 
more radical, social democratic interpretations.i"
The final factor that reinforced the political standing of this new position was the newfound affluence of the postwar period. Growing prosperity 
widely discredited the progressive position that it was important to have socially directed governmental interference in the capitalist market.18 During 
the late 1940s, it became clear that much of the American population was enjoying a tremendous jump in socioeconomic status. In 1936, for example, 68 
percent of the overall population had been poor, while only 13 percent qualified as middle class. By 1947, however, those numbers had shifted to 37 percent poor and 29 percent middle class. (By 1960, the trend went further to 
23 percent poor and 47 percent middle class.) Given this historic expansion 
of the middle class, politics and policies that prioritized reducing economic 
inequities by improving the situation of lower-income Americans seemed to 
many postwar liberals to be simply unnecessary.19


Hidden Costs of Postwar Liberalism
This wholesale rejection of a social democratic orientation to the New Deal 
was implicated in a number of highly problematic social developments that 
were not recognized at the time. Most critically, it inadvertently helped to 
create the conditions under which the lower to middle classes became increasingly divided into a securely employed, well-paid, and widely unionized 
sector, on the one hand, and a much more marginally employed, poorly 
paid, and nonunionized sector on the other. Not surprisingly, African Americans (and other marginalized populations, such as small farmers and members of female-headed households) were disproportionately represented in 
the latter group.
Although the shift from an industrial economy dominated by manufacturing jobs to a postindustrial economy dominated by service sector employment is commonly thought to have begun during the 1970s, historical 
analysis demonstrates that it can be dated back to the 1950s. Sugrue, for example, calculates that between 1947 and 1963, Detroit lost 134,000 manufacturing jobs, despite an increase in the number of working-aged men and 
women living there. African Americans were particularly hard hit by this development. By 1960, for example, 15.9 percent of blacks, compared to 5.8 percent of whites, were out of work in that city."° Although few political commentators remarked on it at the time, a new class of discouraged workers, 
disproportionately composed of African-American men suffering from the 
effects of long-term unemployment, was becoming a permanent fixture of 
life in American cities?i
The negative effects of deindustrialization on the more vulnerable segments of the working and lower classes were reinforced by concurrent developments in the labor movement. Beginning in the mid-1940s, American 
labor lost its broad social democratic vision, beginning instead to pursue a 
much more narrow form of interest-group politics.22 As organized labor entered into an era of accommodation with major American corporations 
(which would last until the mid-1970s), it abandoned its ambition of leveraging national economic planning to achieve social goals in favor of the narrower project of securing high wages and good benefits for union members. 
In the process, key social welfare provisions, such as pensions and health insurance, became privatized goods available only to those fortunate enough 
to have the right sort of job. Consequently, American labor became increasingly divided into an elite, unionized class that (for a time) enjoyed a high 
level of wages and social provisions and a larger substratum that lacked such 
benefits and protections.23


The new direction for federal policy adopted by postwar liberals further 
exacerbated the growing socioeconomic divisions produced by deindustrialization and labor-market segmentation. As noted above, the onset of the 
Cold War had precipitated a fierce anti-Communist reaction, breaking the 
wartime alliance between liberals and other left-of-center forces. To a large 
extent, this development represented a wholly justified response to the horrors of Stalinist totalitarianism and the antidemocratic proclivities of Communists at home. At the same time, however, it all too easily turned into an 
undifferentiated hostility toward anything that smacked of left-wing radicalism, including forms of class-based and social democratic politics that 
were not incompatible with an expansive conception of liberalism.24
In the realm of public policy, these tendencies most notably manifested 
themselves in the shift from what Skocpol refers to as social to commercial 
Keynesianism?s While the former prioritized the attainment of full employment and the integration of macroeconomic planning and social welfare goals, 
the latter was committed to promoting national prosperity via policies designed 
to spur mass production and mass consumption. The achievement of a booming consumer economy, in other words, replaced the vision of a more equitable 
society. Political attention was consequently directed away from the growing 
problems affecting the lower- to working-class populations-including its 
African-American members- caused by the onset of deindustrialization in an 
increasingly divided labor market. Coming on top of the establishment of a 
two-tiered social welfare system that similarly had a disproportionately negative impact on blacks, this development substantially reinforced the socioeconomic bases of racial inequality during the postwar period 26
The Postwar Ghetto
In addition to being disproportionately hard hit by these socioeconomic 
trends, African Americans were also targeted by a wide array of discriminatory practices. The interactive effects of employment discrimination and residential segregation were particularly damaging to this population. The 
black ghettos created in the 1950s were the largest and most racially isolated 
and contained the highest concentrations of poverty in American history. 
Because they were primarily located in the urban centers of the North and 
West-far away from the Jim Crow South that represented the American 
dilemma in the eyes of postwar liberals-these ghettos remained outside of 
the purview of national political attention until the eruption of the Watts riots in 1965.


Rampant employment discrimination contributed tremendously to the 
development of the postwar ghetto by exponentially intensifying the broader 
problems of deindustrialization and labor-market segmentation. Although 
such practices would eventually be greatly ameliorated by the passage of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, they remained largely unconstrained (despite the 
passage of numerous state-level antidiscrimination laws outside of the 
South) up to that time. A 1961 study of employment practices in the Chicago 
metropolitan area conducted by the Urban League, for example, found that 
the types of jobs that blacks were allowed to perform in those industries that 
employed large numbers of nonwhites were "severely restricted." Similarly, a 
survey conducted by the Bureau of Jewish Employment Problems of Chicago 
during that same year reported that "98 percent of the white collar job orders 
received from over 5,000 companies were not available to qualified Negroes." 
Industries judged to "seriously limit" the employment of nonwhites included 
banking and finance, insurance, air transport, electrical equipment manufacturing, printing and publishing, chemicals and petroleum, railroads and 
trucking, medical and health services, and construction.27
In his study of postwar Detroit, Sugrue documents the many processes 
through which African Americans were overwhelmingly confined to "the 
meanest and dirtiest jobs."" Discrimination was rampant in all of the city's 
major employment sectors, including the automotive, steel, chemical, machine tool, and brewing industries; municipal employment; retail sales; the 
building trades; and the casual labor market. Sugrue emphasizes that while 
this discrimination was at times the product of simple, intentional racial animosity it was more commonly the result of much more complex processes 
involving such diverse factors as hiring procedures, apprenticeship systems, 
seniority rules, employer cost cutting, employee kinship and friendship networks, the desire to maximize worker camaraderie, and union procedures.29 
The postwar liberal understanding of racial discrimination as a simple case 
of intentional wrongdoing was not equipped to perceive the complexity of 
this problem.
This was even more true with regard to what was quickly becoming the 
greatest obstacle to the achievement of racial equity in American society, that 
is, the institutionalization of the inner-city ghetto. While many ethnic and 
racial groups had experienced ghettoization in the past, the postwar AfricanAmerican ghetto was a new phenomenon. In particular, its high levels of 
racial segregation and economic marginalization made it different from all 
comparable predecessors. The postwar ghetto was significantly more racially 
homogeneous, for example, than ethnic neighborhoods composed of European immigrants had ever been.30 At the same time, the loss of good work ing-class jobs in the nation's central cities coupled with ghetto residents' inability to follow new employment opportunities out to the suburbs to create 
a growing class of working-aged men with little or no connection to the 
mainstream labor market.31


The racial makeup of the nation's metropolitan areas was changing dramatically during the 1950s. Most critically, the suburbs were rapidly expanding and becoming largely white, while the central cities were declining and 
becoming increasingly black. Social forces encouraging suburbanization included the onset of the postwar baby boom, the tremendous growth of the 
(largely white) middle class, the construction of the federal highway system, 
the decentralization of business and industry prompted by deindustrialization, and the increased affordability of mortgages provided by the Federal 
Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans Administration (VA) programs. In 1940, only one-third of metropolitan residents were suburbanites. 
By 1970, they numbered over 50 percent.32
Concurrently, during the 1950s-i96os, the percentage of African Americans living in large northern cities more than doubled, growing from 14 to 
33 percent in Chicago; 16 to 38 percent in Cleveland; i6 to 44 percent in Detroit; and i8 to 34 percent in Philadelphia. All in all, 1.5 million blacks left the 
South during the 1950s, with another 1.4 million following during the i96os. 
Given, however, the intensity of discriminatory forces, the overwhelming 
majority of these northern migrants were forced into existing African-American 
ghettos, which quickly became overcrowded to the point where they were literally bursting at the seams. This in turn set off a process of rapid neighborhood transformation, as blacks sought better housing in less overstressed areas, and panicked whites-spurred on by unscrupulous real estate dealers 
looking to buy low, sell or rent high, and make a quick buck-fled the neighborhood. In the process, the levels of African-American racial isolation (that 
is, the percentage of blacks in a given city who lived in racially homogeneous 
neighborhoods) increased dramatically in northern cities, rising, on average, 
from 32 percent in 1930 to 74 percent in 1970.33
This growth of residential segregation was not the result of freely made 
choices on the part of blacks, who have consistently indicated a preference 
for racially integrated neighborhoods in public opinion polls. On the contrary, a combination of both public and private forces propelled this development. Redlining, which officially designated nonwhite or racially changing neighborhoods as poor mortgage risks, represented one of the most 
devastating government-supported factors, as it deprived black families of 
the financing necessary to achieve homeownership. From its beginning in 
the 1930s under the auspices of the Home Owner's Loan Corporation (HOLC), federal redlining continued to shape the lending practices of the 
FHA and VA programs during the 1940s and 195os. To make matters worse, 
these federal procedures were widely followed by private banks, which consequently refused to invest in black neighborhoods. It is no exaggeration to 
say that the federal government shut African Americans out of the historic 
suburban housing boom-while encouraging the deterioration of urban 
black neighborhoods-by depriving them of the opportunity to become 
homeowners.34


During the 194os-195os, federally sponsored "urban renewal" programs 
also played a major role in the development of the postwar ghetto. Although 
this was not the intention of the federal bureaucrats who designed these programs-many were deeply committed to the achievement of a more equitable housing market-it was the most common result, as local political 
forces channeled federal monies into projects that reinforced the racial status quo. In Chicago, for example, the combined forces of white city residents 
determined to keep blacks out of their neighborhoods, powerful business interests who wanted to move them out of the way of downtown expansion, 
and university administrators dedicated to holding back the expanding ghetto 
from their campus turned the Chicago Housing Authority into an active promoter of residential segregation. Urban renewal initiatives were consequently 
perverted into disastrous developments, such as the building of the Robert 
Taylor Homes, which crammed 27,000 low-income blacks into twenty-eight 
identical sixteen-story "projects" intentionally isolated from the rest of the 
city by their location next to railroad tracks and a major expressway.35
The violent resistance of white urban residents to any influx of blacks 
into their neighborhoods represented one of the most powerful private 
forces contributing to the development of the postwar ghetto. These violent 
incidents were generally not publicized in the mainstream newspapers of 
that time. (Black papers had much more extensive coverage.) As a result, they 
were not common public knowledge. Historical research has demonstrated, 
however, that they were frequent occurrences. Hirsch, for example, documents that during the late 1940s, one racially motivated bombing or arson 
attack occurred every twenty days in Chicago.
In contrast to the now-familiar images of black urban rioters (from 
Watts in 1965 to Los Angeles in 1992), these violent incidents consistently involved white attacks on black people and their property. All members of the 
white community were involved. While young males were predictably at the 
forefront of the physical violence, older men and women of all ages actively 
supported them. Mostly children and grandchildren of the Southern and 
Eastern European immigrants of the late nineteenth century, these predom inately Catholic, working-class residents of racially threatened urban neighborhoods either could not afford to flee to the suburbs or did not want to, 
given the tightly knit nature of their ethnically based communities. Consequently, in contrast to most WASPs and Jews, they stood their ground and 
fought to defend what they saw as their rights, way of life, and bases of economic security.36


With ever-increasing numbers of poor black migrants from the South 
confined to racially segregated neighborhoods, largely excluded from sources 
of capital investment, and steadily losing their most lucrative sources of employment, ghetto conditions deteriorated further. Those with the means, talent, or luck to escape increasingly did so, taking their resources, skills, and 
sense of personal optimism with them. Black communities became more 
and more internally segregated by class, as the more affluent sought to protect themselves and their families from the growing problems of the ghetto 
by establishing their own, economically exclusive enclaves.37 As a result, the 
economic marginalization of ghetto residents intensified further. By the early 
i96os, many young people in cities such as Detroit were angry, alienated, and 
increasingly ready to turn to criminal activity as a replacement for legitimate 
work.38 A downward spiral had begun in which the forces of deindustrialization and discrimination produced a reaction that intensified the marginality of ghetto communities further. It would only get worse during the coming decades.
Race, Class, and Ethnicity
Postwar liberals were oblivious to the existence, let alone the significance, of 
these urban developments. African Americans, they believed, would follow 
the pattern of previous generations of European immigrants and move 
quickly into the social, political, and economic mainstream once obvious 
discriminatory barriers were removed. Despite good intentions, they remained ignorant of the more complex discriminatory forces that were 
creating a nationwide ghetto system, whose unprecedented degree of segregation and economic marginalization would prove to be a seemingly insurmountable obstacle to this assimilationist goal. Similarly, they were not 
aware that the increased presence of African Americans in northern cities 
was generating a tremendous political reaction in many white, working-class 
neighborhoods, where residents were literally fighting to keep them out. Although it was not evident at the time, this development would prove central 
to the later demise of postwar liberalism, as it represented the beginnings of the "white backlash" that would, beginning in the late i96os, serve as the 
linchpin for the undoing of the historic New Deal coalition, which had successfully united small farmers, labor unions, African Americans, white eth- 
nics,39 and business interests supportive of Keynesian economic policies.40


As noted above, violent reaction to the influx of black residents was primarily located in white, working-class Catholic neighborhoods, whose residents were the children and grandchildren of the Southern and Eastern European immigrants of the late nineteenth century. These immigrants had 
themselves experienced racial animosity in the past, being derided and discriminated against by native-born whites who labeled them as members of 
inferior races. This negative racial designation faded, however, during the 
1930s-1940s. (By the 1950s, it had been effectively erased from the common 
national memory.) In this process, members of these groups became rechristened as "ethnics"-or, more simply, as "whites." Although the causal factors 
that account for this change have yet to be adequately theorized, contributing factors most likely include the reduction in Southern and Eastern European immigration produced by the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924, the rise in 
northern black political leverage that helped to propel the black civil rights 
issue forward, the postwar reaction against biological racism, and the improved political and social standing of these former immigrant groups occasioned by New Deal policies and the postwar economic boom.41
In the urban working-class neighborhoods that were engaged in systematic antiblack warfare, the designation "white" was proudly and forcefully 
claimed. Adopting the same equation between whiteness and Americanness 
that had formerly been used to exclude their parents and grandparents from 
a full measure of citizenship, members of these communities asserted their 
rights as respectable white citizens against the presumed degeneracy of blacks. 
"White people built this area [and] we want no part of this race mixing;" 
stated one community newspaper in Chicago during the 1950s. "Race pride 
has come to the fore as a new set of values." The immigrant experience was 
held up as an example that blacks should emulate. "The foreigners ... built 
this country" stated another article, "making it what it is through their many 
varied experiences. They are not tearing down-they raise families, buy 
homes, beautify their little neighborhood[s]. Can the negro compare with 
that?"42
The newly established whiteness of these former immigrant groups was 
a complex matter, however. To a significant extent, it was true that a common 
white identity had supplanted the European national identities of their past. 
Certainly, this new identity was highly evident in the urban racial confrontations of the mid-1940s to mid-1950s) which consistently pitted a uni fled front of diverse ethnic groups against what was seen as a common 
African-American enemy.43 At the same time, however, these freshly minted 
white ethnics continued to occupy a different social position from the 
WASPs, whose ancestors had labeled their forbearers as racial inferiors.


Most significantly, white ethnics remained in a relatively precarious social and economic position. As new entrants into the stable working or 
lower-middle classes, most had poured all of their available income into buying and improving modest homes, and had no other resources to fall back 
on. While less hard hit by the impact of the early phases of deindustrialization than were blacks, they were similarly vulnerable to the loss of good 
working-class jobs that it entailed. As a result, their racial identity, while 
framed in the nationalistic language of Americanness, in fact had a sharp 
class edge. Their animosity toward blacks was heavily fueled by the fear of 
losing their anchor in respectable society and falling back into their former 
status as stigmatized and impoverished foreigners.
Both economically and ideologically, the homes of these white ethnic 
groups represented the measure of two or three generations of hard work 
and achievement. As such, their drive to protect them was fierce. Further, 
given the larger social and economic dynamics at play, their fears that racial 
transition would drastically reduce the value of their homes were realistic: 
it happened many times in many such neighborhoods across the country. 
While well-crafted public policies could have arguably intervened in this 
process and encouraged the growth of more economically stable, racially integrated neighborhoods, no such policies were in place. Instead, workingand lower middle-class white ethnics commonly blamed blacks for both the 
real and imagined problems that were threatening their security. In the 
process, old tropes of racial hatred and stigmatization were infused with yet 
another set of meanings.
Although many whites of all social stations openly supported residential 
segregation, their views were sharply divided along class lines. A 1951 survey 
of white residents of Detroit, for example, found that 85 percent of poor and 
working-class whites supported residential segregation. These numbers declined to 56 percent of middle-income and 42 percent of upper-income 
whites.44 To the extent that lower- and upper-status whites were aware of 
such differences in racial opinion, they explained them in mutually unsympathetic terms. Battles over "urban renewal" in Chicago during the 1950s, for 
example, demonstrated that white elites commonly derided the workingclass whites who violently opposed neighborhood racial change as "irrational; "ignorant," or "dupes of bigots." White ethnics, in turn, dismissed these elites as "so-called intellectuals" who were "sick in mind and spirit;" or 
"perverted people" who were impervious to reason.45


Different ideological commitments and social positions supported such 
name calling. Postwar liberals believed that anti-African discrimination represented the preeminent moral dilemma facing the nation, as it conflicted 
with the fundamental principles of American liberalism. As they assumed 
that all citizens shared these political values, they reasoned that discriminatory attitudes could be eradicated with sufficient rousing of the latent white 
moral conscience. While in many respects a force for progressive racial 
change, such an understanding of the dynamics of racial division had profound blind spots as well. Certainly, it did not allow for the very real possibility that other Americans did not share the same understanding of liberal 
values that it pronounced. Even more problematically, it failed to consider 
how more impersonal, social structural forces could encourage the development of different conceptions of the "race problem" Particularly given that 
all forms of class analysis had been abandoned back in the 1940s, postwar liberals were ideologically unequipped to perceive the world view of the working-class white ethnics, who would increasingly come to despise them.
This ideological divide was reinforced by the different social positions 
that these two groups occupied. The liberals who were the strongest advocates of antidiscrimination measures were disproportionately members of 
the professional class. As such, they generally lived in prosperous and secure 
neighborhoods far from the problems of the expanding black ghetto. Working- and lower middle-class white ethnics, in contrast, commonly lived in 
much more economically precarious enclaves that were very close, if not adjacent, to it. Consequently, they quite justifiably believed that these liberal 
elites would not be adversely affected by the enactment of the antidiscrimination policies that they advocated. White ethnics resented the fact that 
while they had to cope with the day-to-day problems produced by living in 
close proximity to the growing social problems of the ghetto, the elites who 
were pushing antidiscrimination laws did not. This disparity was the source 
of tremendous class-based hostility and resentment.
The Coming Crisis of Postwar Liberalism
The new form of liberalism that emerged during the immediate post-World 
War II period was centrally defined by its commitments to solving the American dilemma through the establishment of federal antidiscrimination laws and to promoting the prosperity of the nation via Keynesian policies designed to stimulate a robust consumer economy.46 While its strong stance 
against racial discrimination represented a tremendously important political development-the likes of which had not been seen in a major political 
party since the time of Reconstruction-it also embodied certain critical 
blind spots that would, in time, prove enormously problematic. In particular, postwar liberals were overwhelmingly oblivious to (i) the ways in which 
labor-market segmentation and deindustrialization were contributing to the 
development of new forms of socioeconomic inequality, which had a particularly negative impact on the black population, (2) the importance of 
complex forms of discrimination outside of the South, particularly with regard to employment and housing, (3) the development of a system of ghettoization in the urban North unprecedented in scope and intensity, and (4) 
the fierce reaction of the newly christened white ethnics to the threat of black 
entry into their neighborhoods and the growing class-based resentment 
against liberal elites that this entailed.


The cultural and political commitments of postwar liberals prevented 
them from even beginning to grasp the importance of these trends. While 
conceiving of racial discrimination as a problem of the white moral conscience undoubtedly provided many liberals with an important sense of urgency and legitimacy, it also concentrated attention on purely intentional 
forms of discrimination, rather than those that emerged out of the convergence of more impersonal, social structural factors. This tendency to ignore 
the structural aspects of racial inequality was reinforced by the rejection of 
class-based politics, including the influential social democratic interpretations of the New Deal that had existed from the mid-1930s to the mid-1940s. 
This blindness with regard to the interactive dynamics of race, class, and related social structural developments provided postwar liberals with no lens 
through which they could understand the growing patterns of racial stratification and class division that were transforming the country. This conceptual void allowed postwar liberals to develop tremendous optimism regarding what the enactment of basic antidiscrimination laws would accomplish. 
Those who did not revise their views were left wholly unprepared for the new 
forms of racial politics that would explode into crisis beginning in the midi96os.


A dream of equality of opportunity, of privilege and property widely distributed; a 
dream of a land where men will not take necessities from the many to give luxuries 
to the few; a dream of a land where men will not argue that the color of a man's 
skin determines the content of his character; a dream of a nation where all our gifts 
and resources are held not for ourselves alone but as instruments of service for the 
rest of humanity,, the dream of a country where every man will respect the dignity 
and worth of human personality-that is the dream.
-Martin Luther King Jr.,`if the Negro Wins, Labor Wins," 1961
 


El
Race, Class, and the Civil Rights Movement
In contrast to postwar liberalism, whose racial agenda was limited to the relatively simple program of prohibiting overt discrimination in critical areas 
such as education and employment, the Civil Rights movement embodied 
a highly ambitious, even visionary political agenda, which reached far beyond this important but far from all-encompassing goal. This was true from 
even the earliest days of the movement, which are commonly defined as 
spanning the years between the beginning of the Montgomery bus boycott 
in 1955 to the passage of the Civil Rights acts of 1964-1965. Although the 
practical activities of the movement during this period remained targeted on 
the immediate problem of ending the reign of Jim Crow segregation in the 
South, the larger political program that it articulated aimed at nothing less 
than the realization of a more truly democratic America. The twin pillars 
of this program were an extensive attack on specific problems of racial inequality and a commitment to a broader set of social democratic policies designed to improve the position of all lower- and middle-income Americans.' 
These two goals were considered inseparable, as movement leaders recognized that many of the most serious problems facing the African-American population were fundamentally economic in nature. The repercussions of 
what was commonly referred to as "automation;" they believed, while affecting the black population most severely, were having a negative impact on 
lower-income Americans as a whole?


Movement activists held that a positive transformation of the personal 
and political consciousness of ordinary African Americans was the necessary 
first step in building a viable political movement capable of realizing these 
goals. After generations of racist assault, they believed, African Americans 
were all too often unable to embrace their racial identity with a healthy sense 
of self-worth. Reversing this damaging situation, it was hoped, would spur a 
parallel transformation of white consciousness, prompting the common realization that racism limited the development of the full humanity of its perpetuators, as well as its targets. This, in turn, would allow the movement to 
expand its scope of influence and serve as the driving force behind the creation of a newly powerful progressive coalition. This coalition, in turn, would 
provide the momentum necessary to leverage the achievement of an unprecedented measure of racial and class equity in the United States.'
In contrast to the presumptions of postwar liberalism, activists involved 
with the early Civil Rights movement believed that segregation and discrimination were not simply southern problems but were prevalent throughout the nation. These problems were viewed as being so entrenched in mainstream society and varied and complex in their forms that their simple legal 
prohibition-while certainly extremely important-would prove insufficient to address them. Consequently, movement leaders proposed a variety 
of compensatory race-conscious policies, including, quite commonly, affirmative action, particularly with regard to employment opportunities. Although the vast majority of movement leaders supported the goal of affirmative action, some-such as, most notably, Bayard Rustin- opposed it on 
the grounds that it would impede the movement's ability to develop a strong 
interracial coalition.
By the time of the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, both the ambitious policy agenda and transformative vision of the Civil Rights movement were generating substantial controversy among outside observers. 
Postwar liberals believed that the legal prohibition of discrimination would 
be sufficient to address problems of racial inequality and were unaware of the 
importance of more complex factors, such as diminishing employment opportunities and ghettoization. Consequently, when it became clear that the 
Civil Rights movement was pursuing a significantly more expansive agenda, 
a rift began to develop between the more radical liberals, who supported it, 
and the more moderate ones, who did not. Commonly described at the time as a new and growing split between "white liberals" and the "Negro movement;" this division represented a fundamental disagreement over whether 
it was better to stick with the individualistic legalism of the postwar liberal 
position or to adopt the new forms of race and class consciousness represented by the Civil Rights movement. There was, in other words, a basic split 
between the political world view of the movement and that of more mainstream liberals, who supported an end to Jim Crow but rejected the call for 
a more transformative democratic agenda.


The "New Negro"
Today, it is commonly claimed that the early Civil Rights movement was 
committed to a "color-blind" position that rejected all considerations of 
racial consciousness as inherently reactionary and un-American.4 This perception is grossly oversimplistic and essentially incorrect. Although it is certainly true that the movement rejected both the ideology and practice of 
white supremacy and embraced a racially transcendent vision of democratic 
community, issues of racial identity nonetheless played a centrally important 
role in both its generation and development. This section focuses on the importance of such issues in developing the sense of political empowerment 
that made the movement possible; subsequent sections focus on their significance in the development of its more substantive political agenda.
The Civil Rights movement could never have gotten off the ground if a 
widespread sense of political empowerment had not been rekindled among 
ordinary black people in the South.' Issues of racial consciousness and identity were critically important to the early movement, which understood that 
the goal of empowering blacks as individuals was inseparably linked to that 
of empowering them as a group.6 This is not to say that the movement rejected the classically liberal goal of individual emancipation, favored a 
racially separatist agenda, or embraced an ideology of racial essentialism. On 
the contrary, it was clearly committed to liberal individualism, racial integration, and the self-directed transformation of racially defined groups. The 
key point, however, is that these goals were furthered, rather than contradicted, by the development of new forms of African-American identity.
During the mid- to late 1950s, issues of racial consciousness were symbolically encapsulated in the term "the new Negro."' To take the most notable 
example, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.-widely acknowledged as the preeminent leader of the Civil Rights movement-regularly reiterated that neither 
the meaning nor significance of the movement could be understood without recognizing the transformation in black consciousness that it embodied. In 
a speech delivered to the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund in 1956, 
King asserted that the "tension which we are witnessing in race relations in 
the South today is to be explained in part by the revolutionary change in the 
Negro's evaluation of himself.... You cannot understand the bus protest in 
Montgomery without understanding that there is a New Negro in the 
South."' Similarly, in an article published in Liberation in 1956, he wrote:


We Negroes have replaced self-pity with self-respect and selfdepreciation with dignity.... our nonviolent protest in Montgomery is important because it is demonstrating to the Negro, 
North and South, that many of the stereotypes he has held about 
himself and other Negroes are not valid. Montgomery has broken 
the spell and is ushering in concrete manifestations of the thinking and action of the new Negro.9
Likewise, King's Stride toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (1958) asserted that "growing self-respect has inspired the Negro with a new determination to struggle and sacrifice until first-class citizenship becomes a reality. This is the true meaning of the Montgomery Story."°
Such assertions of a transformed "Negro" identity were not casually 
made. On the contrary, as Morris documents, they were representative of a 
larger, deliberate strategy on the part of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC)1I to change the consciousness and therefore the political efficacy of ordinary black people in the South. One internal SCLC document written in 1958 explained that the organization aimed to be "penetrating each community, reaching the man on the streets ... to break through 
the oppressive system of discrimination and oppression, change his surroundings and his oppressors, and make a new person." Another SCLC document written in 1959 stated:
[M] any Negroes of the South have developed, not simply an indifference or apathy toward voting, but a strong fear and a deep 
antipathy toward having anything to do with politics. These fears 
and misconceptions of the Negro in regards to politics must be 
overcome.... his thought patterns must be changed by an effective crusade to inform, impress and recondition his thinking and 
feeling.12
Activists involved in the early Civil Rights movement, like many outside 
observers at the time, believed that the historical experience of racial oppression had significantly damaged the black psyche. In contrast to the vast majority of white commentators, however, the movement operated according to the premise that the best means of overcoming this damage was not by 
eliminating all black-identified cultural traits, but rather by finding ways to 
reconfigure African-American cultural patterns to enable a positive transformation of deeply entrenched racial identities. Pointedly, this did not mean 
simply assimilating into the white middle-class cultural mainstream. Rather, 
it involved a reassertion of the positive aspects of the black experience, which, 
while developed under conditions of oppression, was never entirely defined 
by them.


Although this orientation did not crystallize into an explicit ideological 
position until the early i96os, it was clearly articulated from at least the mid1950s onward. In 1956, for example, Bayard Rustin-a prominent labor and 
civil rights activist since the 193os and one of King's closest advisors"-pub- 
lished an article in Liberation that critically assessed the widespread tendency 
of African Americans both to denigrate and to disassociate from the beauties and strengths of their own culture:
Negro children tend to develop early a basic lack of self-respect. 
They may show this, for example, by their shameful rejection of 
such aspects of their cultural heritage as Negro spirituals. A 
prominent Negro singer has been met several times before high 
school concerts by committees of Negro children who ask him 
not to sing spirituals. "They remind white folks of our past slavery, and we don't like it," one teenager explained. In the year 1956 
it is almost impossible to mention Africa to Negro boys and girls 
in school without provoking embarrassed laughter. Even African 
students studying in America are sometimes affected in the same 
way. One such student, looking at African sculpture in a New 
York apartment, laughed wryly at their "crudity" and said "My 
people have a long way to come," oblivious to the rare beauty of 
the work.14
By the early 196os, the force of the movement had already sparked a widespread rejection of such internalized cultural prejudices among a significant 
portion of the black public.
The most powerful way in which the movement reconfigured AfricanAmerican cultural resources to promote a positive transformation in black 
consciousness was not, however, through abstract analysis and intellectual 
indoctrination. Rather, it was through actively reappropriating some of the 
most deeply resonant cultural symbols of the southern black community 
and turning them into vehicles for building the movement. As Morris points out, the central locus of this activity was the black church, which contained 
by far the most powerful set of organized practical and symbolic resources 
in the communityis


One of the most important examples of this sort of cultural reconfiguration was the transformation of the traditional music of the southern black 
church into a powerful repertoire of "freedom songs." As one black minister who had been the preeminent leader of the movement in his local community later noted: "The songs that we sang had more influence than anything else in enabling us to endure what the white people put on us.... It 
linked us with our past, it gave us a bridge from which to move during our 
present, and it hooked us onto the future."16 Similarly, Bernice Reagon, recalling her days as a student activist with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) during the Albany, Georgia, campaign of 
1961-1962, explained in a 1989 interview, "The song-singing I heard in Albany I'd never heard before in my life, in spite of the fact that I was from that 
congregational singing culture. The only difference was that in Albany, Georgia, black people were doing some stuff around being black people."7 Likewise, in another interview, conducted in 1979, Reagon explained:
The mass meetings had a level of music that we could recognize 
from other times in our lives. And that level of expression, that 
level of cultural power present in an everyday situation, gave a 
more practical or functional meaning to the music than when it 
was sung in church on Sunday. The music was a group statement. 
If you look at the music and the words that came out of the 
Movement, you will find the analysis that the masses had about 
what they were doing.18
The oratorical tradition of the southern black church was similarly 
adapted to function as a means of bringing people together, changing their 
personal and political awareness, and strengthening their resolve to engage 
in direct action. The following excerpt of a speech given by King to a small 
church during the Albany campaign illustrates the ways in which movement 
orators utilized indigenous cultural resources such as religious symbolism, 
the call-and-response form, and rhythmic speech patterns (words in brackets indicate the audience's responses):
There is nothing in this world more powerful than the power of 
the human soul, and if we will mobilize this soul force right here 
in Albany, Georgia, we will be able to transform this community 
[Yes. Well.] and we will see something new and powerful. And we'll be eatin' where we couldn't eat before. We will be marchin' 
where we couldn't march before. We will be doin' things that we 
couldn't do before. And so let's get our marchin' shoes ready ... 
[Yeah. shouts, applause]. For we are goin' [drowned out by applause] ... For we are goin' to Albany's March to the Sea. And 
we're goin' to see great things happen.


In the same speech, King drew upon the collective memory of his black audience and used it in a way that affirmed their cultural heritage, strengthened 
a positive sense of group identity, and reinforced a feeling of political empowerment:
For centuries we worked here without wages. We made cotton 
king. We built our homes and homes for our masters, enduring 
injustice and humiliation at every point. And yet, out of a bottomless vitality, we continued to live and grow. If the inexpressible 
cruelties of slavery could not stop us, certainly the opposition that 
we now face cannot stop us. [pandemonium] We go on with 
this faith knowing that we are right [Amen], that we will win 
[Amen].19
By the early i96os, references to the "new Negro" on the part of movement activists were being increasingly replaced by assertions that, while similarly stressing the importance of developing an empowered black consciousness, were significantly more strident in terms of their explicit rejection 
of the middle-class, white mainstream norm. In an article published in 
Harper's in 1961, Charles Sherrod-then a well-known student activist involved in leading the sit-in movement in Richmond, Virginia-explained 
his political motivations by asserting: "We are not the puppets of the white 
man. We want a different world where we can speak, where we can communicate."" Similarly, in 1963, James Bevel, then a staff member of the SCLC, 
emphasized to an interviewer that "we don't want to end up aping the white 
man's ways. We want to develop a new spirit:'21
During the same period, movement activists worked deliberately to 
change the sort of cultural perceptions that Rustin had identified as contributing to low self-esteem. One woman interviewed by Beardslee, for example-who had grown up with little education and in extreme poverty in 
the rural South-described her experience with a SNCC activist who 
boarded with her in 1964 as follows:
She'd sit and talk to us for hours. She told us the history of black 
people. She told us exciting stories about ourselves. I didn't know anything about the history of black folks. I never related it to 
Africa on any terms because all we saw was the jungle moviesthe folks going "booga, booga booga"-and we didn't want to be 
a part of that. We learned that there was something more. She explained how we have our own culture ... and that we don't have 
to be like white people.22


This sort of interaction had a profound effect, which manifested itself in 
ways ranging from a newfound commitment to political activism to the 
mundane-if, in this case, politically charged-aspects of everyday life. 
Mrs. Washington, for example, subsequently decided, after "about a year and 
a half;" to stop having her hair "fixed" (i.e., chemically processed to straighten 
out its natural kinks and therefore look more like "white hair"). At the time, 
this was a notable break with the familiar norm. "Everybody looked," she 
recounted.
"Now," however, she continued, "you walk around here and you're just 
liable to see hair fixed or not fixed." Seemingly a minor detail, this sort of cultural change was in fact extremely important in that it signaled a newfound 
comfort with, as well as pride in, a distinctive African-American identity. 
People who experienced it at the time understood it as highly significant: 
Mrs. Washington, for example, described it as a "breakthrough." Most important, this breakthrough was occurring on a mass scale. As John Lewisa prominent activist in the sit-ins and freedom rides of 1961 and chairman of 
SNCC from 1963 to 1966-explained in an interview conducted in the spring 
of 1964: "There's been a radical change in our people since 1960; the way they 
dress, the music they listen to, their natural hairdos-all of them want to go 
to Africa."23
This assessment of an important change in the black public consciousness was shared by outside observers. In January 1964, Time magazine published a cover story on "Negro Revolt," featuring Martin Luther King, Jr., as 
Man of the Year. "The most striking aspect of the revolt;" Time reported, "is 
the change in the Negroes themselves." There was, the magazine explained, 
"a new pride" in African roots and identity:
Where most Negroes once deliberately ignored their African beginnings and looked down on the blacks of that continent, many 
now identify strongly with Africa ... and take pride in the emergence of the new nations there. Some Negro women are affecting 
African style hairdos; Negroes are decorating their homes with 
paintings and sculpture that reflect interest in African culture. 
There has been a decline in sales of "whitening" creams, hair straighteners and pomades, which for years found a big market 
among Negroes obsessed with ridding themselves of their racial 
identity24


Given the cultural intensity of anti-African racism in American history, 
the importance of such a change was profound, extending far beyond the 
realm of fashion or personal taste. Some external observers of the movement 
understood this at least as early as 1962. In that year, Harold Isaacs, a professor of international studies at MIT, published an article in the influential political journal Commentary which argued: "What is new is that today's `New 
Negroes' are appearing in a situation where for the first time the odds are 
with them; their newness, their militancy, and their self-assertion are bound 
at last to pay off." This, he predicted, portended enormous changes for 
American society as a whole. As more and more blacks moved from "no- 
bodiness" to "somebodiness," Isaacs wrote:
All the elements of group identity, e.g., name, color, nationality, 
origins, will have to acquire new shape and new content. All the 
choices-alienation, assimilation, integration-will have to be 
redefined. Out of the recombining of all of these elements in a 
new environment, a new Negro group identity will begin to be 
formed, and so too will the new shape of American society.25
Racial Transformation and Democratic Renewal
In the highly optimistic, even utopian vision of the early Civil Rights movement, the transformation of African-American consciousness was to be the 
spark of a larger process that would transform the consciousness of white 
America as well and, consequently, set the entire country on the road toward 
democratic renewal. This meant that while the most immediate and overriding priority of the movement was winning the fight against Jim Crow in 
the South, the political beliefs that animated it extended far beyond the simple elimination of such overt discriminatory barriers.26 "Eventually our society must abide by the Constitution and not permit any local law or custom 
to hinder freedom or justice;" wrote James Lawson, one of the most influential founders and early leaders of SNCC, in 1960. "But such a society lives by 
more than law. In the same respect the sit-in movement is not trying to create a legal battle, but points to that which is more than law."27
As King explained in Stride toward Freedom, the goal of the Civil Rights 
movement was not the simple elimination of formal discriminatory barri ers, but the creation of a new form of democratic community based on mutual communication, interaction, and respect:


Court orders and federal enforcement agencies will be of inestimable value in achieving desegregation. But desegregation is 
only a partial, though necessary, step toward the ultimate goal 
which we seek to realize. Desegregation will break down the legal 
barriers, and bring men together physically. But something must 
happen to touch the hearts and souls of men that they will come 
together, not because the law says it, but because it is natural and 
right. In other words, our ultimate goal is integration, which is 
genuine intergroup and interpersonal living.
Notably, this was a national, not simply a regional, goal. "There is a pressing need," King continued, "for a liberalism in the North which is truly liberal, that firmly believes in integration in its own community as well as in the 
Deep South."28
By forcing not only the white South but the nation at large to confront 
the inhumanity of segregation, movement activists hoped to provoke a change 
in white consciousness that would in certain respects parallel the transformation in black consciousness that had occurred. Most centrally, whites 
would come to understand that the full realization of their own humanity 
was being impeded by the existence of oppressive racial divisions-just as 
much as, although in very different ways from, the full humanity of blacks 
was being constrained. With this realization, a common desire to come together in a political community dedicated to realizing the full potential of all 
human beings would animate a decisive majority of Americans, and a project of national democratic renewal could begin?9
For King and many others, this optimistic vision was rooted in religious 
faith. "The Christian favors the breaking down of racial barriers because the 
redeemed community of which he is already a citizen recognizes no barriers dividing humanity;' explained Lawson in 1960. "We are pointing to the 
viciousness of racial segregation and prejudice and calling it evil or sin. The 
matter is not legal, sociological or racial, it is moral and spiritual."30 The universality of such religious faith undergirded the optimistic belief that whites, 
as well as blacks, possessed an innate yearning to be freed of the oppressive 
restrictions that racism placed on their humanity. As the Reverend Fred 
Shuttlesworth, a prominent civil rights leader who was extremely active in 
both the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights (ACMHR) and 
the SCLC, preached to an enthusiastic audience during the Albany campaign 
of 1963:


We are goin' into court hopin' that the God of this universe will 
stand by His children who stood up for Him. [Yes, yes.] For when 
we stand up for Him [Amen], we are standin' up for each other 
[Amen]. And when the Negro stands up for the Negro, he is in effect standin' up for the white man. [applause; dissonant shout: 
Yeah, brother.] He is not free as long as we are not free [applause, 
shouts].31
If such religiosity permeated the early movement, however, civil rights 
activists also expressed the same democratic vision in secular language. "By 
and large, this feeling that they have a destined date with freedom, was not 
limited to a drive for personal freedom, or even freedom for the Negro in the 
South;" wrote Ella Baker-a leading civil rights activist since the 1930s, who 
served as executive director of the SCLC and spearheaded the formation of 
SNCC-in a 196o report on a student leadership conference aptly entitled 
"Bigger than a Hamburger." "Repeatedly it was emphasized that the movement was concerned with the moral implications of racial discrimination for 
the `whole world' and the `Human Race. "32 Similarly, James Baldwin explained to the nation in an article published in the New York Times in 1961 
that "the goal of the student movement" was not "the consumption of overcooked hamburgers and tasteless coffee at various sleazy lunch counters;" but 
rather "nothing less than the liberation of the entire country from its most 
crippling attitudes and habits.""
The initial stirrings of the white student movement in the early i96os 
were taken as a sign that this hoped-for shift in white consciousness was beginning to occur. King, for example, wrote in i96i:
Not long ago the Negro collegian imitated the white collegian. In 
attire, in athletics, in social life, imitation was the rule. For the future, he looked to a professional life cast in the image of the middle-class white professional. He imitated with such energy that 
Gunnar Myrdal described the ambitious Negro as "an exaggerated 
American."
Today the imitation has ceased. The Negro collegian now initiates. Groping for unique forms of protest, he created the sit-ins 
and freedom rides. Overnight his white fellow students began to 
imitate him. As the movement took hold, a revival of social 
awareness spread across campuses from Cambridge to California. 
It spilled over the boundaries of the single issue of desegregation 
and encompassed questions of peace, civil liberties, capital punishment and others.34


During the next few years, movement leaders increasingly pushed white student activists to commit to a program of fundamental political change. Vincent 
Harding posed the following challenge to white student volunteers whom he was 
training for participation in SNCC's 1964 "Freedom Summer" campaign:
Are you going ... as "In" members of the society to pull the 
"Outs" in with you? Or are we all "Outs"? Are you going to bring 
the Negroes of Mississippi into the doubtful pleasures of middleclass existence, or to seek to build a new kind of existence in 
which words like "middle-class" may no longer be relevant? Are 
we trying to make liberal readjustments or basic change?35
The situation of black America, in other words, could not be changed without changing that of white America as well. The promises of American 
democracy could not be realized simply by removing the formal barriers to 
the assimilation of one, exceptionally disfranchised racial group. Rather, 
movement leaders insisted, the basic orientation of American political life 
would have to be dramatically redirected.
The Economic Bases of Citizenship
Although it is commonly believed today that the early Civil Rights movement restricted itself to a relatively minimalist conception of civil rights 
based on the simple premise that all individuals should be treated equally 
under the law, it was in fact fundamentally concerned with broad questions 
of political economy that affected not only African Americans, but the nation as a whole. Like both the African-American public during Reconstruction and the producer republicans of the late nineteenth century, leaders of 
the early Civil Rights movement believed that the goal of establishing equal 
legal and political rights could be realized only under conditions of socioeconomic equity. Movement activists operated very much within the social 
democratic tradition, believing that a primary role of government was to 
promote social and economic equity by means of policies designed to counteract the divisions created by a market economy. During the late 195os and 
early 196os, this commitment was primarily expressed in terms of their concern with the effects of automation (or what we would today term deindustrialization) on lower-income Americans.
As early as 1956, Bayard Rustin was stressing the central importance of 
macroeconomic issues in plotting the long-term political strategy of the nascent Civil Rights movement:


In his political thinking about strategy today the Negro must take 
cognizance of two dangers. The first is that the industrial revolution of the South may make him less important economically... 
The second danger is that when the present economic boom 
slackens, the Negro will be the hardest hit by unemployment and 
will be further displaced from the land.... Under the shadows of 
these two dangers the Negro people must move carefully but 
swiftly while the initiative is theirs, or they may discover that they 
and the democratic impulses for which they stand are on the defensive or even forced to retreat.36
"All this does not mean;" Rustin continued, "that the Negro can or should 
struggle alone to achieve freedom for himself":
The mass of Negroes are farmers or workers, and their interests 
are fundamentally allied to those of other farmers and workers. 
The role of the Negro is unique only in that his especially demeaned position and, consequently, unprecedented new drive for 
dignity and self-respect lend him a momentum and initiative 
lacked by Southern white workers. The Negro is, therefore, pivotal 
to the resolution of the major problems confronting all classes in 
the South.37
Although Martin Luther King, Jr., clearly had a significantly less classconscious orientation than did Rustin, whose politics grew directly out of the 
socialist tradition, Stride toward Freedom and a number of King's other early 
writings and speeches contained a similarly strong endorsement of socioeconomic equalitarianism and interracial, class-based coalitions. In Stride toward Freedom, King wrote that "the Negro has been a perpetual victim of 
economic exploitation," which "continues down to the present day." At the 
same time, he emphasized:
Both Negro and white workers are equally oppressed. For both, 
the living standards need to be raised to levels consistent with our 
national resources. Not logic but a hollow social distinction has 
separated the races. The economically depressed white accepts his 
poverty by telling himself that, if in no other respect, at least socially he is above the Negro. For this empty pride in a racial myth 
he has paid the crushing price of insecurity, hunger, ignorance, 
and hopelessness for himself and his children.
Strong ties must be made between those whites and Negroes 
who have problems in common.... The organized labor move ment, which has contributed so much to the economic security 
and well-being of millions, must concentrate its powerful forces 
on bringing economic emancipation to white and Negro by organizing them together in social equality38


Although the parallel was not noted at the time, such words are eerily reminiscent of those of Populist leader Tom Watson in 1892.
Movement leaders, as well as many rank-and-file participants, understood the infamous confrontation that took place between black protesters 
and the white power structure in Birmingham, Alabama, in April 1963 as effecting a decisive turning point in the evolution of the movement.39 As explicated by Rustin in "The Meaning of Birmingham;" this new spirit of black 
protest was characterized by a grassroots determination to broaden the scope 
of the struggle on a national level. In "city after city where the spirit of Birmingham has spread," Rustin asserted, "Negroes are demanding fundamental social, political and economic changes." Repeating the same basic claims 
that he made back in 1956-this time, however, expanding his focus from the 
South to the nation at large-Rustin argued that the next "great battle" 
which "the black population is now prepared to wage" was "the battle for 
jobs":
Negroes are finally beginning to realize that the age of automation 
and industrialization presents them with peculiar problems. 
There is less and less of a market where the unskilled can sell his 
labor. Inadequate, segregated schools increase the problem. The 
negative attitude of the trade unions compounds it further. The 
Cold War economy, geared to armaments production (perhaps 
the most automated of all industries) is throwing millions out of 
work, but the minority groups are being hit hardest. For every 
white person unemployed, there are close to three Negroes without jobs.
Here again, this view was coupled with the belief that the black population's new sense of political empowerment would galvanize a parallel transformation among a similarly aggrieved, if less holistically oppressed, white 
population. By the same token, Rustin predicted that the race-centered 
struggle for social justice would logically expand into a class-conscious 
movement:
In general, the unemployed, whether white or black, are not yet 
prepared to take radical action to demand jobs now. However, unemployed black people are prepared to move in conjunction with the rest of the black community and its many white supporters, 
within the context of the broad civil rights upheaval. Since their 
most immediate ends are economic, their banner will be "Dignity 
of work with equal pay and equal opportunity."


"This agitation on the part of Negroes for jobs;" Rustin concluded, "is bound 
to stimulate unemployed white workers to increased militancy:'40
A few months after Birmingham, A. Philip Randolph-an exceptionally important labor and civil rights activist since the i9ios and founder and 
president of the Negro American Labor Council (NALC)-appointed Rustin 
to be the key organizer of the March on Washington (MOW), which took 
place in August 1963. As originally envisioned by Rustin and Randolph, the 
MOW was to be primarily economic in focus, with the central demand of 
full employment. "In their historical nonviolent revolt for freedom, the Negro people are demanding the right to decent jobs;" stated an early call for 
participation in the march. "There is no way for Negroes to win and hold 
jobs unless the problems of automation) a stagnant economy, and discrimination are solved; therefore, the Federal Government must establish a massive works program to train and employ all Americans at decent wages and 
at meaningful and dignified labor."41
After President John F. Kennedy's introduction of an omnibus civil 
rights bill to the Congress in June 1963, the focus of the MOW was broadened 
to include both economic and more traditional civil rights issues in an attempt to pressure the government into passing the legislation. At the same 
time (and in large part because of this new focus), the number of groups officially sponsoring the march grew from the original Big Six civil rights organizations-the NALC, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP), the National Urban League (NUL), the SCLC, the 
SNCC, and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)-to include religious 
groups and labor unions, such as, most notably, the National Council of 
Churches, the American Jewish Congress, the National Catholic Conference 
for Interracial Justice, and the United Auto Workers (UAW). (Notably, the 
AFL-CIO chose not to officially endorse the march.) As many of the white 
liberal religious groups disagreed with some of the more radical economic 
demands being advocated by Randolph and Rustin (for example, doubling 
the minimum wage), the focus of the MOW shifted further to a more pronounced legalistic emphasis. Finally, when the march actually occurred, the 
mass media coverage largely ignored the economic issues that it still, if less 
forcefully, continued to represent.42
Nonetheless, in the opening remarks which he delivered as the official chairman of the march, A. Philip Randolph explicitly linked the economic 
and legal demands that it represented. "Yes, we want all public accommodations open to all citizens, but those accommodations will mean little to those 
who cannot afford them," Randolph argued. "Yes, we want a Fair Employment Practices Act, but what good will it do if profits geared to automation 
destroy the jobs of millions of workers, black and white?"43 Shortly after the 
event, Rustin published an article, "The Meaning of the March on Washington;" which predicted: "Historically, the significance of the March will be 
seen to have less to do with civil rights than with economic rights: the demand for jobs."44


Confronting Discrimination and Segregation
The broad economic problems that confronted the poor of both races, movement leaders argued, were tremendously exacerbated among the black population due to the racially specific problems of segregation and discrimination. Although, of course, all of the major battles against segregation and 
discrimination up until the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 were being waged in the South, movement leaders began emphasizing the importance of these problems in the rest of the country in the early 196os. In his 
1962 article "The Case against `Tokenism,"' King argued, "Segregation may 
exist in the South in overt and glaring forms, but it exists in the North in hidden and subtle ways. Discrimination in housing and employment is often as 
bad in the North as it is anywhere. The racial issue confronting America is 
not a sectional issue but a national problem."45 Similarly, a 1961 NUL report 
warned, in the words of the New York Times, that "a rapidly growing Negro 
population hampered by inferior opportunities in employment, housing, 
and education is a major race problem."46
Given these cross-reinforcing emphases on the macroeconomic dimensions of social inequality, on the one hand, and the race-specific problems of 
discrimination and segregation, on the other, it is not surprising that some 
civil rights leaders began to warn against the fallacies of relying on any sort 
of simple, legalistic solution to the problems of racial injustice well before 
President Kennedy introduced the first of the series of bills that would eventuate in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In 1961, for example, 
Whitney Young predicted at the annual conference of the NUL (one month 
before he became that organization's executive director), "Negroes in America will face a battle against `hidden' prejudice and discrimination after they win their fight for equal rights." As reported by the New York Times, Young 
went on to explain:


Outward signs of discrimination will disappear, "conversation 
will become polite;" laws or voluntary action will make mandatory the elimination of racial discrimination in employment, education, housing, health, and people will insist that all doors are 
open to the highly qualified and exceptional Negro citizen.... 
However, he said, the real problem will be to keep society aware of 
the subtle prejudices, and to prevent society from forgetting that 
the Negro still bears the scars of generations of prejudice and is 
not yet starting out on an equal footing.47
Similarly, in 1962, Young asserted at the NUL's national conference that while 
the "Negro is on the verge today of winning rights and respect long denied, 
rights and respect are empty symbols unless they can be translated into tangible social, economic, and cultural gains."48
At a 1963 address to the AFL-CIO, Randolph emphasized that "long 
ago-during Reconstruction-the Negro learned the cruel lesson that 
social and political freedom cannot be sustained in the midst of economic 
insecurity and exploitation.... Freedom requires a material foundation."49 
Similarly, King in Why We Can't Wait (1964) explained, "Many white 
Americans of good will have never connected bigotry with economic exploitation. They have deplored prejudice, but tolerated or ignored economic injustice. But the Negro knows that these two evils have a malignant 
kinship.""
A 1963 survey conducted by the Fund for the Republic supported the 
claim that northern blacks were much more concerned about finding good 
employment than with the problems of segregation and overt discrimination. As reported by the New York Times, the conclusion of the researcher 
who conducted the survey was that the "real problem" of the northern black 
"is not racial discrimination per se but the fact that he is becoming permanently unemployed." Unskilled and semiskilled workers, the study noted, 
were being increasingly replaced by machinery. Given the new demand for 
well-educated workers, many low-income blacks were so poorly educated 
that they simply never moved far enough along in the job process even to experience overt discrimination."
As the movement's commitment to socioeconomic equity became more 
explicit, its existing emphasis on the devastating interaction between racial 
discrimination and segregation and a changing economy marked by in creasingly entrenched class divisions became more pronounced. Randolph 
expressed this position exceptionally well in his 1963 address to the AFL-CIO:


Automation is destroying tens of thousands of the unskilled and 
semi-skilled jobs to which Negroes have traditionally been relegated. Meanwhile, centuries of discrimination and exploitation 
have deprived Negro workers of the education and training required by the new skilled jobs opening up. Thus, we find that approximately 25 percent of the long-term unemployed are black 
American[s]. As unemployment becomes increasingly structural, 
the Negro is increasingly rendered economically useless.52
This situation, Randolph warned, was in danger of creating an "underclass" in American society. Similarly, King in Why We Can't Wait wrote that 
the "livelihood of millions has dwindled down to a frightening fraction because the unskilled and semi-skilled jobs they filled have disappeared under 
the magic of automation. In that separate culture of poverty where the halfeducated Negro lives, an economic depression rages today."" Likewise, Herbert Hill, the labor secretary of the NAACP, warned in 1964 of "the social 
dangers that could arise should a permanently unemployed Negro population emerge because of automation. Unless the problem is solved, Negroes, 
in desperation, may abandon their legalistic approach and challenge the fundamental structure and values of American society154
While it was widely thought that this developing underclass would be 
disproportionately black due to the factors identified above, it was also believed that, as Randolph put it, "the Negro is not alone. Many white workers also find themselves caught short by the profound transformations our 
economy is undergoing"" Consequently, movement leaders believed that 
there were practical as well as moral reasons for many whites, and particularly those within the white-dominated ranks of organized labor, to support 
the further progress of the civil rights revolution. "The Negro's increasing 
political strength and success are crystallizing public opinion in favor of action to meet the nation's pressing problems, and may well be responsible for 
major social reforms in the whole society;" wrote Whitney Young in To Be 
Equal, published in the summer of 1964. "The Negro, therefore, is going to 
pull up with him other disadvantaged Americans, including the poor 
whites."16 Or, as Randolph succinctly put it: "To discuss the civil rights revolution is therefore to write the agenda of labor's unfinished revolution ."57
Civil rights leaders aspired to build a stronger coalition among blacks, 
progressive liberals, and organized labor on the basis of a new, radicalized 
political agenda centering around such common concerns as the negative impact of automation on lower-income workers. This coalition would, it was 
hoped, be powerful enough to leverage the Democratic party into a more social democratic position and, consequently, transform it into an engine of 
needed social change.58 During 1963-1964, various policy proposals were 
presented as potential prototypes for a new Democratic agenda. In June 1963, 
for example, the NUL formally issued its Domestic Marshall Plan proposal, 
which advocated an intensive program of public, private, and philanthropic 
interventions designed to help black ghetto residents in particular advance 
quickly in the key areas of education, employment, housing, and health.59 
Similarly, although with a significantly more pronounced universalist emphasis, Rustin advocated the following "five point program" in May 1964: 
"full employment, national economic planning, worker training, federal 
subsidies for education, and a $3o billion works program to help absorb unskilled Negro labor."60 Likewise, King in Why We Can't Wait endorsed the 
NUL's Domestic Marshall Plan and additionally proposed "a broad-based 
and gigantic Bill of Rights for the Disadvantaged."61


Calls for compensatory programs and preferential policies targeted 
specifically on the black population began as early as i96i. At that year's annual NUL conference, President Whitney Young insisted: "I contend, over 
many protests, that as the Negro for over 300 years has been given the special 
consideration of exclusion, he must now be given by society special treatment, through services and opportunities, that will insure his inclusion as a 
citizen able to compete equally with others."62 Similarly, the following year, 
in an address to the Third Annual Negro American Labor Council Convention, Young argued that the "disappearance of old barriers and the establishment of new laws ... will not in and of themselves, substantially erase the 
300 years of deprivation ... unless something special happens":
I have insisted that if those who make the decisions in this country are really sincere about closing the gaps, then we must go further than fine impartiality. We must have, in fact, special 
consideration if we are to compensate for the scars left by 300 
years of deprivation, which actually represented special consideration of another type. Equality for a while, therefore, is not 
enough. We must have better schools, better teachers, better facilities, and all else being equal the Negro should be given special 
priority in employment.63
Likewise, in March 1962, Coretta Scott King, wife of Martin Luther King, 
Jr., addressing an "overflow crowd" at the Abyssinian Baptist Church in New 
York, argued that the Negroes "at the bottom of the economic scale" should be given "better than equal opportunities."64 That same year, Loren Millera prominent civil rights attorney and vice president of the NAACP-pub- 
lished an article in the Nation observing:


There is a growing cynicism about the current stress being laid on 
absolute fairness in public and private employment and in political appointments-beginning as of today. The Negro wants a little more than that. One hundred years of racial discrimination 
have produced a wide gap between him and white Americans. 
The Negro wants that gap closed in political appointments, in 
civil service, in schools and in private industry. He sees no way to 
close it unless he gets preferential treatment.65
With the notable exception of Bayard Rustin, all of the most prominent 
leaders of the Civil Rights movement supported-albeit to significantly 
greater and lesser degrees-the idea of preferential treatment for blacks. 
Young, generally considered to be the most politically conservative member 
of this group, was preferential treatment's most forceful and consistent ad- 
vocate.66 King gave the idea a strong endorsement in Why We Can't Wait.67 
Roy Wilkins, Loren Miller, and Jack Greenberg of the NAACP all supported 
it, as did James Farmer of CORE.68 Randolph felt that the whole question 
would be rendered moot with the adoption of full-employment policies, 
which, in his view, constituted an inestimably higher priority.69 Rustin, on 
the other hand, opposed preferential treatment because he felt that it would 
make too many whites feel threatened that blacks would deprive them of 
their jobs, and therefore sabotage the development of a strong, interracial labor alliance-which would, in turn, destroy the movement.70
No one, including Rustin, however, expressed the view that preferential 
policies should be opposed because they violated liberal principles of individual rights and legal neutrality. On the contrary, preferential policies were generally seen as part of a much larger program of social reforms that would make 
the attainment of meaningful civil rights for all American citizens a reality. 
Those that opposed them did so not because they were too radical. On the 
contrary, they were against them because they were not seen as an effective 
means of achieving much more ambitious goals for dramatic social change.
This is not to say that proposals such as preferential treatment were not 
extremely controversial. They were. Their opponents, however, were generally not directly involved in the Civil Rights movement. Rather, they either 
opposed the movement or-more significantly-supported the movement 
but believed that it should represent a different, and more limited, set of 
goals.


White Liberals and BlackActivists
By 1963, numerous articles were appearing that discussed the increasingly 
marked divergence between black activists and their ostensible "white liberal" allies. Although not so clearly differentiated at the time, in retrospect 
two parallel sets of developments can be traced. First, there was increasing 
cynicism regarding the extent to which the white liberals who had been so 
supportive of the movement's efforts to overturn Jim Crow in the South were 
willing to accept similar changes in the racial status quo when it would affect 
them where they lived, in other parts of the country. Second, on a more 
philosophical level, there was a growing split between those white liberals 
who accepted the redefinition of racial equity developed by the movement 
and those who rejected it as incompatible with the individualist ethic of 
American liberalism. These two developments were clearly related, in the 
sense that both had to do with the growing white realization that the Civil 
Rights movement was not simply about overturning Jim Crow in the South, 
but had much larger ambitions that would, if implemented, dramatically affect the nation as a whole. At the same time, however, these two different developments must be kept distinct, since while the first boiled down to a cynical dismissal of the integrity of the white liberals' commitment to racial 
justice, the second pointed to the importance of truly different conceptions 
of the boundaries and possibilities of American liberalism.
An article published in the January 1963 issue of the Atlantic-tellingly 
entitled "The White Liberal's Retreat"-pointed out that the same white liberals who strongly supported the movement to abolish Jim Crow in the 
South were simultaneously trying to physically separate themselves from the 
growing black populations of the central cities of the North and West. While 
working to pass laws abolishing racial discrimination in housing and education, the article noted, white liberals were also moving to the suburbs and 
placing their children in private or racially segregated public schools in 
record numbers. Consequently, the growing realization that the Civil Rights 
movement wanted to do more than simply eliminate Jim Crow laws in the 
South was generating increased hostility and resentment: "In the final analysis, a liberal, white, middle-class society wants to have change, but without 
trouble."7'
The summer 1963 issue of Dissent echoed this assessment in an article 
entitled "The Black Man's Burden: The White Liberal." "The honeymoon between white liberals and the Negroes is over;" it proclaimed. "This break has 
been growing almost in proportion to successes in integration and directaction movements." "White liberals;" it went on to explain, suffered "from one of those tenacious liberal illusions: that, contrary evidence notwithstanding, they could achieve integration at no cost or inconvenience to 
themselves (always having been better prepared for integration in the South 
than next door up North)":


They expected to achieve equality for all Americans without pain 
or strain, and then emerge as innocent as they began. But now, 
with the stumbling translation of the moral principle into a reality, they are discovering that it's going to cost and that they're 
going to have to pay too. And so the liberals are restive.... Liberals are showing signs of being just like everyone else when it's 
their neighborhood that is integrated.72
The term white backlash was coined that same summer. 73
The October 1963 cover story of Newsweek, "What the White Man 
Thinks of the Negro Revolt;" featured a Jules Feiffer cartoon that sardonically 
portrayed the white liberal disgruntlement with increased black assertiveness: "[C]ivil rights;' a representative liberal groused, "used to be so much 
more tolerable before Negroes got into it" The issue's feature article pointed 
out that while white support for legal equality was reasonably strong-8o 
percent of whites nationwide believed that the law should prohibit racial discrimination in employment, and 63 percent favored the passage of the pending civil rights bill-whites were also clearly uncomfortable with the pace 
and direction of racial change. Seventy-four percent, for example, believed 
that "Negroes are moving too fast," while 97 percent opposed the idea that 
"Negroes should get preference in job openings to make up for discrimination." In addition, racial stereotypes remained strong, with 69 percent of 
whites believing that "Negroes have looser morals," 50 percent believing that 
"Negroes have less native intelligence;" 49 percent believing that "Negroes 
want to live off the handout;" and 36 percent believing simply that "Negroes 
are inferior to whites."74
Dramatic evidence of the growing momentum of the white backlash appeared with the results of the Democratic primaries in the spring of 1964, 
when presidential candidate George Wallace-the former governor of Alabama famous for his die-hard defense of southern segregation-received 
43 percent of the vote in Maryland, 35 percent in Wisconsin, and 30 percent 
in Indiana. The strength of the Wallace vote was widely associated with urban white working-class reaction against a rising tide of black protest that, it 
seemed, threatened the insularity and security of their homes, jobs, and 
schools.75 At the same time, however, pollster Lou Harris believed that white 
middle-class suburbanites were equally reactive to black demands for change. "Fundamentally;" Harris wrote, "more than half the suburbanites felt that 
Negroes must be kept in their place. Yet they protest vigorously against 
Southern attitudes and claim they are moderate on all things, including civil 
rights." Suburban whites, Harris continued:


reflect the mood and tenor of the gentleman's agreement as applied to the Negro revolution. Most resent being called bigots and 
claim they have no sympathy for Governor Wallace-and even 
for Barry Goldwater because of his civil rights views. But suburbanites are the strong silent partner to overt anti-Negro sentiment, and could be aroused this summer and at the polls next 
November.76
By the time of the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, it was widely 
acknowledged that the rift between white expectations and black demands 
had grown very wide and would be extremely difficult to bridge. In a popular and widely noted book published that summer, Crisis in Black and White, 
author Charles Silberman flatly stated, "Myrdal was wrong. The tragedy of 
race relations in the United States is that there is no American Dilemma":
White Americans are not torn and tortured by the conflict between their devotion to the American creed and their actual behavior. They are upset by the current state of race relations, to be 
sure. But what troubles them is not that justice is being denied 
but that their peace is being shattered and their business interrupted.... Nothing less than a radical reconstruction of American society is required if the Negro is to be able to take his rightful 
place in American life.77
Similarly, David Danzig, the associate director of the American Jewish Committee and a lecturer at the Columbia University School of Social Work, 
wrote in the August 1964 issue of Commentary that "in 1964, the year of the 
Civil Rights Act, the Negro is more exposed to social reaction within the 
white communities than he has been at any time since Reconstruction." 78
As this backlash was taking place among the general public, a reaction 
against the new understanding of racial equity developed by the Civil Rights 
movement was also occurring in more rarefied circles. By early 1964, it had 
become clear to white intellectuals, activists, and other observers of the 
movement that there was a fundamental clash between the understandings 
of "civil rights" adhered to by white liberals and the "Negro movement." 
"What we have here, in effect, is a radical departure from the traditional conception of civil rights as the rights of individuals," wrote Danzig in a widely noted article in the February issue of Commentary. "This departure lies at the 
heart of the `Negro Revolution,' and may, indeed, almost be said to be that 
revolution":


The Negro has made us forcefully aware that the rights and privileges of an individual rest upon the status attained by the group to 
which he belongs-that is to say, by the power it controls and can 
use. What is now perceived as the "revolt of the Negro," amounts 
to this: the solitary Negro seeking admission into the white world 
through unusual achievement has been replaced by the organized 
Negro insisting upon a legitimate share for his group of the goods 
of American society. The white liberal, in turn, who-whether or 
not he has been fully conscious of it-has generally conceived of 
progress in race relations as the one-by-one assimilation of deserving Negroes into the larger society, finds himself confused 
and threatened by suddenly having to come to terms with an aggressive Negro community that wishes to enter it en masse.... 
Liberal opinion, in the North and the South, thus continues to 
stand upon its traditions of gradualism ... and to reject the idea 
that to help the Negro it must help the Negro community. Yet the 
fact is that the Negro belongs to an economic as well as a racial 
group.79
The following month, Commentary published an acrimonious "roundtable discussion" among Norman Podhoretz, Nathan Glazer, Sidney Hook, 
Gunnar Myrdal, and James Baldwin on the subject of "Liberalism and the 
Negro" that picked up on Danzig's major themes. Podhoretz began the discussion by explaining:
I think it may be fair to say that American liberals are by now divided into two schools of thought on what is often called the 
Negro problem.... On the one side, we have those liberals whose 
ultimate perspective on race relations ... envisions the gradual 
absorption of deserving Negroes one by one into white society... 
Over the past two or three years, however, a new school of liberal 
(or perhaps it should be called radical) thought has been developing which is based on the premise ... that "the rights and privileges of an individual rest upon the status attained by the group to 
which he belongs." From this premise certain points follow that 
are apparently proving repugnant to the traditional liberal mentality ... [which] conceives of society as being made up not of competing economic classes and ethnic groups, but rather of 
competing individuals who confront a neutral body of law and a 
neutral institutional complex.


This division, Podhoretz noted, could lead-or, perhaps, already had led"to a widening split between the Negro movement and the white liberal com- 
munity:'80
Given this situation, key movement activists, as well as some of its most 
committed outside supporters, were seriously concerned that the progressive 
thrust of the movement would founder on the shoals of white reaction and, 
simultaneously, break apart through its inability to contain the anger and 
disappointment of increasing numbers of alienated and frustrated blacks. In 
the summer 1964 issue of Dissent, Bayard Rustin, Tom Kahn (Rustin's chief 
assistant in the MOW), Norman Hill (national program director of CORE), 
Irving Howe (founder and editor of Dissent), and Michael Harrington (author of The Other America) discussed these concerns and what could be done 
to address them. All agreed that because "the demand for Negro rights is 
deeply related to problems of the economic structure" that affected not only 
blacks but society at large, the crucial project was to develop a broad-based, 
interracial movement committed to a social democratic agenda-"ques- 
tions," as Rustin put it, "like total employment, limited planning, work training within planning, and a public works program.""I
The stakes, all agreed, were enormously high. Kahn contended:
[T] he consequences of failure of the Negro movement would really be catastrophic. If you take automation and technological 
change into account, and if the rate of Negro displacement 
through automation continues, you get a picture of a class-color 
society. This will provide the basis for all kinds of extremely reactionary political developments.
Similarly, Harrington stated that "we're not talking about the Negro question, we're talking about the American question":
If the American labor movement continues to take the John L. 
Lewis approach to automation, that is, to bid farewell to the 
workers who are kicked out, to re-form their organizations on a 
narrow but highly-skilled, fairly well-paid base, to accept a 
smaller role in the society but to keep their structure intact on 
that base, then you can say that instead of an alliance there will 
probably be a war between white and black at the bottom of 
American society. Second, if the American labor movement does that ... neither [it] nor any force for social change will be able to 
answer any of the questions, the automation question, the school 
question, the hospital question, the whole shooting match.


Even more broadly, as Kahn perceptively argued: "The liberal ideology spreads 
over the country but at the same time, underneath, certain regressive trends 
are going on that clash with it.... it is bad to have so much activity without 
visible results, because the democratic ethic may suffer from the disillusion- 
ment."82
Despite such concerns, the level of optimism among those committed 
to the further expansion of the Civil Rights movement remained fairly 
strong. Harrington, for example, believed that "the trade-union movement, 
out of its self-interest more than concern for the Negro, will be forced to start 
doing some things that will move it into a position of alliance with the Negroes." Similarly, Rustin and others believed that the movement had generated the political momentum necessary to allow for the effective organization of a broad coalition of blacks, progressive trade unionists, white liberals, 
religious leaders, students, and the poor around issues such as full employ- 
ment.83 As Danzig put it, "[T]he Negro movement today provides the only 
likely center around which a new coalition might be created to fill the current political vacuum."84
Civil Rights and Social Justice
By the early i96os, it was widely recognized that there was a deep and growing rift between the black-led movement for social change and the white majority's commitment to maintaining the racial status quo outside of the Jim 
Crow South. At the same time, it was similarly recognized that very different 
understandings of the meaning of liberal politics had emerged and come 
into open conflict with one another. Although these realizations crystallized 
during the 1963-1964 period, it would be a mistake to view them as indicators that the Civil Rights movement had suddenly taken on a radically new 
direction or broken decisively with its earlier orientation. All of the major 
factors that contributed to the movement's race- and class-conscious politics-the commitment to an empowered African-American identity, the vision of a truly integrated society, the analysis of the combined effects of automation and racial discrimination outside of the South, and the advocacy 
of a broad social democratic agenda-had been articulated by movement 
leaders since the mid-1950s. Given the movement's day-to-day absorption in the battle to defeat Jim Crow in the South, however, its larger aspirations did 
not become evident to outside observers until it achieved a higher degree of 
national prominence following the Birmingham campaign and the March 
on Washington in 1963.


This is not to say that the politics of the movement did not evolve over 
time. Of course, they did. Movement leaders' promotion of preferential or 
affirmative action policies, for example, did not begin until i96i. Such developments can be seen, however, as logical outgrowths of a broader set of 
political commitments, which centered around the interrelated goals of 
racial and class equity. The general outlines of the movement's transformative democratic vision were apparent from the beginning, at least to those 
who took the time to look beyond the scope of immediate events to consider 
the larger structure of political thought that permeated the public statements 
of key activists and leaders. While the precise contours of the movement's 
goals changed over time, they never entailed a break with the broader political vision that had animated it since its inception.
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If a society is interested in stability, it should either not make promises 
or it should keep them.
-Bayard Rustin, "A Way Out of the Exploding Ghetto," 1967
 


7
The Broken Promise of Liberal Revolution
During the fleeting historical moment of 1964-1965, there was a fairly widespread and quite palpable hope that the forces of mainstream liberal reformism could join together with those of the Civil Rights movement to 
form a strong political coalition capable of propelling America into a new era 
of racial equality and social justice. Although public discussion of a growing rift between white liberals and black activists was well established by 
1964, President Lyndon B. Johnson's landslide victory that November, combined with his highly publicized call for a national commitment to ending 
poverty and racial inequality, suggested that a reinvigorated Democratic 
party could lead the country toward the new vision of social liberalism inspired by the Civil Rights movement.' During this short period, the promise 
of a peaceful, progressive liberal revolution, in which America would transform itself in order to fully realize its innate potential, was repeatedly made 
to an apparently receptive public by the highest political authority in the 
land.
It quickly became apparent, however, that this liberal revolution had 
been promised without any sense of how difficult it would be to achieve. Shortly after the War on Poverty was launched, it was criticized as being far 
too timid to achieve the changes that it had promised (a charge that all students of the subject have since agreed was correct). Even as government officials were attempting to expand the War on Poverty, and other, more radical proposals were being made, it quickly became evident that even the 
less-than-adequate programs that existed were rapidly losing political support.


A number of factors rapidly emerged that dramatically changed the prevailing political climate. First, the eruption of the Watts riot in August 1965 
abruptly wrenched the focus of racial issues from the Jim Crow South to the 
urban ghettos in the rest of the country. While forcing a hurried government 
response, this and the many other urban disorders of the next several years 
intensified an already existing white backlash and caused moderates to pull 
back from civil rights issues. Second, the rapid escalation of the Vietnam War 
that began in 1965 not only drained attention and funds from domestic issues, but created deep divisions among social liberals while fiercely radicalizing the New Left. Finally, the sudden intensification of radical politics 
represented by the increasingly "revolutionary" New Left and the newly 
emergent Black Power movement reinforced a growing public desire for the 
restoration of "law and order," while subjecting both Civil Rights movement 
leaders and their Democratic supporters to incendiary attacks.
Hemorrhaging support from the middle while being denounced by the 
Left, the formerly optimistic forces of social liberalism found themselves in 
a state of tremendous anxiety and uncertainty. By 1967, it was clear that a 
new American dilemma had emerged which dwarfed the old Myrdalian paradigm of the 1940s. On the one hand, it was widely believed that the political ante had been permanently raised: nothing less than the dual abolition of 
poverty and racial discrimination, it was insisted, could resolve the nation's 
racial problems. On the other hand, it had become equally clear that the political tide was turning away from any serious attempt to fulfill such an ambitious promise. Consequently, social liberals turned to an apocalyptic jeremiad that counterposed a continued commitment to their agenda against an 
impending threat of democratic collapse. If America did not make good on 
its promises now, it was repeatedly claimed, then the liberal values that constituted the heart of the nation's political culture would be tragically violated 
and perhaps even destroyed.
The events of 1968-which included the assassinations of Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and Senator Robert F. Kennedy, an intensified wave of ghetto riots, 
the radicalization of the New Left and Black Power movements, and street 
fighting at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago-deepened this sense of jeopardy. Many social liberals (among others) believed that the 
country was polarizing between the Right and the Left, and that if this dynamic were not soon arrested, a dangerous tide of political reaction would 
undoubtedly sweep the nation. Although no such extreme outcome occurredthe United States did not, as many feared (and some radical elements 
hoped), turn to either racial warfare, revolution, or fascism-the election of 
President Richard Nixon was widely perceived as a decisive shift to the right. 
Consequently, while many advocates of social liberalism continued to hold 
the course, there was a newfound and growing perception that they represented an agenda that had, depending on the perspective, either been defeated or been proven wrong-but one which, in any event, had failed to 
pass successfully through a particularly crucial political juncture.


Although important elements of the old agenda survived, albeit in a 
modified and truncated form (most commonly, shifting to the elite world of 
the courts and bureaucracies, where controversial initiatives were shielded 
from electoral politics), the sense of expansive optimism that had existed in 
1964 had been lost by 1968. Although other, equally important political 
movements would develop during the next several years-women's liberation, gay rights, and a variety of racial and ethnic identity movements-the 
specific variety of social liberalism that had been developed by the Civil 
Rights movement and to a significant extent embraced by the Johnson administration had lost its momentum. Consequently, while many important 
political and legal reforms were pursued in a variety of other, often-related 
arenas, the central goals of dismantling de facto segregation and eradicating 
poverty had been essentially defeated in the realm of national electoral politics. Both had become bound up with a newly potent form of racial politics 
that would, beginning with the 1968 election, play an increasingly important 
role in leveraging a more and more conservative Republican party into the 
White House and, more broadly, creating the conditions under which a powerful new conservative movement could emerge.
The Promise of Liberal Revolution
During the brief period sandwiched between President Johnson's landslide 
victory in 1964 and the congressional elections of 1966, the prospect of uniting the forces represented by the Civil Rights movement, the labor movement, social liberals, and the social democratic Left in a powerful coalition 
capable of progressively transforming American politics appeared to be exceptionally bright. The trajectories of the Civil Rights movement and the re formist wing of the Democratic party appeared to be, if not merging together, at least converging to the point where a symbiotic transformation of 
both could be envisioned. The movement, it was thought, could gain direct 
access to institutional power, while the party, finally freed from the constricting influence of the southern Democrats, would realign itself to represent a broader constituency including not only labor and liberals, but also 
minorities, the poor, and the non-Communist Left. With such a development, it was imagined, the social liberal agenda could begin a concentrated 
process of implementation.


Two key statements made in 1965 best encapsulate this significant, if 
short-lived, moment in American politics. These are Bayard Rustin's "From 
Protest to Politics;" published in Commentary in February, and President 
Johnson's Howard University speech, delivered in June of that year. Widely 
read and discussed at the time, both were commonly recognized as signature 
statements that symbolized the hope that an ambitious period of political reform was about to begin.
The central significance of "From Protest to Politics" lay in its confident 
announcement that just as the Civil Rights movement had shifted into a new, 
more complicated, and ambitious phase, so America at large had turned the 
corner to find itself confronting a new era of political challenge and opportunity. After Birmingham, Rustin wrote, it was clear that the movement was 
not only committed to "the concept of collective struggle over individual advancement;" but that "the single-issue demands" of the movement's earlier 
"classical stage" had given way to the "package deal": "No longer were Negroes satisfied with integrating lunch counters. They now sought advances 
in employment, housing, school integration, police protection, and so forth" 
throughout the nation, not simply in the South.2
Of course, Rustin's argument that the Civil Rights movement needed to 
insist that issues of "social and economic welfare are inextricably entangled 
with Civil Rights" did not represent a substantively new position, as both he 
and other movement leaders had been making similar claims since at least 
the mid-195os. By 1965, however, it appeared that the time was ripe to assert 
that the movement had exited its intital stage, when it had focused on the 
battle to destroy Jim Crow, and entered a distinctively new political era.3 The 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 had been a historic turning point, effectively abolishing de jure segregation and tremendously expanding the 
power of the federal government to prosecute discriminatory activity in both 
the public and private sectors.4 Although what would soon become the 
equally historic Voting Rights Act of 1965 had not yet been introduced in 
Congress (Johnson would do so on March 17), the SCLC, under King's lead ership, had begun the Selma, Alabama, campaign to force the issue forward. 
Further, the political climate in Congress remained exceptionally favorable 
to the passage of new civil rights legislation.


"The 1964 election," Rustin wrote, "marked a turning point in American 
politics "5 The sweeping Democratic victories that occurred at both the presidential and congressional levels, he argued, represented a "majority liberal 
consensus" whose strength could be expanded if the party seized the opportunity to move further to the left, which would enable it to form a new coalition including previously marginalized and inactive low-income voters. Such 
a coalition, Rustin claimed, would be more stable than the one that elected 
Johnson, since it would drive both Dixiecrats and transient refugees from the 
specter of Goldwaterism out of the party ("Big Business being the major example"). This refashioned Democratic party, Rustin claimed, would have the 
strength and vision to "set fundamental changes in motion" aimed at nothing less than "a refashioning of our political economy" around objectives 
such as "full employment, abolition of slums, the reconstruction of our educational system, [and] new definitions of work and leisure." "The Negro's 
struggle for equality in America is essentially revolutionary," Rustin approvingly noted, as it required "the qualitative transformation of fundamental institutions, more or less rapidly, to the point where the social and economic 
structure which they comprised can no longer be said to be the same."o
President Johnson's Howard University speech employed similar language of revolutionary transformation.' "Nothing is more freighted with 
meaning for our own destiny than the revolution of the Negro American," 
stated Johnson. Revolution, in Johnson's terms, referred to a process by which 
"men charged with hope ... reach for the newest of weapons to realize the 
oldest of dreams; that each may walk in freedom and pride, stretching his talents, enjoying the fruits of the earth." Whereas Rustin spoke strategically of 
forming a political coalition capable of carrying this revolution forward, 
Johnson-in keeping with the logic of the Myrdalian paradigm- suggested 
that the common conscience of the nation, once aroused, would not rest until this vision was realized. "The voice of the Negro was the call to action;" the 
president stated. "But it is a tribute to America that, once aroused, the courts 
and the Congress, the President and most of the people, have been the allies 
of progress 78
The Civil Rights movement, in other words, had succeeded in invoking 
a common ideal that demanded to resolve the one great contradiction of the 
nation, that is, the discriminatory treatment historically accorded the 
African-American minority. Johnson concluded his speech with the following exhortation:


From the first, this has been a land of towering expectations. It 
was to be a nation where each man could be ruled by the common consent of all-enshrined in law, given life by institutions, 
guided by men themselves subject to its rule. And all-all of 
every station and origin-would be touched equally in obligation 
and in liberty.... This is American justice. We have pursued it 
faithfully to the edge of our imperfections. And we have failed to 
find it for the American Negro.
It is the glorious opportunity of this generation to end the 
one huge wrong of the American Nation and, in so doing, to find 
America for ourselves, with the same immense thrill of discovery 
which gripped those who first began to realize that here, at last, 
was a home for freedom.9
The president's expansive rhetoric in this speech matched that of his earlier announcements of his vision of the Great Society, as well as what would 
quickly become its most controversial component, the War on Poverty. "The 
Great Society," Johnson explained to University of Michigan students in 
1964, "rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end to poverty 
and racial injustice, to which we are totally committed in our time. But this 
is just the beginning":
The Great Society is a place where every child can find knowledge 
to enrich his mind and enlarge his talents.... It is a place where 
man can renew contact with nature.... It is a place where men 
are more concerned with the quality of their goals than the quantity of their goods. But most of all, the Great Society is not a safe 
harbor, a resting place, a final objective, a finished work. It is a 
challenge constantly renewed, beckoning us toward a destiny 
where the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous products 
of our labor.
"For better or for worse," Johnson concluded, "your generation has been appointed by history to deal with those problems and to lead America toward 
a new age. You have the chance never before afforded to any people in any 
age. You can help build a society where the demands of morality, and the 
needs of the spirit, can be realized in the life of the nation." 10
Whatever their specific substantive differences, both Rustin and Johnson forcefully projected a powerful image of a peaceful, progressive, and, 
above all, liberal revolution. This revolution would simultaneously liberate a 
historically oppressed group; uplift other, similarly disadvantaged Ameri cans; and establish the quintessentially liberal right of every individual, as 
Johnson put it, "to be treated in every part of our national life as a person 
equal in dignity and promise to all others"1 In this optimistic moment, 
there was no perceived contradiction in proposing a political agenda that 
prominently featured policies targeted to benefit a particular racial group, 
reforms designed to help all disadvantaged Americans, pragmatic coalition 
building, and fundamental American values. American liberalism, in other 
words, could commit itself to addressing inequities of both race and poverty 
and still flourish and prosper politically.


(Under)Estimating the Costs of Liberal Reform
While the Civil Rights movement had long seen the goals of eradicating 
poverty and racial inequality as inextricably linked, the more mainstream 
perspective of postwar liberalism traditionally understood them as separate. 
Even in 1964, when the policy foundations for the War on Poverty were first 
being laid, racial inequality was widely seen as a peculiarly southern prob- 
lem,12 and poverty as an issue that had no strong connection with race.13 
This perspective began to change rapidly, however, during the period immediately following the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As it became 
increasingly clear that even such monumental legislation was not going to 
solve the problem of racial inequality and that the most pressing problems 
facing African Americans had at least as much to do with matters of education, poverty, employment, and housing as with matters of de jure segregation and discrimination, the formerly separable issues of race and poverty 
began to overlap and merge.
Johnson's Howard University speech was a milestone in this evolution. 
Like Rustin, Johnson portrayed the ongoing struggle to achieve a true measure of civic equality for black citizens as having entered a new phase that 
would require a direct attack on entrenched patterns of socioeconomic inequality. Using words that would later become touchstones in controversies 
over the legitimacy of a variety of civil rights-related initiatives (alternatively 
characterized as an inspiring imperative toward racial justice or a disastrous 
departure from true liberal principles), Johnson stated:
You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by 
chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race 
and then say, "you are free to compete with all the others;" and 
still justly believe that you have been completely fair.... This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for Civil Rights. 
We seek not just freedom but opportunity-not just legal equity 
but human ability-not just equality as a right and a theory but 
equality as a fact and as a result.14


Stating that major obstacles were preventing this more-expansive conception of civic equality from being realized, Johnson went on to detail the 
ways in which the socioeconomic status of the majority of the black population (which stood outside of the growing, yet relatively minute black middle class) was, contrary to all expectations, actually declining. 15 While, the 
president stated, the full complex of factors that explained this development 
remained unknown, the two most central were clear. One was that a large 
number of blacks-like many others-were "trapped in inherited, gateless 
poverty." The other, he asserted, was the unique set of problems that afflicted 
the black community due to the "devastating heritage of long years of slavery; and a century of oppression, hatred and injustice." Here, while Johnson 
pointed to such things as the erosion of hope and the pain inflicted by 
racism, he added that perhaps "the most important" problem was "the 
breakdown of the Negro family structure." 16
The first factor cited by Johnson reflected the belief, then dominant 
among postwar liberals, that the reason that certain segments of the population (poor whites in Appalachia being the favorite example during the early 
i96os) had not benefited from the postwar boom was that they lived in a socially isolated "culture of poverty" that prevented them from gaining the 
skills, habits, and attitudes needed to achieve economic success. The second 
point regarding the specificity of black poverty was part of what would soon 
become the infamous Moynihan report ("The Negro Family: The Case for 
National Action")." Together, they represented the view that the best way to 
eradicate poverty and racial inequality in America was to supplement the already established War on Poverty program with specific initiatives designed 
to strengthen the structure of the black family.
At first, this new policy position seemed to dovetail quite well with the 
agenda of the Civil Rights movement. The White House had sought and obtained approval of the Howard speech from Martin Luther King, Jr., Roy 
Wilkins, and Whitney Young before it was delivered. The initial reactions of 
these and other prominent movement leaders to the speech had been consistently positive.11 Around the middle of 1965, however, it started to become 
clear that the movement and the administration were at odds on the key 
questions of what the central causes of poverty were and what it would cost 
the government to eradicate it.


The dominant view within the administration was that poverty was primarily a problem of human capital development.19 If certain groups were 
unnecessarily trapped in a self-perpetuating culture of poverty, it was believed, this vicious cycle could be broken by providing additional education, 
job training, and counseling, which would equip the poor with the confidence and skills needed to compete successfully in the labor market. Correspondingly, the policy initiatives that constituted the War on Poverty legislation were built around a service strategy of human capital development, 
rather than direct job creation or income-maintenance programs 2°
In contrast, both prominent Civil Rights movement leaders and social 
democratic intellectuals tended to see poverty as a structural problem. Not 
only did the labor market not provide enough good jobs to lift the entire 
able-bodied population out of poverty, they believed, but other structural 
barriers, such as discrimination and inadequate education, kept the poor 
from being able to take full advantage of the jobs that were there. Consequently, these figures largely tended to advocate alternative policies, such as 
an expansion of public sector jobs and a guaranteed minimum income 21
In keeping with this basic difference of opinion regarding the causes of 
poverty, the Johnson administration and the Civil Rights movement leadership were also divided over the question of the magnitude of public resources that would have to be dedicated to the War on Poverty if it were to 
be won. When the program was initially launched in 1964, Johnson and other 
key government players had assumed that "winning" would be relatively 
easy; correspondingly, they believed that it would not cost a great deal of 
money. This perspective was exemplified by the early publication of such 
self-confident tracts as "We Can Win the War on Poverty" and "Why the 
Poverty Program Is a Low-Cost Program."22
Two interrelated factors best explain this sort of now-inconceivable confidence. First, the nation was in the midst of the golden age of postwar affluence, and it seemed that it could well afford to be boldly experimental and 
generously idealistic. In a time when the federal government had surplus 
funds even as it cut taxes, it appeared that the United States could certainly 
manage to eradicate what was regarded as a few remaining vestiges of 
poverty.23 Second, faith in the ability of social scientists and policymakers to 
enact successful reforms was at an all-time high. The triumph of Keynesianism seemed permanent; the economy, the cognoscenti believed, could now 
be managed to produce a steady state of growth. If economists had succeeded 
in solving such a world-historical puzzle as how to control the boom-andbust cycles of modern capitalism, then, many assumed, surely social scientists could solve the seemingly archaic problem of residual poverty.24


Prominent social democratic intellectuals such as Michael Harrington, 
however, were quick to charge that the War on Poverty was both inadequately conceived and underfunded. The editor of one collection of critical 
essays published in 1965 offered the following anecdote to illustrate the differences at issue:
Harrington delights in telling the story of his first visit to Sargent 
Shriver after the latter had been designated chief of the War on 
Poverty. Shriver asked Harrington what he thought of the assignment. Said Harrington, "It's nickels and dimes in the poverty program." Shriver stared at him. "Mr. Harrington;" he replied, 
"perhaps you've spent a billion dollars before, but this is my first 
time around." ... Yet Harrington's wry response cannot be gainsaid, for public assistance alone accounts for some $5-6 billion, 
while OASDI [old age, survivors, and disability insurance; the official name for Social Security] and unemployment insurance require about $18 billion of outlays. One can hardly expect that a 
billion dollars a year will cure wounds for which band-aid treatment has cost more than twenty times that much.25
Although poverty warriors such as Shriver quickly came to agree with this 
assessment, realizing that their goals were much more daunting than had 
been originally supposed, additional funding proved difficult to come by, 
primarily due to the escalating costs of the Vietnam War and the increasingly 
conservative climate within Congress.26
Leading Civil Rights movement figures were quick to propose much 
more costly and ambitious alternatives to the War on Poverty. In late 1965, A. 
Philip Randolph called for a "Freedom Budget" of $10o billion to address 
problems of poverty and unemployment; one year later, a detailed proposal 
was submitted to the White House. Insisting that the problem of poverty had 
to be understood "in terms of the national economy, and not only in terms 
of the personal characteristics of the poor;'27 the Freedom Budget prioritized 
the goal of full employment through extensive government planning and 
called for federal expenditures of $18.5 billion a year for the next ten years. 
(Although hearings were held on the proposal in Congress, it was never 
taken seriously by the federal government and was consequently ignored.)28
If significant differences existed among members of the erstwhile social 
liberal coalition regarding the question of the nature of poverty and how best 
to combat it, however, they paled in comparison to the furor that broke out 
over the Moynihan report, which had provided the basis for Johnson's proposal to attempt to strengthen the black family in his Howard University speech.29 Written by Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
in March 1965,30 the primary purpose of the report was to persuade government officials that civil rights laws were an insufficient means of addressing 
the problem of racial inequality and that an intensive, long-term commitment to improving conditions in the urban ghetto should be a national policy priority.31 Although in this sense fully in line with the basic social liberal 
agenda, the report quickly came to be considered a reactionary ruse designed 
to block further progress and was resoundingly denounced by left-ofcenter forces, including, most notably, the Civil Rights movement leadership 
and other prominent black political figures.


As Rainwater and Yancey demonstrate, a combination of political ineptitude and combustible circumstances caused the report to become coded as 
a new conservative manifesto that claimed that the problems of the urban 
ghetto were caused, purely and simply, by the "pathological" culture of lowerclass blacks.32 As national attention suddenly became riveted on the black 
ghetto as a result of the Watts riot in August 1965, prominent conservatives 
adopted the report and used it as a vehicle to advance their own, quite particular interpretations of it. In one especially influential newspaper column, 
political commentators Roland Evans and Robert Novak wrote:
Weeks before the Negro ghetto of Los Angeles erupted in violence, intense debate over how to handle such racial powder kegs 
was under way deep inside the Johnson administration. The pivot 
of this debate: The Moynihan Report, a much-suppressed, muchleaked Labor Department document which strips away the usual 
equivocations and exposes the ugly truth about the big-city 
Negro's plight.... [Moynihan] wondered, for instance, why in a 
time of decreasing unemployment, the plight of the urban Negro 
was getting worse-not better. His answer ... the breakdown of 
the Negro family.
In conclusion, they darkly warned that "preferential treatment" for African 
Americans loomed on the horizon ("a solution far afield from the American 
dream") since, unlike Jews, blacks did not have the capacity to move ahead 
in society once discriminatory barriers were removed.33
Such statements served to spread the erroneous claim that the official 
government explanation for the Watts riot was the cultural deficiency of the 
black family. The original report had, in fact, stressed that unemployment, 
poverty, discrimination, and an inadequate wage structure formed the "economic roots of the problem." The Johnson administration did absolutely 
nothing, however, to counter the building mischaracterization of the report. This inaction reinforced the belief that the conservative construction of the 
report was in fact an accurate portrait of the administration's position.34


Consequently, by the fall of 1965, prominent black activists and intellectuals began to attack the report. In a widely read article published in the Nation, for example, CORE activist William Ryan warned that the Moynihan 
report was providing "fat fodder" for a "new racist ideology." "Unemployment, the new ideologists tell us, results from the breakdown of Negro family life; poor education of Negroes results from `cultural deprivation'; the 
slum conditions endured by so many Negro families is the result of lack of 
`acculturation' of Southern rural migrants." Similarly, former CORE president James Farmer editorialized that the report "has been specifically hailed 
by the American right wing and is currently being used to `explain away' the 
Negro Revolution as the hysterical outburst of a mentally unbalanced sub- 
culture."35
The report's implicit assumption that, as CORE director Floyd McKissick 
put it, "middle class American values are the correct ones for everyone in 
America" was roundly attacked. Farmer, for example, scathingly noted: 
"Nowhere does Moynihan suggest that there maybe something wrong in an 
`orderly and normal' white family structure that is weaned on race hatred 
and passes the word `nigger' from generation to generation." Similarly, Whitney Young insisted that "one can't talk about the pathologies of Negroes 
without talking about the pathologies of white society. If Negroes are sick socially, then whites are sick morally." Even staunch coalitionists such as Rustin 
joined in, arguing that "what may seem to be a disease to the white middle 
class may be a healthy adaptation to the Negro lower class."36
In this acrimonious climate, the Johnson administration and Civil 
Rights movement leadership, in conjunction with a variety of academic, 
business, and labor notables, were attempting to plan a special White House 
conference, "To Fulfill These Rights;" which would lay out a blueprint for 
achieving the goals outlined in the Howard speech. When the conference occurred in June 1966, however-exactly one year after it had been announced 
in what seemed to be such promising terms-it proved to be a total flop. 
Many who attended stridently denounced the whole exercise as a farce, and 
even its supporters felt demoralized by the experience.37
While the poisonous climate that had come to surround the Moynihan 
report played a major role in what was commonly acknowledged to be a 
failed conference,38 other factors were at work as well. For one, the escalation 
of the Vietnam War was by this time well under way.39 Although the war was 
not yet a centrally divisive question,40 particularly on the terrain of race and 
civil rights issues, it was prominent enough to reinforce growing divides be tween activists who believed that it was necessary to work with the Democratic party and those who thought that the party had proved itself to be untrustworthy and that it was necessary to go it alone 41 By this time, it had also 
become apparent to everyone that the war was rapidly draining the time, energy, and resources of the administration away from questions of domestic 
reform, including both civil rights and the War on Poverty. This realization 
reinforced widespread feelings of frustration and disillusionment.42


The reverberating shock of the Watts riot further exacerbated these 
problems. Having taken both the Johnson administration and the Civil Rights 
movement completely off guard, Watts left each in a newly defensive and insecure position. Many Democratic politicians believed that Watts had made 
close association with the black movement a political liability. Consequently, 
they shifted to a more cautious posture on civil rights and related issues.43 At 
the same time, Watts demoralized the Civil Rights movement by bluntly 
demonstrating how little contact it had with the urban ghetto, let alone leadership within it.44 Consequently, just as movement activists were feeling an 
intensified sense of urgency regarding the need to find a way to address the 
problems of the ghetto, the national political climate was shifting in a more 
conservative direction, away from grand plans of domestic reform.
Radicalism and Reaction
During the same period that prominent social liberals such as Bayard Rustin 
were hoping for a convergence of the Civil Rights movement and the reformist wing of the Democratic party, other, more radical activists were 
coming to view this agenda with intense suspicion and hostility. Instead of 
seeing such a development as a promising opening toward positive social 
change, prominent activists associated with the New Left and Black Power 
movements believed that the Civil Rights movement was being coopted by 
liberal forces that stood opposed to anything but politics as usual-with, 
perhaps, a few token concessions thrown in to defuse demands for more serious political action. Consequently, by the time that Rustin published 
"From Protest to Politics" in 1965, his call for a commitment to "coalition 
politics" was greeted with widespread hostility in radical circles.45 The dominant position among both white and black radicals was that it was futile to 
try to change the political system from within. Although some hope that it 
could be successfully pressured from without remained up through the mid- 
196os, by 1967 the common call emanating from a wide variety of radical 
camps was for nothing less than "revolution"-a complete and transforma tive overturning of the established order in all realms of political, economic, 
and social life.


During 1965-1967, the white-dominated New Left, led by the Students 
for a Democratic Society (SDS), went through an extremely rapid ideological transformation as it rejected liberal politics and searched for a better alternative. What was needed, it was widely believed, was a systemic way of explaining why the country faced such seemingly intractable problems of 
racism and poverty at home, while being increasingly committed to a senseless and destructive war abroad. Such an explanation was rapidly developed: 
American liberalism, it was argued, represented a monolithic system of 
racist, capitalist imperialism, whose internal logic necessarily generated the 
problems wracking the nation.46 With this basic ideology in place, the radicalization of New Left leaders produced by the escalation of the Vietnam War 
rapidly resulted in a revolutionary demand to destroy "the system" at all 
costs. Consequently, liberals of all stripes-but particularly the social liberals who had formerly been seen as important, if overly conservative, allieswere denounced as wolves in sheep's clothing, defenders of an evil system 
that could not be improved by merely reformist measures.
"Liberals," Stanley Aronowitz wrote in 1967:
want to find a way to negotiate America out of the war in Vietnam ... and out of racial "chaos" at home without surrendering 
white corporate power. The radical answer to liberalism is that it 
can't be done. American intervention abroad has solid economic 
and political roots in the corporate capitalist system and so does 
black oppression at home.47
Racial inequality was not, in this view, an internal contradiction of liberalism that had to be rooted out so that American society could at last realize its 
true potential. Rather, it was a necessary by-product of a capitalist, imperialist monolith that could not be eradicated without destroying the system itself. Similarly, the Vietnam War was not a mistake, but a logical necessity: the 
foreign equivalent of domestic racism. This understanding of the relationship between race and liberalism allowed the two key political issues of black 
liberation and the Vietnam War to be fused into a single problematic. As 
prominent New Left intellectual Staughton Lynd wrote in 1967, the movement had "redefined itself as a movement against racist capitalist imperialism at home and abroad."48
The New Left's shift in ideology and rhetoric was matched by an escalation of disruptive and increasingly violent actions. During 1968-1969, the 
New Left claimed responsibility for well over one hundred campus bomb ings, attempted bombings, and cases of arson nationwide, aiming at such diverse targets as Reserve Officers' Training Corps (ROTC) buildings, high 
schools, and electrical towers. Many young radicals, caught up in the thrall 
of revolutionary fantasies, outraged by the horrors of war abroad and the injustices of racism at home, shocked by the murders of Martin Luther King 
and presidential candidate Senator Robert Kennedy, and in awe of the revolutionary elan displayed by a new generation of black radicals (the Black 
Panther party in particular) came to glorify and romanticize violence as the 
only means capable of destroying racist, capitalist, imperialist Amerika." 
Notably, this turn toward violence also embodied an important gender dimension, as many men-as well as some women-sought to embody the 
idealized image of the tough, fearless, macho revolutionary outlaw.49


The general public was repelled. Patriotic bumper stickers proliferated 
that summarized the widespread public disgust with anti-American radicalism of all stripes: "America: Love It or Leave it," they sneered. Class resentments fanned the flames of a growing conservative backlash, as workingclass whites lashed back at the relatively elite college-educated radicals who 
were denouncing them as "racists" and "pigs." This dynamic reached an 
apotheosis at the 1968 Chicago Democratic National Convention, where 
middle-class protesters were shocked to find themselves brutally attacked by 
working-class policemen-often of more or less the same age-who, with 
the blessings of Mayor Richard Daley's administration, let loose with billy 
clubs and tear gas, backed up with the very visible threat of guns. As Americans watched the once proudly liberal Democratic party impotently presiding over a frighteningly violent political spectacle, many came to the conclusion that Democrats were incapable of governing themselves, let alone the 
nation.50
During the same period that the white New Left was developing its attack on liberalism, key forces of black protest were undergoing a parallel 
process of radicalization. This new movement in African-American politics 
was loosely organized around the concept of "black power;" a highly controversial term that emerged suddenly onto the American political scene when 
Stokley Carmichael succeeded in making it the rallying cry of the Meredith 
March through Mississippi in 1966.51 By 1967, what can be loosely referred to 
as the Black Power movement was widely seen as having eclipsed the Civil 
Rights movement, which remained stymied by the overwhelmingly difficult 
task of extending its operations out of the South to include the rest of the nation. Embraced by a wide variety of black activists and organizations, this 
new movement contained a variety of competing political philosophies and 
agendas.52 Its dominant public image, however, was very much determined by its more radical, revolutionary wing, which, like the post-1966 New Left, 
was deeply hostile to all forms of liberalism.


Consequently, social liberals found themselves doubly attacked from the 
Left. Black Power advocates repeatedly attacked their ideas and practices as 
inherently reactionary and racially oppressive. In their well-known 1967 
work, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America, Stokley Carmichael 
and Charles V. Hamilton denounced the entire concept of integration as 
"despicable;" arguing that "it is based on complete acceptance of the fact that 
in order to have a decent house or education, black people must move into 
a white neighborhood or send their children to a white school.... `integration' is a subterfuge for the maintenance of white supremacy." The Civil 
Rights movement's philosophy of nonviolence had "for the masses of black 
people ... resulted in virtually nothing." The tactic of pursuing coalitions between blacks and like-minded liberals and parts of the labor movement was 
doomed to fail, as "at bottom, those groups accept the American system and 
want only-if at all-to make peripheral, marginal reforms in it. Such reforms are inadequate to rid the society of racism." Democratic social welfare 
programs typified the inadequacies of liberal reform. "Any federal program 
conceived with black people in mind is doomed if blacks do not control it;" 
Carmichael and Hamilton argued. "It is our hope that the day may soon 
come when black people will reject federal funds because they have understood that these programs are geared to pacification rather than to genuine 
solutions."33
Black Power, however, was mild stuff compared to the inflammatory 
rhetoric that prominent movement figures such as Carmichael (whose radicalism quickly escalated following the publication of Black Power), H. Rap 
Brown, Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and Eldridge Cleaver began to issue. 
"When you talk of Black Power;" stated Carmichael in 1966, "you talk about 
bringing this country to its knees. When you talk of Black Power, you talk of 
building a movement that will smash everything Western civilization has cre- 
ated."54 The following year, SNCC chairman H. Rap Brown stated that the 
anniversary of the Watts riot should be commemorated as the day that "the 
blacks of Watts picked up their guns to fight for their freedom. That was our 
Declaration of Independence, and we signed it with Molotov cocktails and 
rifles." During the Detroit riot of 1967-which left 43 dead, 7,000 arrested, 
1,300 buildings destroyed, and 2,700 businesses looted-he threatened that 
"if America doesn't come around, we're going to burn it down." During the 
same year, Newton wrote: "Only with the power of the gun can the black 
masses halt the terror and brutality perpetuated against them by the armed 
racist power structure." Given the rapidly escalating number of ghetto riots during the time-43 in 1966, 164 in 1967, and 125 in 1968-such statements 
appeared to many to represent a real threat (or, to some radical elements, 
hope) of full-blown domestic insurrection.55


As in the case of the New Left, the national media focused heavily on a 
relatively small number of particularly telegenic individuals, anointing them 
as "movement leaders" and endlessly repeating their most shocking statements. In 1967, for example, Time magazine, in an article entitled "Civil 
Rights: The New Racism" (with the photo caption "Does Black Power ... 
mean white blood?"), quoted CORE director Floyd McKissick as stating that 
"the greatest hypocrisy we have is the Statue of Liberty. We ought to break 
the young lady's legs and point her to Mississippi."56 This media sensationalism created a negative dynamic within the movement, as it encouraged the 
growth of revolutionary fantasies and extremist tactics at the expense of 
more considerate-but less attention-getting-programs for political change. 
The resultant escalation of revolutionary posturing corresponded directly to 
a loss of political effectiveness at the organizational and local levels, where 
committed but less-prominent activists found themselves struggling with increasing internal divisions, external hostilities, and out-flowing resources.57
This situation further undermined political support for social liberalism, which was rapidly becoming linked in the public mind with what was 
widely understood as anti-American agitation and lawlessness. The War on 
Poverty in particular was stigmatized as a "black program" that was not only 
riddled with waste and abuse but encouraged antisocial behavior and vio- 
lence.58 As Weir notes, by the time of the 1967 congressional debates over 
reauthorization of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), members of 
both parties "tried to link the poverty programs with urban riots, black militancy, and subversive political activity."59 Representative Paul A. Fino, a Republican from New York, argued:
[T] here is little doubt that the Office of Economic Opportunity 
has been at the bottom of much of the rioting and troublemaking 
which we have sadly witnessed in the past few years throughout 
this country.... [It] has hired muggers and criminals. It has subsidized revolution and social agitation. It has provided tax dollars 
for the dissemination of what [can] only be called-hard as it is 
to believe-Communist propaganda.65
Even more damaging to social liberals was the fact that such negative associations with violence, un-American agitation, and immorality were not 
simply pinned on particular programs, but were seen as part and parcel of the 
larger political world view that they were believed to embody. When Attorney General Ramsey Clark criticized Chicago mayor Richard Daley's instructions 
to the police to "shoot to kill arsonists and shoot to maim looters" during the 
riots following King's murder, for example, scores of outraged citizens wrote 
furious letters of protest against what they saw as an unconscionable capitulation to mob violence.61 As one resident of Columbus, Ohio, raged:


It really makes one sick to think how hard our forefathers fought 
and strived to build the strongest and wealthiest Nation in the 
world, only to have a group of selfish cowards take over, and sell 
out the constitutional rights of the majority in order to appease 
the minority. Then to get on a national news network and tell the 
minority group in so many words its [sic] OK to riot, loot, steal, 
and burn down the country.... The Great Society is a very sick 
society. I only hope there [are a] few threads left by November for 
Mr. Nixon to rebuild the country we used to have.62
Such sentiments extended to what was widely seen as the insufficiently tough 
response to the massive antiwar protests of the period, which further reinforced a sense of social breakdown and government pusillanimity. A poll 
taken in the wake of the 1968 Democratic convention, for example, found 
that 71 percent of the public felt that the city's security measures had been 
justified, and 57 percent believed that the police and National Guard had not 
used excessive force.
The overall result was that social liberals suddenly found themselves in 
an increasingly isolated and politically tenuous position. While the radical 
Left subjected them to a constant barrage of highly publicized attacks, much 
of the rest of the country began to blame them for creating the conditions 
under which such agitation flourished. To a certain extent, this was not undeserved. Social liberals had promised more than they could deliver, raising 
the idealistic expectations of an influential minority of young white radicals, 
as well as the long-deferred hopes of millions of African Americans who had 
survived generations of racial oppression.
On the other hand, it was also true that social liberalism represented 
what by the mid-i96os had become the dominant understanding of what 
would be required to resolve the widely accepted conception of the American dilemma. The goals of ending poverty and racial discrimination had 
come to be regarded as necessary to the realization of American political values among a sizable and influential segment of the population. Yet, the force 
of the historical maelstrom that was unleashed in the late i96os overwhelmed 
what had only recently seemed like a reasonable plan to build a new political coalition and move forward with a radically reformist domestic agenda. 
Consequently, social liberals themselves turned to a form of apocalyptic 
rhetoric that warned of a stark choice between continued reform and dangerous reaction.


The American Dilemma at the Breaking Point
In 1968, the Kerner Commission, organized by President Johnson to investigate the causes of the previous summer's massive riots in the ghettos of 
Newark and Detroit, opened its official report by asserting, "Our nation is 
moving toward two societies, one black, one white-separate and unequal." 
Racial divisions were rapidly deepening, the commission warned, and would 
continue to do so unless dramatic action was taken. Citing the institutional 
forces of white racism as the central cause of the destructive conditions of 
ghetto life, the commission depicted its call for an unprecedented program 
of social intervention to improve this situation as a moral responsibility and 
national imperative. "To pursue our present course;" it warned, "will involve 
the continuing polarization of the American community and, ultimately, the 
destruction of basic democratic values ."63
This theme echoed across the battered social liberal coalition. America 
was at a crossroads, it was repeatedly stated. Promises made must be fulfilled. 
To turn back now would bring untold disaster. The democratic spirit of the 
nation was at stake. The old Myrdalian paradigm, it seemed, had been pushed 
to the breaking point. Either the American dilemma-now reformulated to 
demand not simply the end of formal discrimination, but the eradication of 
entrenched socioeconomic inequality-had to be resolved, or its contradictions would destroy the democratic spirit of the nation.
There is little question that this sense of urgency was primarily fueled by 
the riots. While social liberals generally condemned them as destructive outbursts of frustration likely to fuel a backlash of repressive reaction, they also 
portrayed them as an understandable response to a long history of racial oppression, legitimately raised hopes, and increasingly dashed expectations. 
Consequently, it was argued, the only way to stop the riots was to make good 
on the nation's long-deferred promise of liberal equality.
In "A Way Out of the Exploding Ghetto," published by the New York 
Times in 1967, Bayard Rustin wrote that if many in the previous generations 
of African Americans had, like most victims of systematic oppression, fatalistically acquiesced to their lot, the black youth of today weren't "having any":


They don't share the feeling that something must be wrong with 
them, that they are responsible for their own exclusion from this 
affluent society. The Civil Rights movement-in fact, the whole 
liberal trend beginning with John Kennedy's election-has told 
them otherwise.
Conservatives will undoubtedly seize the occasion for an attack on the Great Society, liberalism, the welfare state, and Lyndon Johnson. But the young Negroes are right: the promises made 
to them were good and necessary and long, long overdue. The 
youth were right to believe in them. The only trouble is that they 
were not fulfilled.
Prominent Republicans and Dixiecrats are demanding not 
that the promises be fulfilled, but that they be revoked. What they 
and the American people absolutely must understand now is that 
the promises cannot be revoked. They were not made to a handful 
of leaders in a White House drawing room; they were made to an 
entire generation, one not likely to forget or to forgive.
The ultimate decision that faced the country at this moment, Rustin concluded, was "whether we shall have a conscious and authentic democratic 
social revolution or more tragic and futile riots that tear our nation to 
shreds."64
In his 1968 writings, shortly before his assassination, Martin Luther King 
stressed his agreement with the conclusions of the Kerner report and proposed a massive, nonviolent campaign to pressure the federal government to 
act upon its recommendations.65 Once again, the situation facing the nation 
was portrayed as a stark choice between transformation and destruction. If 
this campaign to provide jobs and income for the poor failed, King warned, 
"nonviolence will be discredited, and the country maybe plunged into holocaust-a tragedy deepened by the awareness that it was avoidable." This 
threat was backed up by the specter of further riots, which were portrayed as 
the bitter fruit of promises unfulfilled:
We have learned from bitter experience that our government does 
not correct a race problem until it is confronted directly and dramatically. We also know, as official Washington may not, that the 
flash point of Negro rage is close at hand.... there is no longer a 
choice now between nonviolence and riots.... I don't think 
America can stand another summer of Detroit-like riots without 
a development that could destroy the soul of the nation, and even 
the democratic possibilities of the nation.66


Despite such evocations of apocalyptic threat, social liberals portrayed 
themselves as representing a position of rationality and moderation that was 
in danger of being crushed between growing forces of extreme political polarization. In 1967, one of the editors of Dissent representatively lamented 
that in a crisis atmosphere where the violence of the urban ghetto seemed 
to merge with that of Vietnam, "political emotion bounces from far Right to 
far Left, with no room anywhere for the constructive analysis so desperately 
needed if American democracy is to survive in any viable condition."67 During the same year, a group of ten congressmen issued a formal statement entitled "War, Riot, and Priorities;" which argued:
Our nation is in crisis. We fight a stalemated war 10,000 miles from 
our shores; there is no immediate prospect for peace. We face despair and disruption in our cities; there is no immediate prospect 
for solution.... The deprived, whether in Vietnam or the ghetto, 
cry out for redress and independence; but their call is not understood.... America, then, is threatened not only by overwhelming 
problems, but by the dangerous consequences of our response, a 
cycle of vigilantism and repression, in domestic and foreign policy 
alike, which may ultimately tear apart the soul of this nation.68
This sense of being at a crisis point, in which political polarization 
threatened to destroy the liberal center, was applied directly to the 1968 elections. In his 1968 book, Beyond Civil Rights, standing vice president and 
Democratic presidential candidate Hubert Humphrey wrote that "in 1968 
there comes a crossroads: a dangerous election, a hazardous national choice":
Are we going to move backward into separation and fear, into a 
society in which the races live in hostile enclaves, in which every 
man is continually conscious of his race, in which no man is safe 
from a mindless violence that may strike him solely because of his 
color? ... Look at the seething cauldron of the cities, listen to the 
talk of white vigilantes and of black revolutionaries, watch the sale 
of guns and the making of firebombs, look at the flight of white 
people and the mounting anger of black people-is that the way 
America ends, after all the dreams that mankind had for this nation?
What was needed, Humphrey concluded, was "to complete the unfinished, 
peaceful American revolution." Once again, this demanded the resolution of 
the Myrdalian dilemma: "The struggle for equal opportunity in America;" 
Humphrey claimed, citing the Civil Rights movement, "is the struggle for 
America's soul."69


The Implosion of Social Liberalism
Although the election of Richard Nixon as president of the United States in 
1968 by no means entailed the sort of catastrophic shift to the right that 
Humphrey and others so direly intimated, it did represent a fundamental 
turning point in the evolution of American political life. In terms of electoral 
politics, it marked the beginning of the end of the New Deal coalition, signaling a partial realignment that would increasingly build the strength of 
what political analyst Kevin Phillips presciently described at the time as an 
"emerging Republican majority"" With regard to American liberalism more 
broadly, 1968 marked the implosion of a transformative liberal vision. Social 
liberals had challenged American democracy to resolve what was held to be 
its one great internal contradiction: the barriers that racial discrimination 
and entrenched poverty posed to the realization of individual potential for 
millions of American citizens. Judged by the terms posed by social liberals, 
the United States had lost this historic battle.
By 1965, after a decade of political mobilization, the Civil Rights movement had succeeded in having its expansive reformulation of the Myrdalian 
paradigm adopted by the president as the public position of the Democratic 
party. This development initially appeared to be fulfilling the prescription 
laid out by Rustin for a realignment of the Democratic party around a strong 
social liberal agenda. It quickly became apparent, however, that major obstacles stood in the way of translating social liberal goals into concrete policy outcomes. Rather than retreating from their stated position, however, social liberals responded to the increasingly polarized and crisis-ridden 
political atmosphere of the late 196os by insisting that the nation had reached 
a critical turning point. It faced a stark choice, they insisted, between making good on its promise of eradicating racial inequities or losing the soul of 
its democratic tradition.
Although the dire predictions of such social liberals did not in any concrete sense come to pass-the wave of riots crested and died down, and governing institutions remained functioning and intact- something important 
had nonetheless occurred. Even if the form of American liberal democracy 
remained essentially unchanged, its cultural context was dramatically different. As long as something like social liberalism persisted as an important 
ideological force, the nation's claim to its own most central legitimating values stood under indictment. And, unlike the much more radical rejections 
of liberalism made by the New Left and Black Power movements, this indictment of the nation came not from the margins, but from what had be come a substantial portion of the political mainstream. In this sense, an important current in American liberalism had turned against itself. Unable to 
resolve what had been nationally championed as its one great internal contradiction, social liberals had little choice but to move to the right or the left, 
withdraw into the politically protected world of the courts and bureaucracies, or stubbornly hang on in a state of self-accused impotence.
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We've largely won the battle of ideas. We are in the implementation stage now.
-Kate O'Beirne, former vice president of government relations,
Heritage Foundation, and Washington editor of the National Review, 1998
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The Conservative Movement
If 1968 was a year of crisis for social liberals, conservatives recognized it as a 
long-awaited moment of opportunity. With a few important exceptions 
(such as, most notably) the McCarthy era), conservatives had been in a relatively weak position since the triumph of the New Deal in the 1930s. Particularly in the heady days of liberal optimism during the early to mid-196os, 
conservatives found themselves pushed to the margins of political influence, 
commonly dismissed as unfashionable and unimportant. By the late 196os, 
however-with the ghettos burning, the New Left and Black Power movements preaching revolution, and social liberals reeling from their inability to 
make good on their promises of equalitarian reform-astute conservative 
strategists were devising the formula that would allow right-of-center forces 
to control the shape and direction of American politics for decades to come.
Racial politics was a key ingredient in this formula. In the realm of national electoral politics, race provided the most important means by which an 
increasingly conservative Republican party was able to dominate the Democrats by breaking up the New Deal coalition, capitalizing on the racially 
charged anger and resentment of lower- to middle-income whites. Race, in conjunction with other controversial sociocultural issues, such as feminism 
and gay rights, represented a primary factor that drove the development of an 
explicitly class-conscious movement against the left-liberalism of the i96os 
among members of this primary demographic group. More broadly, race became the central issue cleavage that drove the basic left-of-center liberal 
commitment to using government power to reduce entrenched patterns of 
socioeconomic inequality to the margins of the mainstream political culture.


In 1968, the presidential campaign of Republican candidate Richard 
Nixon pioneered the use of race as a primary weapon of conservative electoral politics within the new context of a nation that had been profoundly 
changed (although by no means transformed) by the Civil Rights movement 
and its successful battle against Jim Crow. This new conservative approach 
avoided explicitly racist appeals, relying instead on carefully selected symbols, rhetorical pronouncements, and "code words" that appealed to white 
voters nervous about racial change without alienating moderates who had 
opposed Jim Crow segregation and discrimination. This formula proved to 
be extremely effective, helping Nixon to win the 1968 election by a narrow 
margin. Consequently, the national Republican party continued to use race 
as a primary means of recruiting formerly Democratic voters in the Nixon 
reelection campaign of 1972 and throughout the 198os.
During this time, a new construction of race was developed that played 
a central role in promoting and legitimizing a newly ascendant conservative 
position. While linking up to long-standing conservative motifs, this new 
racial paradigm emerged out of a deliberate process of ideological innovation. In the Nixon campaign of 1968, race had been used in an opportunistic manner that was essentially divorced from any larger agenda or conservative philosophy. Beginning in the mid-1970s, however, neoconservative 
intellectuals developed a highly influential line of thought that, among other 
things, reinterpreted the meaning of race and its relationship to American 
liberalism. Like Nixon's "southern strategy;" this new racial position rejected 
white supremacism and Jim Crow and embraced the basic antidiscrimination provisions of the Civil Rights acts of 1964 and 1965. Unlike the Nixon approach, however, it presented a coherent racial paradigm that spoke directly 
to the melded race and class divisions of the 1970s.
In a powerful reinvention of the traditional Myrdalian position, neoconservatives argued that policies such as affirmative action constituted a 
new form of "reverse discrimination" that, like its Jim Crow predecessors, 
represented an exceptional violation of basic principles of American liberalism. This, in turn, was held to be part and parcel of the larger corruption 
of liberal values caused by the excessive equalitarianism of the 196os. Al though this critique of equalitarianism extended beyond race to include attacks on feminism and what was seen as the overextension of the welfare 
state, it embodied a strong proscription against the broad social liberal goal 
of addressing issues of race and class inequality. This rejection of equalitarian politics was reinforced by the neoconservative insistence that racial equity had been achieved with the prohibition of de jure discrimination, as any 
remaining patterns of race or class inequality could be dismissed as a problem of lower-class culture or as an inevitable product of a competitive freemarket order.


This neoconservative position would prove to be enormously influential over the course of the coming decades, having a direct impact on law, 
policy, and general political debate. As an ideological formulation, the success of this new paradigm was primarily attributable to the fact that it was 
firmly grounded in the widely resonant language of American liberalism. As 
former leftists or left-liberals who had migrated to the right, neoconservatives, unlike many other conservative factions, approached politics in a decidedly liberal mode. While echoing many old-line conservative stands against 
equalitarian values, the welfare state, and activist government, the liberal 
framing of neoconservative political thought made it much more acceptable 
to the political mainstream (and particularly to influential elites) than the 
anti-civil rights and, in some cases, antimodern traditionalism that had previously characterized conservative discourse on race and other, closely related equity issues.
In terms of practice, the enormous influence of the neoconservative position on race and the larger anti-equalitarianism of which it was a part was 
primarily the result of two factors. One was the exponential growth of a 
powerful new conservative "counterestablishment" of foundations, research 
institutes, media outfits, and advocacy groups dedicated to vaulting conservative ideas into a dominant position of political influence. This development was closely bound up with the rise of the neoconservative movement 
itself, which was intensely committed to mobilizing the financial, organizational, and intellectual resources needed to win the "war of ideas" against 
left-of-center liberalism. It was also heavily supported by the rise of the New 
Right and the new form of populist activism that it represented. While the 
mobilization of the New Right was strongly fueled by reactions against feminism, legalized abortion, gay rights, and the perceived erosion of traditional 
moral values, it also incorporated a strong element of white racial backlash, 
particularly among lower- to middle-income voters. As such, it bolstered the 
GOP attack on the New Deal coalition that had been pioneered by Nixon, 
while at the same time achieving a broad and highly organized conservative mobilization.' These developments pushed the Republican party further to 
the right, while placing it in a much stronger political position, both nationally and, increasingly, on the state and local levels. In combination, the 
revitalized conservative movement, new conservative establishment, and 
more conservative Republican party succeeded in pushing national political discourse dramatically to the right.


The foundations for this rightward shift were laid in the 1970s and cemented during the i98os. The consequent conservative turn in the nation's 
political culture has been ongoing since that time. While this historic change 
cannot be attributed exclusively to race or any other single-factor explanation, 
race was the most important factor that allowed the national Republican 
party to break up the New Deal coalition. It was also the primary issue that 
enabled the larger conservative movement to relegate questions of socioeconomic equity to the margins of American politics. These developments have 
been particularly remarkable given that such inequality has grown substantially in the United States since the i96os. To a significant extent, conservative policies have encouraged and exacerbated this larger trend. Nonetheless, 
forms of liberalism that advocate the use of government power to address socioeconomic inequity have remained moribund. While a number of important factors have contributed to this development, race has been the most influential in terms of sapping the support of lower- to middle-income whites 
away from any resurgent expression of liberal equalitarianism.
The Changing Racial Politics of the Nixon Administration
The bywords of the 1968 Nixon campaign were "law and order." Millions of 
ordinary Americans had been shocked and frightened by the events of that 
calamitous year: the slaughter of American forces by the North Vietnamese 
in the Tet offensive of January, the murder of Martin Luther King and consequent eruption of ghetto riots in April, the assassination of the widely 
revered senator and presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy in June, and 
street fighting at the Chicago Democratic convention in August. Both the 
white Left and the radical wing of the Black Power movement had turned to 
a form of revolutionary politics that glorified violence and anti-American 
extremism. As the inflammatory pronouncements of their media-anointed 
leaders were continuously broadcast to a confused and increasingly angry 
public, Nixon's promise to restore social order and reassert the rule of law 
resonated widely.
While the many varieties of social disorder tended to blur together in the perceptions of the general public, the Nixon campaign was well aware that 
issues of race offered by far the most political leverage? Nixon took careful 
note of the surprising degree of success that the presidential campaign of 
race-baiting Alabama governor George Wallace was experiencing among traditionally Democratic lower- to middle-class whites in both the South and 
North. The Wallace campaign was doing so well, in fact, that Nixon was concerned that it might cause him to lose the election by draining off too many 
voters who might otherwise be persuaded to vote Republican. Nixon was also 
aware, however, that while the 1964 Republican presidential contender, Barry 
Goldwater, had won five states in the Deep South, the widespread perception 
that he was a right-wing extremist had lost him the moderate Republican 
vote in the rest of the nation (excepting his home state of Arizona). Consequently, Nixon was determined to win as much of the white vote in the Deep 
South as he could without losing more moderate conservative voters in the 
border states and the rest of the nation.


The resultant racially driven campaign strategy marked a critical departure for the Republican party-and, consequently, for the nation at large. 
With the so-called southern strategy at its heart (engineered by Harry Dent, a 
former aide to the archconservative Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina), the Nixon campaign carefully crafted racial appeals capable of winning 
over unhappy white Democrats without invoking the sort of overt racism or 
segregationist nostalgia that would alienate moderates. The Nixon team understood that while most of the white electorate outside of the Deep South 
supported the principle of racial equality in the abstract, they drew the line at 
compensatory policies that would disrupt the racial composition of their 
schools or neighborhoods. In contrast to left-liberals who attacked this position as inherently racist and hypocritical, the message of the Nixon campaign 
was that it was reasonable and just. A Republican administration, the Nixon 
campaign reassured nervous whites, could be trusted to hold back the forces 
that threatened to impose integration on unwilling white communities.
Nixon won the election by a narrow margin, drawing 31.79 million votes 
(43.4 percent) to Senator Hubert Humphrey's 31.25 million (42.7 percent). 
Remarkably, Wallace won almost 9.9 million votes (13.5 percent) and carried 
the five Deep South states of Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Georgia, and 
Louisiana. The fact that 70-8o percent of Wallace voters indicated that Nixon 
was their second choice reinforced Nixon's determination to draw more of 
this army of disaffected Democrats into the Republican fold come 1972.3
Given Nixon's concern with winning more of the Wallace vote, the fact 
that a raft of left-liberal domestic policy measures were nonetheless enacted 
during his first term in office was a testament to the continued strength of social liberals in government, as well as an indication, in retrospect, of just 
how far to the right the nation has shifted since that time. The first Nixon administration pioneered federally mandated affirmative-action programs 
through such initiatives as the Philadelphia Plan, which sought to increase 
minority employment in the construction trades; "Eight-A" contracting requirements, which set aside fixed percentages of federal contracts for minority-owned businesses; and the establishment of the Office of Minority Business Enterprise, which provided assistance to minority businesses seeking to 
secure government contracts.4 (While stemming in part from a genuine desire to promote "black capitalism" as a superior alternative to Democratic initiatives designed to support African-American economic advancement, 
Nixon was also pleased to promote programs that would drive a wedge between the key Democratic constituencies of labor and civil rights groups, 
which were deeply split on affirmative action.) At the same time, Nixon allowed the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare to push aggressively forward with school desegregation cases in the South, which were 
steadily building a body of law that could logically be extended to demand 
racial integration in public schools across the nation.


Nixon's key initiative in the area of social policy was equally remarkable. 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan-one of the initial architects of the War on 
Poverty and author of the infamous Moynihan report-had been hired as 
a key presidential advisor. Moynihan succeeded in convincing the president 
to support a guaranteed-income program dubbed the Family Assistance 
Plan. By today's standards a shocking expansion of the social safety net, this 
program would have established a national income floor for all families in 
the United States. (At that time, many left-liberal groups opposed it for not 
being generous enough.)' Nixon also signed into law a myriad of social welfare initiatives engineered by congressional Democrats, including a program 
to create temporary jobs in the ghettos, a subsidized-housing program, revenue sharing and block grants for cities, increased welfare payments, a major expansion of the food-stamp program, and a new Social Security program to aid the disabled.6
As these examples make clear, the first Nixon administration was not by 
any means following the conservative policy script as we know it today. One 
reason for this is quite simple: the now-familiar conservative domestic policy agenda did not exist at the time as a coherent set of ideas and policy prescriptions. Affirmative action was not yet held to equal reverse discrimination, and social welfare policies designed to help the poor were not yet 
portrayed as guaranteed to backfire and make things worse. "We just didn't 
have a new conventional wisdom-we accepted the paradigm of the Great Society;' explained former Nixon advisor Richard Nathan, considering this 
policy agenda in retrospect.' Particularly during the initial two years of the 
first Nixon administration, the shape of a new conservative alternative remained quite unclear.


During the early 1970s, however, a more sharply defined position began 
to appear. Its most prominent feature was an increasingly aggressive assault 
on the policy of busing to achieve racial integration in the public schoolswhich, by 1970, had emerged as the most controversial domestic issue facing the nation. Court-ordered remedies to proven histories of deliberate, 
state-sponsored discrimination were becoming more and more demanding, 
with school districts instructed to achieve actual integration, rather than 
simply instituting "freedom of choice" plans that ostensibly eliminated discrimination but in practice changed nothing.' Further, such remedies were 
rapidly being extended to the North and West, as civil rights lawyers succeeded in demonstrating that states in those regions had pursued segregationist measures that were just as effective-if less overt-than those in the 
South.9
Although a significant number of court-ordered desegregation plans 
were quietly implemented without undue racial strife (particularly in more 
rural areas), others were highly publicized disasters.'° Overall, the national 
mood surrounding the issue was one of ugly and potentially explosive racial 
confrontation. White parents vowed massive resistance to what they regarded as a draconian plan to sacrifice their children's education and safety 
to a wrong-minded conception of racial justice. Black parents grew embittered over what they viewed as a racist attempt to continue to deny their children equal educational opportunities. Given that so much was at stake, fears 
and emotions ran high on both sides. Given, however, the greater numbers 
and power of the white majority, their concerns carried by far the most political weight.
Busing was only the most visible manifestation of a larger shift that had 
occurred in the nation's political culture. As Carmines and Stimson demonstrated, by 1972 racial issues had transformed the content and structure of 
American political beliefs. During the 195os and early 196os, the key issues 
that distinguished so-called liberals from conservatives centered around the 
social welfare policies of the New Deal. During that period, such attitudes 
had no correlation with issues of race. Beginning with the 1964 election, 
however, this pattern began to change. Race increasingly became the key issue that divided the left and right sides of the political spectrum and organized people's attitudes on a variety of other issues-including what were by 
then closely associated questions of social welfare policy. By 1972, this trans formation was complete. Race was now the central issue cleavage in American political culture.I l


A memo written by Patrick Buchanan-who at that time was working 
as a speechwriter for Vice President Spiro T. Agnew-to President Nixon in 
1970 indicates that conservative strategists were aware of this sea change in 
public opinion. The busing controversy, Buchanan believed, was reversing 
the political momentum of civil rights issues:
Where the Court in [the Brown v. Board of Education decision] in 
1954 ruled at the crest of a national tide, their current rulings go 
against the grain of rising and angry public opinion.... The second era of Re-Construction [sic] is over; the ship of Integration is 
going down; it is not our ship; it belongs to national liberalismand we cannot salvage it; and we ought not to be aboard. For the 
first time since 1954, the national Civil Rights community is going 
to sustain an up-and-down defeat. It may come now; it may come 
hard; it maybe disguised and dragged out-but it can no longer 
be avoided.l"
Nixon took note, ordering staffers to begin crafting a new policy position on 
school desegregation issues. As issued by the White House shortly thereafter, 
this position drew a sharp distinction between the de jure segregation of the 
Jim Crow South and the de facto segregation that existed in the rest of the 
nation. The first, Nixon held, had to be eliminated. The second, while "undesirable," should not "by itself be cause for federal enforcement actions." 13 
Ignoring the fact that civil rights lawyers had provided meticulous evidence 
demonstrating the many means by which de facto segregation functioned 
just as effectively as its de jure counterpart, this position presaged the much 
more extensive conservative attack on civil rights policies that would emerge 
later by insisting that only the most baldly explicit forms of discrimination 
merited remedial government action.
Nixon followed through on this position by firing prominent liberals 
within the federal civil rights bureaucracy (most notably Leon Panetta, who 
had been serving as the director of HEW's Office of Civil Rights), while instructing others to make sure that everyone remaining toed the line. "I want 
you personally to jump Richardson and justice and tell them to Knock off this 
Crap," stated a 1970 Nixon memo to high-ranking aide John Erlichman regarding those deemed too willing to support court-ordered busing decrees. 
"I hold them personally accountable to keep their left-wingers in step with 
my express policy-Do what the law requires and not one bitmore ."14 By the 
end of the year, this newly aggressive conservative posture had been extended to other domestic policy arenas. The Family Assistance Plan, for example, 
was quietly dropped in conjunction with a general turn against remaining 
Great Society programs. "Flush Model Cities and Great Society;" one memo 
instructed. "It's failed.""


The president's 1972 reelection campaign further publicized and extended this conservative turn as Nixon repeatedly stressed his opposition to 
busing and commitment to containing the rising costs of social welfare programs. He frequently voiced his support for the growing white reaction 
against affirmative action policies, despite the fact that it was his administration that had instituted them in the first place. Aided by the Democrats' 
internal disarray (which had only escalated with their selection of left-liberal 
George McGovern as their presidential nominee) and the attempted assassination of George Wallace (which left him paralyzed for life and unable to 
continue the race), this strategy succeeded in creating a landslide reelection 
victory for the president, who won every state but Massachusetts with almost 
61 percent of the vote.16
Despite the consequent Watergate debacle, the 1972 campaign had set an 
important precedent for an increasingly conservative Republican party by 
demonstrating the leverage to be gained from divisive racial issues, particularly among formerly Democratic lower- to middle-class whites. The New 
Deal coalition could be broken up, and a critical group of swing voters 
gained, by carefully playing the new politics of race, as well as the controversial social issues with which it had become so closely associated. Still accepting some form of the welfare state and willing to enforce affirmative action policies (despite making rhetorical criticisms of them), however, the 
Nixon administration was not, by today's standards, strongly conservative. 
Developing domestic policy positions through more of an ad hoc process of 
political calculation than a defined conservative agenda, the Nixon administration only pointed the way toward a new form of racial conservatism. It 
remained for others to craft a more systematic position that included a coherent ideology and matching set of legal and policy prescriptions.
Neoconservatism and Its Legacy
By the beginning of the 1970s, it was clear that the social and political upheavals of the 196os-particularly, although by no means exclusively, concerning issues of race-had instigated a serious reaction among a critical 
part of the American electorate. Given the political and cultural dominance 
of various strands of left-of-center liberalism during the postwar period, however, there was at that time no well-developed conservative position that 
could speak in a direct, coherent, and widely acceptable way to this newly 
emergent zeitgeist. Although a small band of intellectuals had laid the foundation for a new form of conservative political thought during the 1950s, 
their work predated the convulsive racial politics of the 196os-197os and 
could not speak to the new issues confronting the nation.17 This was also true 
with regard to the several important sectors of conservative activism that had 
been established during the 1950s-i96os.18 The rise of the neoconservative 
movement was the most important development that allowed the broader 
forces of political conservatism to develop a coherent position on race that 
would prove capable of successfully navigating the complex waters of white 
reaction, conservative principles, and discredited Jim Crowism.19 (While the 
New Right, which will be discussed below, successfully mobilized forces of 
white reaction, it was much more oriented to political activism than to theory building and consequently did not develop a similarly well-articulated 
position on race.) Given the centrality of race to American domestic politics during this period, this represented a critical contribution to the growing conservative movement as a whole.


Important sectors of conservative activism during the 1950s-196os had 
included the forces gathered around William F. Buckley's National Review 
(founded in 1955), the closely aligned Young Americans for Freedom (established in 1960) and American Conservative Union (established in 1964), and 
the more extremist John Birch Society (founded in 1958). All had opposed 
the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 on the grounds that it represented 
an illegitimate extension of federal power into the private sector. Given that 
southern segregationists had been making this argument since the days of 
Reconstruction, it was difficult for what came to be known as the "Old 
Right" to draw a bright line between antistatism and white supremacismor, at least, one that would be seen and understood as such by whites whose 
political identity had become bound up with their opposition to Jim Crow 
on what they understood to be the moral high ground of fundamental 
American political values.20 The neoconservatives, in contrast, as northern 
intellectuals, former Leftists, and, commonly, Jews whose families had been 
victims of racial persecution themselves, had always been strongly opposed 
to any form of state-sanctioned discrimination and segregation. Consequently, they could not be accused of being simple (or simple-minded) 
racists nor antidemocratic elitists. This was very important in that it enabled 
others to embrace the neoconservatives' work without fear of suffering the 
stigma of a now-repudiated racial past.
Although not labeled as such at the time, the neoconservative movement dates back to the mid-i96os, when a loosely connected network of wellestablished academics, writers, editors, and publishers who had previously 
advocated left-of-center politics found common cause in their revulsion 
against the social liberalism and radical leftism of the era.21 Originally, this 
network included such well-known figures as Edward Banfield, Daniel Bell, 
Nathan Glazer, and Seymour Martin Lipset (all Harvard professors), James 
Q. Wilson (a UCLA academic), Irving Kristol (editor of the important neoconservative publication Public Interest), Norman Podhoretz (editor of the 
other neoconservative flagship journal, Commentary, 196o-1985),22 and Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan (member of the Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford administrations and, later, senior U.S. senator from New York)23 As shown by 
this partial listing of neoconservative leaders, the movement was distinguished by its high proportion of highly accomplished, intellectually sophisticated, politically savvy, and well-connected elites. Fervent believers in 
the power of ideas in political life, they possessed the intelligence and skills 
necessary to create a new corpus of conservative political thought.


Beginning in the early 1970s, neoconservative attacks on what was seen 
as a growing trend toward the dangerous overextension of civil rights policies began to appear regularly in Public Interest and Commentary.24 In 1975, 
Nathan Glazer published the first major neoconservative work on racial issues, entitled Affirmative Discrimination: Ethnic Inequality and Public Policy. This influential book laid the groundwork for the new conservative position on race that would, in the course of the coming decade, be elaborated, 
extended, and endlessly reiterated by others.
According to Glazer, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 "could only be read as 
instituting into law Judge Harlan's famous dissent in Plessy v. Ferguson: `Our 
Constitution is color-blind."' Glazer based such historical claims on the (historically erroneous) proposition that American political values have always 
been rooted in a singular understanding of liberal equality. Race-conscious 
policies such as affirmative action had caused the nation to "abandon the 
first principle of a liberal society: that the individual and the individual's interests and good and welfare are the test of a good society." This, Glazer 
maintained, was "what was intended by the Constitution and the Civil 
Rights Act, and what most of the American people-in all the various racial 
and ethnic groups that make it up-believe." Consequently, he concluded, 
"it is now our task to work with the intellectual, judicial, and political institutions of the country to reestablish the simple and clear understanding that 
rights attach to the individual, not the group, and that public policy must 
be exercised without distinction of race, color, or national origin."25
Glazer's argument represented a brilliant inversion of the old Myrdalian position. In his formulation, Jim Crow and affirmative action were moral 
equivalents, as both violated the principle of color-blindness rooted in the 
American liberal tradition. By framing opposition to race-conscious policies 
designed to ameliorate the cumulative effects of generations of intense discrimination in the context of timeless liberal values, Glazer avoided any association with the history of white supremacism, while at the same time appropriating the widespread moral legitimacy associated with the Myrdalian 
position. Although Glazer's formulation rejected the tradition of conservative 
thought that had opposed the Civil Rights acts, mainstream conservatives 
quickly embraced it as their own. (While some right-wing groups continued 
to espouse traditional white supremacism, this placed them in a highly marginal position well outside the boundaries of mainstream political dis- 
course.)26 Presumably, this represented a pragmatic adaptation to the times, 
as the battle over Jim Crow had decisively ended 27 In any event, Glazer's racial 
paradigm had a broad public appeal, as it was attractive both to mainstream 
conservatives and to others who, while not self-identified conservatives, were 
unhappy about the new course of American racial politics.


This racial paradigm was embedded in a larger critique of equalitarian 
politics that was similarly grounded in the language of American liberalism. 
While echoing larger conservative themes that had dominated the postwar period-including, most notably, a commitment to militant anti-Communism, 
free-market capitalism, traditional cultural values, and the rule of traditional 
elites-neoconservatives presented these precepts in a self-consciously liberal format.28 Neoconservatives, as Himmelfarb would later explain in an 
ongoing debate on the conservative movement published in the Public Interest and Commentary, proudly placed themselves in "the tradition of liberal-democratic modernity" that prioritized the principles of "individual 
liberty, self-government, and equality of opportunity."29 Although this insistence on liberal values alienated some factions of the hardcore Right,30 it 
resonated strongly with the larger political culture. Consequently, it helped 
to propel the conservative movement forward as a whole, as it framed many 
traditional conservative ideas in ways that were newly appealing to a wide 
political audience.
Prominent neoconservatives warned that the equalitarianism that had 
developed in the i96os threatened to destroy the foundations of American liberalism. In their view, these excessively equalitarian values were being promoted by a "New Class" of left-leaning professors, bureaucrats, Democrats, 
journalists, and their ilk who had formed a powerful "university-governmentmedia complex." These New Class elites, they argued, were systematically 
promoting destructive government policies, undermining respect for Amer ican capitalism, and attacking traditional morality in pursuit of an equalitarian vision that was impossible to achieve and undesirable to pursue. Such 
an overcommitment to equality eroded social health and stability as it proliferated desires and demands that flew in the face of both nature and virtue. 
By insisting, for example, that women should be equal to men, or that government policies should assess racial equity in terms of group results rather 
than individual opportunities, the New Class was upsetting the natural balance of family life, violating the constitutional order, and promoting a widespread sense of socially destructive malcontent. Unless liberalism could be 
cleansed of such equalitarian commitments, the neoconservatives predicted, 
the entire social order would be in danger of collapse.31


In their critique of equalitarianism, the neoconservatives spoke directly 
to the newly intertwined race and class controversies of the 1970s. In 1970, 
Edward Banfield's The Unheavenly City dropped a bomb on the left-liberal 
sensibility of the time, arguing that the claim of a looming "urban crisis" that 
demanded dramatic government redress was nothing more than a selffulfilling prophecy promoted by misguided upper middle-class do-gooders. 
Although it was true that there was a concentration of lower-class individuals in the central cities and that this group was disproportionately black, the 
overall historical trend was toward an unprecedented level of prosperity for 
urban dwellers. Poverty, Banfield argued, was primarily the result of lowerclass cultural values, which instilled orientations toward fatalism, immediate gratification, antisocial conduct, cheap thrills and "action" (particularly 
for males), and an inability to work toward a more stable and productive future. There was little that government could do to change this culture, which 
typically evolved over the course of generations. Consequently, Banfield's 
number-one recommendation was to "avoid rhetoric tending to raise expectations to unreasonable and unrealizable levels" and to insist that "the individual," rather than "society" or "white racism," bears responsibility for the 
problems of poverty.32 An immediate bestseller, The Unheavenly City went 
through twenty-two printings before being reissued in a slightly revised version in 1974.33
Unlike traditional conservatives, however, neoconservatives were not (at 
least initially) opposed to social welfare policies in general. In keeping with 
their left-of-center roots, neoconservatives supported basic New Deal reforms, rejecting onlywhat they saw as a dangerous overreaching of the Great 
Society. As Aaron Wildavsky explained in a 1973 essay:
In the past, the clients of the New Deal had been the temporarily 
depressed but relatively stable lower and middle classes, people who were on the whole willing to work but who had been restrained by the economic situation.... Now, however, government policy was being designed to deal not with such people but 
with the severely deprived, those who actually needed not merely 
an opportunity but continuing, long-term assistance. No previous 
government had ever attempted to do for this sector of the population-those whom Marx called the lumpenproletariat-what 
the American government set out to do. Yet nobody knew how to 
go about it, either.34


The attempt to provide effective government assistance to this "lumpenproletariat, neoconservatives believed, was doomed to fail: it was simply, in 
Glazer's formulation, beyond "the limits of social policy." In such a context, 
the "law of unintended consequences" inevitably took over, with money being thrown at programs that spun out of control and caused more harm than 
good. The best response was instead to roll back the equalitarian impulse 
that animated such policies, and thereby reduce expectations of government's capacities to a more reasonable level.35
During the 198os, other conservative advocates radicalized the original 
neoconservative position to claim that social welfare policies represented the 
root cause of urban poverty and should therefore be abandoned completely. 
George Gilder's Wealth and Poverty (1980) and Charles Murray's Losing 
Ground (1984) were particularly influential in promoting this newly aggressive conservative position. Heavily funded and promoted by conservative 
foundations and research institutes, both were "required reading" within the 
circles of the Reagan administration and its "inside the beltway" supporters. Although not strictly neoconservatives per se, both Gilder and Murray 
were supported by the neoconservative network, which quickly shifted its 
stance to be essentially in line with their views. In this sense, the neoconservative movement laid the foundations for what would, during the 198os, 
blossom into a new and heavily promoted conservative discourse that combined an attack on race-conscious policies such as affirmative action with an 
implicitly racialized attack on social welfare programs for the poor.
The New Right
Beginning in the early 1970s, the rightward shift in American political life was 
greatly accelerated by the rise of the New Right. Organizationally, the New 
Right consisted of a core group of conservative leaders who developed a new strategy for political action and a network of organizations dedicated to promoting the conservative cause. Sociologically, the New Right tapped into the 
enormous wellspring of anger, frustration, and alienation that had developed among lower- to middle-class whites in reaction to the social and political changes of the i96os-particularly, although by no means exclusively, 
with regard to race. Politically, it provided an ideal complement to the neoconservative movement in terms of promoting the larger conservative movement. While the neo conservatives were elites who were highly skilled at the 
development and promotion of ideas, leaders of the New Right were primarily seasoned political activists whose skills had been honed in the nascent 
conservative struggle of the 1960s.36 By the early 1970s, they were prepared to 
launch a new stage of the conservative movement dedicated to organizing 
the millions of ordinary Americans who had become ripe for mobilization 
in the name of "traditional values" or "social conservatism."37


The core ideology of the New Right was not significantly different from 
that of the so-called Old Right, as both were similarly committed to antiCommunism, a minimally regulated free market, and traditional moral val- 
ues.38 The New Right, however, was new in several key respects. In terms of 
organizational development, it developed effective new tools, such as directmail solicitation, for cultivating donors, mobilizing the grassroots, and 
building organizations. In terms of ideology, it placed a new emphasis on the 
controversial social issues of the day, stoking the backlash against, most notably, feminism, legalized abortion, racial liberalism, gay rights, and secular 
humanism. In so doing, the New Right cultivated a newly aggressive form 
of "conservative populism" that blamed what it viewed as devastating social 
cancers on the pernicious values of the "liberal elite."39
Beginning in the mid-1970s, New Right activists launched a highly successful campaign to organize socially conservative white evangelical Protestants, who had traditionally shied away from activist politics. Members of 
this demographic group were ripe for mobilization, as they widely believed 
that their values and way of life were under attack from an aggressively secular and morally libertine culture. Hot-button issues for what would soon 
emerge as the religious Right included racial liberalism, school prayer, feminism, the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), legalized abortion, the gay 
rights movement, and, perhaps most pivotally (at least in the short run), the 
1978 threat by the Internal Revenue Service to revoke the tax-exempt status 
of independent Christian schools that did not take "affirmative steps to secure minority students."40 New Right visionary Richard Viguerie reported 
that fellow New Right leaders Paul Weyrich and Howard Phillips "spent 
countless hours" with evangelical ministers such as Jerry Falwell, James Ro bison, and Pat Robertson, "urging them to get involved in conservative pol- 
itics."41 By the late 1970s, these and other conservative religious leaders had 
become convinced of the desirability of political action. Initially nurtured by 
the experienced activists of the New Right, they quickly developed the capacity to act as an independent political force.42


Many New Right activists deployed a highly class-conscious language to 
explain their goals, strategy, and constituency. One early essay by Paul 
Weyrich, one of the preeminent leaders of the movement, entitled "Blue Collar or Blue Blood? The New Right Compared with the Old Right," argued 
that prior to the 1970s, American conservatism had been primarily an upperclass phenomenon. Consequently, it had a highly intellectual orientation and 
was not adept at communicating with the average American. Similarly, it was 
not politically strategic nor good at generating media coverage. Weyrich critically noted that the Old Right had failed to build a lasting connection with 
the deep wellspring of working-class anticommunism that had been tapped 
by Senator Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s. The New Right, in contrast, had a 
largely "middle-class, blue-collar and ethnic" base and was dedicated to 
class-based mobilization-with class being understood in cultural, political, 
and economic terms.43
As New Right advocate Samuel Francis explained, this constituencywhich he described as "Middle American Radicals;" or "MARs"-was "less 
an objectively defined class than a subjectively distinguished temperament." 
It was, however, distinguished by several important demographic features:
In the mid-1970s, MARs had a family income of three to thirteen 
thousand dollars. There was a strong presence among them of 
northern European ethnics.... MARs were nearly twice as common in the South as in the north-central states. They tended to 
have completed high school but not to have attended college ... 
and were "significantly less likely to be professional or managerial 
workers" than to be "skilled or semi-skilled blue collar workers"
MARs, Francis argued, "form a class-not simply a middle class and not 
simply an economic category-that is in revolt against the dominant patterns and structures of American society." Through the vehicle of the New 
Right, their goal was "to become the dominant political class in the United 
States by displacing its current elite, dismantling its apparatus of power, and 
discrediting its political ideology."44
As Weyrich explained, the immediate priority of the New Right was to 
take action against "culturally destructive government policies." Although 
there were, in the view of the New Right, numerous examples of these-le galized abortion, court-ordered prohibitions against school prayer, and the 
pending ERA-the most egregious had to do with racial issues.45 As another 
New Right advocate wrote in an important collection of essays, The New 
Right Papers (1982):


Nothing has contributed more to white populist disillusionment 
than the breathtaking hypocrisy and condescending arrogance 
shown by the establishment over the race issue. Infuriated South 
Boston residents booed and threw tomatoes at Senator Edward 
Kennedy when he made a rare public appearance to defend the 
hated racial busing program. "We cannot have one set of laws for 
Mississippi and another set of laws for Massachusetts;" Kennedy 
once said. But no Kennedy has ever had to experience the horrors 
of having himself or his children bused into the ghetto. The 
Kennedys of America have their own double standard: one set of 
rules for their own wealthy class, and another for the middle and 
working classes.46
Such charges of the racial hypocrisy of "limousine liberals" constituted a primary motif of the New Right. By articulating and mobilizing this white racial 
resentment, the New Right helped to produce a form of class consciousness 
that-in opposition to the traditional expectations of the Left-linked 
working-class interests to a larger conservative movement that was fundamentally opposed not simply to socialism and Communism, but also to leftof-center liberalism of any form.
While its hostility to all varieties of leftist politics was made plain, the 
positive relationship between the New Right and a larger tradition of political thought was not well articulated by its leaders. In this sense, it is unclear 
whether the New Right should be considered as having operated within the 
boundaries of a broadly defined liberal tradition. On the one hand, the political activities of the New Right operated very much within the established 
structure of interest groups, grassroots organizing, lobbying, and the Republican party. New Right advocates were committed to working within the 
established system and presented themselves as a responsible and balanced 
alternative to more extremist right-wing groups.47 On the other hand, the 
primary political commitment of the New Right was to "traditional values;" 
rather than restoring a more conservative understanding of the meaning of 
liberal principles, such as individual rights or limited government (as in the 
case of the neoconservatives). Because the energy and attention of the movement was so overwhelmingly directed toward rolling back left-liberal initiatives such as busing, legalized abortion, and the prohibition of school prayer, it is impossible to say what their program for positive action would have included. This is particularly true as leaders of the New Right were uninterested in articulating a foundational position that would specify the broader 
underlying theories, principles, and commitments of the movement.48 Consequently, it is perhaps most accurate to say that while the New Right stayed 
within the established lines of liberal politics in terms of its day-to-day operations, it contained an ideological openness toward nonliberal alternatives 
that might, at least in theory, be willing to trump individual rights or other 
liberal principles in the name of the greater collective good.49


The New Conservative Establishment
During the 1970s, neoconservative and New Right leaders converged in a 
shared determination to build what Blumenthal aptly described as a new 
"conservative counter-establishment." In the view of these conservative activists, such well-known and powerful entities as Harvard University, the New 
York Times, the Ford Foundation, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the 
Brookings Institution constituted a "liberal establishment" that continually 
pushed American politics toward the dangers of extreme left-liberalism.50 It 
was critical, they agreed, to build a network of conservative organizations capable of countering-and, eventually, supplanting-the negative influence 
of this liberal monolith. Over time, it was hoped, this conservative establishment would have the power to leverage a rightward shift in American 
politics and culture, particularly although not exclusively by means of a more 
purely and aggressively conservative Republican party.
Again, while there were important political and ideological differences 
between the neoconservatives and the New Right, they complemented one 
another well in terms of building a larger conservative movement. The neoconservatives, as well-connected elites skilled in the development and promotion of ideas, played a particularly important role in convincing other 
powerful actors that it was critical to establish an organizational structure capable of vaulting conservative ideas into the political spotlight. Neoconservative leaders-Irving Kristol in particular-launched a highly successful 
campaign to convince directors of conservative foundations, corporate executives, and wealthy conservative individuals of the importance of this goal.5' 
At the same time, New Right leaders such as Richard Viguerie, Paul Weyrich, 
Jerry Falwell, and Phyllis Schlafly deployed their skills in direct-mail fundraising, church-based organizing, grassroots mobilization, and political networking to develop or expand many new conservative organizations.s2


Critical social and economic changes had made the time ripe for such 
endeavors. A large-scale public reaction against the racial liberalism, social 
upheaval, and rapid cultural changes of the i96os was well under way. By the 
early 1970s, it was also apparent that there had been a critical transformation 
in the structure of the economic opportunities and political constraints facing American business. The onset of a deep economic contraction in 1973 
caused leading figures in the worlds of business, industry, and finance to 
conclude that newly intensified forces of economic globalization had rendered the Keynesian policies of the New Deal order obsolete. Keynesianism 
had, on the whole, worked well for many powerful American business concerns during the New Deal and postwar periods, when a rapidly expanding 
consumer economy was largely contained within national boundaries. Production, marketing, and consumption had, however, become more heavily 
internationalized since that time. This changed the structure of economic 
pressures, opportunities, and constraints in ways that reduced corporate 
leaders' commitment to the accord among business, government, and labor 
that had been forged during the New Deal. Business disillusionment with 
left-liberal politics further intensified in response to the dramatic expansion 
of environmental and consumer activism that occurred during the early 
1970s. This activism successfully placed an unprecedented number of government regulations on American enterprise, which drove up the costs of 
doing business in an increasingly difficult economic environment. Many 
corporate leaders concluded that it was critical to shift national politics in a 
more conservative direction, at least on economic issues.53
Leaders of the neoconservative and New Right movements consequently 
joined forces with foundation directors, corporate executives, and wealthy 
individuals to build a new conservative establishment that most prominently 
included (1) conservative foundations, which underwrote much of the rest 
of the network; (2) research institutes (or, more colloquially, "think tanks"), 
which developed and promoted conservative ideas and policies; (3) advocacy 
groups, which engaged in grassroots mobilization and political lobbying; (4) 
media groups and conservative publications, which attacked the credibility 
of the mainstream media and provided alternative sources of news and information; (5) legal organizations, which cultivated conservative judges and 
lawyers and pursued litigation designed to further a conservative agenda; 
and (6) university programs and academic associations, which promoted 
conservative scholarship, teaching, and student activism.54 The foundations 
for this new conservative establishment were laid in the 1970s. It gained direct access to national political power in the 198os with the support of the 
Reagan administration, which drew many of its key policy proposals directly from this network. Having further expanded during the 199os, it remains a 
formidable political force in the early twenty-first century.


Conservative Foundations
In the early 1970s, the executives of a number of traditionally conservative 
foundations redirected their programs toward the goal of reshaping the public policy agenda and constructing a network of conservative institutions, advocates, and scholars.55 The largest and most important of these included the 
Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, Koch Family Foundations, Adolph 
Coors Foundation, John M. Olin Foundation, Scaife Family Foundations, 
and Smith Richardson Foundation.56 Beginning in the mid-1970s, these and 
other like-minded conservative foundations channeled tens of millions of 
dollars annually into the various institutions of the conservative establishment (as they continue to do today). The volume of this conservative grant 
making increased exponentially over a short period of time: during 1977-1986, 
for example, the total contributions of the top twelve conservative foundations to various conservative causes increased by 330 percent.57
Although the full extent of conservative grant making during the 1970s- 
198os is too extensive to be detailed here, the following figures provide a sense 
of its scope and uses. In 1973, Richard Mellon Scaife, heir to the Mellon oil fortune, assumed the chairmanship of the Sarah Scaife Foundation and began 
granting about $1o million a year ($42.2 million in 2004 dollars) 58 to conservative causes, providing the funds to start up more than two dozen new conservative organizations.59 In 1983, the Olin Foundation possessed assets of 
more than $61.3 million ($115.2 million in 2004 dollars) and granted about $5 
million ($9.4 million in 2004 dollars) to activist conservative institutions, including think tanks, university centers, advocacy groups, legal organizations, 
and conservative journals.60 The Bradley Foundation became a major player 
in 1985, when the sale of the Allen-Bradley company to Rockwell International 
increased the assets of the foundation to $290 million (more than $504 million in 2004 dollars). It consequently directed millions of dollars to academic 
research and development programs in an effort to influence elite opinion 
and the policy process.61 During 1986-1990, the libertarian Koch Family 
Foundations, which include the Charles G. Koch, David H. Koch, and Claude 
R. Lambe Charitable Foundations, contributed $6.5 million to the Cato Institute, $4.8 million to Citizens for a Sound Economy, and $2 million to the 
Institute for Humane Studies at George Mason University.62
Although these and other conservative foundations possessed significant assets during the 1970s-198os, none would have made the list of the top ten most well-endowed foundations in the United States. Most conservative 
foundations would not have even ranked within the top fifty. They exerted 
(and continue to exert) a political influence that far exceeded their comparative size, however, due to the highly strategic and aggressively political nature of their grant making. While the grant making of mainstream and more 
politically left-liberal foundations overwhelmingly tends to be for specific, 
short-term projects, conservative funders have embraced a long-term strategy dedicated to building conservative institutions, promoting conservative 
ideas, and leveraging the policy process. Consequently, they tend to provide 
large grants for general operating support to conservative organizations, 
which provides them with the money necessary to sustain basic operations 
along with the flexibility to take advantage of opportunities for institutional 
advancement and political influence as they arise. Conservative foundations 
also invest heavily in conservative intellectuals, academics, writers, and policy analysts and provide generous financial assistance for promoting their 
work.63


Although there are important ideological differences among the most 
influential conservative foundations, they share a basic commitment to maximizing market freedoms, minimizing government regulation, promoting 
business interests, protecting individual property rights, and, in most cases, 
promoting traditional values. (Strongly libertarian foundations, such as, 
most notably, the Koch Family Foundations, would not support campaigns 
for traditional values deemed to interfere with individual and market free- 
doms.)64 They have been fundamentally hostile to the welfare state and have 
heavily supported the network of conservative research institutes, writers, 
and advocacy groups that has engaged in a sustained attack on government 
entitlements for the poor since the 1970s. Conservative foundations have 
also been particularly concerned with rolling back affirmative action, which 
has been attacked using the neoconservative language of "reverse discrimi- 
nation."65
Research Institutes
The research institutes-or, as they are often referred to, think tanks-of 
the conservative movement have played a pivotally important role in the 
manufacture and promotion of conservative ideas. As in the case of conservative foundations, these institutions differ from their more mainstream and 
politically moderate counterparts by virtue of their determination to achieve 
the greatest possible political leverage from their work. Organizations like 
the left-of-center Brookings Institution tend to produce more traditionally academic works that are accessible to only a small, highly specialized audience. They do not attempt to market and promote these products broadly 
nor think strategically about how to maximize their political effectiveness. 
Conservative think tanks, in contrast, produce work that is much more 
widely accessible and market and promote it to achieve the greatest possible 
political impact. As William Baroody, president of the American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI) during the late 1970s to early i98os, explained:


I make no bones about marketing.... We pay as much attention 
to the dissemination of the product as we do to the content. We're 
probably the first major think tank to get into the electronic 
media. We hire ghost writers for scholars to produce op-ed articles that are sent to the one hundred and one cooperating newspapers-three pieces every two weeks.66
The marketing and promotional operations of conservative think tanks such as 
AEI have grown considerably more aggressive and sophisticated since that time.
AEI and the Heritage Foundation emerged as the two most important 
conservative think tanks during the 1970s-198os. Other important institutions included the Free Congress Research and Education Foundation, led 
by New Right luminary Paul Weyrich (who also founded the Heritage Foundation); the Cato Institute, established in 1977 to promote libertarian ideas; 
the Hoover Institution, the most traditionally academic of the conservative 
think tanks; and the Ethics and Public Policy Center, dedicated to defending the ethical importance of the unregulated corporation.67 Founded in 
1943, AEI was a fairly low-profile organization until 1977, when William Baroody, Jr., assumed the presidency. Under his leadership, AEI expanded from 
a staff of 18 and a budget of approximately $i million in 1970 to a staff of 150 
and a budget of more than $1o million in the early 1980s.68 Although Baroody succeeded in making AEI highly influential, he incurred the wrath of 
two of its key funders, the Olin and Smith Richardson foundations, by hewing to what they saw as too moderate a position. In a dramatic example of 
the power of big money to affect the production of political ideas, Baroody 
was forced to resign in the ensuing financial crisis. Consequently, AEI shifted 
sharply to the right.69
AEI remained, however, far more moderate than the Heritage Foundation. Founded in 1973 by Paul Weyrich with $250,000 in seed money from 
Joseph Coors and Richard Scaife, by 1975 Heritage had a budget of more than 
$i million ($3.48 million in 2004 dollars). By 1986, its budget had grown to 
$14 million (almost $24 million in 2004 dollars). Since the 198os, Heritage 
has been widely considered to be the leading think tank of the New Right. Its leaders have been explicit regarding the nature of their commitment to the 
conservative cause. "We're not here to be some kind of Ph.D. committee giving equal time," stated Vice President Burton Hines in 1986. "Our role is to 
provide conservative public-policy makers with arguments to bolster our 
side." (Despite this stance, Heritage continues to get tax breaks as a "nonpartisan" organization.) By all accounts, Heritage has played this role extremely effectively, churning out a huge supply of books, monographs, newsletters, policy papers, and reviews on a wide variety of domestic and foreign 
policy issues and disseminating them to thousands of government officials, 
journalists, and academics. Extremely savvy at marketing its products, most 
Heritage work was designed to meet the "briefcase test": that is, it had to be 
written in such a way that its key points could be absorbed in the time it took 
to drive from Washington's National Airport to a congressional hearingabout twenty minutes.70


During the i98os, conservative research institutes-most notably the 
Heritage Foundation, the Hudson Institute, and AEI-became leading advocates of conservative welfare reform.71 The most influential product of this 
arm of the conservative establishment was Charles Murray's Losing Ground, 
which was underwritten by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, an 
economic policy organization whose motto is "Turning Intellect into Influence."" True to its creed, the Manhattan Institute aggressively marketed the 
book, sending 700 copies to journalists, politicians, and academics; hiring a 
public relations expert to turn the previously unknown author into a celebrity; 
and paying journalists $500 to $1,500 apiece to participate in a seminar on 
Murray and his thought.73 This strategy proved to be extremely effective. 
Losing Ground was one of the bestsellers of the i98os and played an enormously influential role in shifting public debate on welfare issues sharply to 
the right.74
The Heritage Foundation was particularly influential in promoting the 
conservative attack on affirmative action. Ten days after President Ronald 
Reagan assumed office, it issued a 3,000-page, 20-volume report entitled 
Mandate for Leadership: Policy Management in a Conservative Administration 
(commonly referred to as Mandate I), which detailed recommendations for 
virtually every federal agency, including those responsible for civil rights policy. This work, along with its later companion volume, Mandate for Leadership II: Continuing the Conservative Revolution, represented, according to one 
highly placed journalist, one of the most "widely circulated" documents in 
Washington during the early to mid-1980S.75
Mandate I and Mandate 77 presented an explicit plan for reshaping public discourse on civil rights issues:


For 20 years, the most important battle in the Civil Rights field 
has been for control of the language.... Americans and their laws 
oppose "discrimination;" "segregation," and "racism"; they favor 
"equality;" "opportunity;" and "remedial action." The secret to victory, whether in court or in Congress, has been to control the definition of these terms.76
"The question;" stated Mandate I, "boils down to a distinction between 
equality of opportunity and equality of results." Current policies, based on 
the latter, were promoting "reverse discrimination in job hiring and promotion, discriminatory awarding of government contracts, and quotas in medical and law school admissions." Consequently, the foundation recommended:
A new administration should base its Civil Rights policy on the 
notion that every person has an inherent right to obtain whatever 
economic or other rewards he (or she) has earned, by virtue of 
merit, and that it is inherently wrong to penalize those who have 
earned their reward by giving preferential treatment and benefits 
to those who have not.77
In 1981, President Reagan acted in accordance with this recommendation by 
appointing William Bradford Reynolds, an outspoken opponent of affirmative action and other race-conscious policies, to be assistant attorney general 
for civil rights.78
Advocacy Groups
The New Right and the closely affiliated Christian Right were particularly 
adept at building or expanding many important conservative advocacy 
groups during the 1970s-i98os. By 1981, a partial list of New Right advocacy 
organizations included the Conservative Caucus, which specialized in grassroots mobilization; the Committee for the Survival of a Free Congress, directed by Paul Weyrich; the National Conservative Political Action Committee (NCPAC), which provided technical expertise, training, and money 
to right-of-center candidates; the Republican Study Committee, which established a working network of conservative congressmen; the Senate Steering Committee, which coordinated the activities of conservative senators and 
representatives to stop "left-wing legislation"; the National Right to Work 
Committee, whose membership grew from 25,000 to more than 1.5 million 
during 1971-1981; the American Conservative Union, which engaged in lob bying and conservative broadcasting and publications; the Conservative Victory Fund, a newly professionalized conservative political action committee; 
the American Legislative Exchange Council, whose membership included 
6O0 conservative state legislators; the National Pro-Life Action Committee; 
and Phyllis Schlafly's Stop ERA and Eagle Forum.79 Important Christian 
Right organizations included the Moral Majority, Christian Voice, Religious 
Roundtable, National Christian Action Coalition, Focus on the Family, and 
the National Right to Life Committee.80


According to Viguerie, NCPAC and the Moral Majority represented the 
most potent forces of the New Right and Christian Right in the pivotal 1980 
election. NCPAC "targeted six liberal senators for defeat-and saw four of 
them fall." The Moral Majority registered 2.5 million conservative Christians 
who were first-time voters. Aggressive efforts to persuade white evangelicals 
to vote for Reagan were highly successful: while 56 percent of this group had 
voted for Democrat Jimmy Carter in 1976 (versus 43 percent for Republican 
candidate Gerald Ford), 56 percent voted for Reagan in 1980 (while only 34 
percent supported Carter). According to an ABC News/Lou Harris survey, 
"the white followers of the TV evangelical preachers gave Ronald Reagan 
two-thirds of his 1o point margin in the election.""
Conservative Media
Recognizing the importance of radio, television, and print media in shaping political discourse and public opinion, the conservative movement 
established its own media outlets, designed conservative public-affairs programming for public television and radio, promoted conservative commentators and pundits, and established media "watchdog" organizations to 
counter alleged "left-wing bias" and pressure the mainstream media to cover 
the Right's political and policy agendas. Again, these efforts were pioneered 
in the 1970s, consolidated in the i98os, and expanded in the 199os. They remain a powerful force in American political and cultural life in the first 
decade of the twenty-first century.82
During the 1970s-198os, important conservative publications included 
the National Review, the conservative flagship journal founded by William F. 
Buckley back in 1955; the National Interest, published by Irving Kristol; the 
Public Interest, also published by Kristol; the neoconservative Commentary, 
edited by Norman Podhoretz; the New Criterion, a conservative art review 
founded in 1981 with the aid of the Olin Foundation; and the American Spectator, which would become a prime force in the anti-Clinton jihad of the 
199os. Conservative foundations such as, most notably, Olin, Smith Richard son, Bradley, and Scaife generously supported these and other conservative 
publications."


National Empowerment Television (NET), established in 1991, has been 
an important outlet for the conservative movement.84 Paul Weyrich, who 
originally sponsored the network through his Free Congress Foundation, described NET as the most exciting development of his twenty-five years of 
conservative political activism. Reaching more than ii million homes by the 
early 199os, NET ran such weekly programs as the "Cato Forum," which featured Cato Institute staff discussing the illegitimacy of taxation and government regulation; "Straight Talk;" produced in conjunction with the Family 
Research Council; and "On Target with the National Rifle Association." In 
1992, political commentator David Gergen credited NET with "the creation 
of a new politics in America" by virtue of its ability to mobilize core constituencies on issues ranging from immigration to tax policy to welfare re- 
form.85 Again, conservative foundations such as Scaife and Bradley provided 
generous funding for this enterprise.86
Conservative media watchdog organizations established during the 
1970s-i98os included the Center for the Study of Popular Culture, the Center for Media and Public Affairs, Accuracy in Media, and the Media Research 
Center. Several of these organizations have been dedicated to attacking the 
alleged left-wing bias of public television (PBS). They have also worked with 
the Republican party and conservative think-tankers to cut funding for public television stations, with the long-term goal of privatizing the entire public broadcasting system. Over time, these assaults led PBS to expand its already substantial conservative public-affairs broadcasting. More broadly, 
they have helped to produce a climate in which mainstream journalists 
watch their step when it comes to commenting on conservative leaders, organizations, ideas, and issue campaigns.87
Legal Organizations
Legal organizations constitute yet another pillar of the conservative establishment. These include public interest law firms, which promote conservative legal change through litigation; professional associations, which 
bond conservative law students, lawyers, and judges into a common network; legal studies programs, which promote conservative theories of jurisprudence in elite law schools; and judicial education groups, which recruit federal judges to attend all-expenses-paid retreats to learn about 
conservative legal thought. According to Covington, the common purpose of these groups is "to overturn affirmative action, environmental regulations, rent control laws, and other government programs or statutes 
deemed inconsistent with the principles of economic liberty, freedom of 
contract or association, and private property." More broadly, their goal is 
to "remake legal theory and practice in ways more congenial to corporate 
or commercial interests' 88


During the i98os, prominent examples of legal advocacy groups included the Washington Legal Foundation and the Center for Individual 
Rights, which have been dedicated to rolling back affirmative action policies. 
The Federalist Society, founded by Yale Law School students in the early 
198os and heavily supported by conservative foundations, grew to be an extremely powerful professional association during the i99os.89 The "law and 
economics" method of jurisprudence, which uses economic models of efficiency and wealth maximization as the primary means of analyzing and producing law, has been heavily promoted in elite law schools and among the 
federal judiciary. By 1991, over 40 percent of federal judges had been provided with training on how to apply principles of economic analysis to law 
via all-expenses-paid seminars underwritten by conservative foundations 
and corporate funders.90
Higher Education
The conservative movement has also attempted to enlist the world of higher 
education in service of its cause. Seen as dens of leftist iniquity ever since the 
student rebellions of the i96os, there has been a concerted effort to "take 
back" colleges and universities by, among other things, increasing the numbers of conservative professors and student activists, supporting and publicizing conservative scholarship, and launching high-profile attacks on the 
dangers of "political correctness" on campus. Tens of millions of dollars 
from conservative foundations have poured into the academy in pursuit of 
these goals, with the bulk of the money being directed toward such eliteand widely influential-campuses as the University of Chicago, George Mason University, Harvard, and Yale. Conservative foundations also supported 
the writing and dissemination of a series of influential books that attacked 
left-of-center professors and political thought in the academy. These include 
Allan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind (1986); Charles J. Syke's Profscam: Professors and the Demise of Higher Education (1988); Roger Kimball's 
Tenured Radicals: How Politics Corrupted Our Higher Education (1990); and 
Dinesh D'Souza's Illiberal Education (1990).91


The Movement-Establishment-Party Nexus
While this network of foundations, think tanks, advocacy groups, media, legal organizations, and higher-education initiatives institutionalized the conservative movement, the Republican party provided it with a direct conduit 
to government power. The presidential election of 198o was pivotal in this regard. Movement conservatives had been deeply unhappy with the liberal 
governing record of Nixon and the middle-of-the-road moderation of Ford. 
Reagan, in contrast, had been a prominent hero of the movement since his 
successful run for California governor on an aggressively conservative platform in 1966. Consequently, movement activists mobilized to elect him president with an intensity unmatched since the Goldwater campaign of 1964. 
The 198o campaign provided a test of the effectiveness of the new set of mobilizing tactics, fundraising operations, and political organizations that had 
been developed in the 1970s. In this process, the movement, the counterestablishment, and the campaign fused in an effort to inaugurate a new reign 
of conservative politics in the United States.
New Right activists hailed Reagan's 198o victory as a historic reversal of 
their 1964 defeat. Howard Phillips of the Conservative Caucus announced 
that it represented "the greatest victory for conservatism since the American 
Revolution."92 And, while many leading neoconservatives had maintained a 
vestigial tie to the Democratic party during the 1970s, they quickly shifted 
sharply to the right and become ardent Republicans. Reagan appointed numerous neoconservatives to leading positions in his administration. Many 
others moved into influential positions in conservative think tanks, which 
had a direct pipeline into the administration's policymaking apparatus. Although some factions of the larger conservative movement complained of 
their relatively limited access to the interconnected power centers of the conservative establishment and the Reagan administration (the "paleoconser- 
vatives"-that is) those of the staunchly old-school, anti-New Deal persuasion-in particular developed an ongoing feud with the neocons), overall, 
the nexus linking the conservative movement, the conservative establishment, and the Republican party had become strong, tight, and robust.
Crucially, however, neither the movement nor the establishment were 
dependent on the party for sustenance or inspiration. If the Republicans 
were not sufficiently conservative to meet the demands of various movement 
factions, conservative activists had established a lasting organizational structure with a secure funding base-and, in many cases, a dedicated political 
constituency-that was capable of putting pressure on the party without 
risking any serious loss of access. Having seen the conservative movement's importance in the 198o election, the party establishment, while remaining 
wary of alienating moderates, understood that it could not be ignored. Consequently, when many activists were disappointed with the lack of progress 
on crucial planks of their political agenda (such as outlawing abortion or dismantling the welfare state), they retooled for the long haul by dedicating 
themselves to a continued conservative takeover of the Republican party, 
an intensified pursuit of government power at the local and state levels, and 
the development of additional tactics such as ballot initiatives and media 
campaigns. By institutionalizing itself through a self-sustaining set of increasingly sophisticated and diversified organizations, the conservative movement-despite the inevitable factionalism of such an intense and broadbased mobilization-had successfully established itself as a powerful, 
independent, and long-term force in American political life.


Race and Electoral Politics in the 1980s
A well -established literature attests to the central importance of race in the 
historic conservative turn of the 1980s.93 Although the 1968 and 1972 Nixon 
presidential campaigns had established race as a potent Republican campaign tool, it had not played an important role in the 1976 election, which 
was dominated by the aftermath of the Watergate scandal. By 1980, this issue 
had receded, and the Republicans were poised to take to the next level the bythen time-tested strategy of using racial issues as the primary wedge to break 
lower- to middle-class whites out of the New Deal coalition. Whereas the 
Nixon administration had played racial politics on a relatively ad hoc basis, 
the Reagan campaign represented a self-conscious conservative crusade that 
flew the race-coded banner of "equality of opportunity" as its battle flag. 
Representing a promise to roll back what was seen by this critical group of 
swing voters as the Democratic party's special treatment of racial minorities-via reverse discrimination, welfare benefits, and so on-this new form 
of "conservative equalitarianism" succeeded in creating an alliance between 
two groups of voters who had formerly regarded their political interests as 
opposed: the wealthy and big business, on the one hand, and working-class 
whites, on the other.94
Despite the fact that the economic policies of the Reagan administration 
hurt Americans in the lower half of the income distribution, this coalition continued to hold throughout the i98os. A 1992 congressional Budget Office report showed that during the course of that decade, the wealthiest 1 percent of 
the nation's population enjoyed a 6o percent increase in its after-tax income.


Meanwhile, middle-level incomes remained stagnant, and the lowest-paid fifth 
of American wage earners saw their incomes decrease by io percent-a development that particularly hurt the African-American population, who have always been disproportionately represented in that group.95 Although some of 
these changes were the result of the profound macroeconomic restructuring 
that occurred during this period, a good deal of it must be attributed to Reagan era policies which, among other things, significantly cut taxes for the 
wealthy while increasing them for the lower to middle classes, reduced social 
welfare spending for the poor, and rolled back federal environmental and 
worker safety regulations in the interests of big business.96
Nonetheless, in 1984, even more white working-class voters left the 
Democratic party to vote for Reagan. Between the 1980 and 1984 elections, 
Democratic identification decreased 15 percent among blue-collar workers 
and 18 percent among high school graduates.97 Greenberg identifies 1984 as 
the pivotal year in which Macomb County, Michigan-a heavily unionized, 
blue-collar area that had long been a Democratic stronghold-turned Republican, with two out of three voters choosing Reagan over Mondale, and 
nearly half of the seats in the state house going to Republicans. Race was the 
key issue driving this massive defection. Whites in Macomb County were 
struggling to maintain a middle-class standard of living. They blamed much 
of their predicament on Democratic catering to blacks through reverse discrimination and pouring tax dollars into what they viewed as the sinkhole of 
black Detroit. When the Mondale campaign attempted to address such voters' economic concerns by emphasizing the issue of "fairness," Macomb 
County whites rejected it out of hand as yet another instance of Democratic 
racial pandering.98
In 1988, the Bush campaign's infamous "Willie Horton" advertisements 
demonstrated the continued power of racial politics to move such voters into 
the Republican party. Viewed by campaign strategist Lee Atwater as the key 
to discrediting Democratic opponent Michael Dukakis, these sensational 
spots reported that Horton, an African-American male and convicted murderer, had raped a white woman and stabbed her white fiance after being released from prison on a furlough program in Massachusetts-under the 
reign of Governor Dukakis. This deployment of incendiary racial stereotypes 
helped to discredit the Dukakis candidacy, while fueling the white tendency 
to blame African Americans and their left-of-center allies for all of the real 
and imagined ills of the nation.99
All of this is not to say that race was the only factor driving the conservative ascendancy of the Reagan-Bush I years. Of course, it was not. The mo bilization of the religious Right in the late 1970s played an important role, 
and was driven more by a reaction to issues of gender and sexuality (most 
critically, abortion and gay rights) than by race. At the same time, the new 
competitive pressures caused by globalization drove the conservative turn 
among the forces of big business. Ideological developments such as supplyside economics played a leading role in legitimating new conservative economic policies and had only an indirect connection to race (which escalated 
antitax fervor among whites, but did not necessarily support the favor-therich logic of supply-side). More generally, conservatism also gained support 
from the reaction against the other disruptive social changes that had burst 
forth in the i96os. While many of these, such as the movement to protect the 
rights of the criminally accused, were strongly linked to race, other extremely 
important ones, such as feminism and abortion, were not.


Nonetheless, issues of race provided the most leverage in the electoral 
arena, serving as the ideological axis that separated left- and right-of-center 
public opinion and political identification. While affecting the voting public 
at large, their most politically decisive impact was among lower- to middleincome whites. Within this demographic group, a pivotal number of formerly Democratic voters shifted their allegiance to an increasingly conservative Republican party. To a large extent, they blamed their increasing sense 
of economic and social insecurity on the Democratic embrace of racial liberalism. At the same time, racial liberals were widely reviled as hypocritical 
elitists who were pandering to black demands at the expense of white working people. With this development, the old social liberal goal of the i96os was 
inverted: rather than forging a progressive race-class alliance, the Civil Rights 
movement had sparked the development of a newly potent form of race and 
class consciousness that fused white working- and middle-class identity with 
a racially driven rejection of left-liberal politics.
In terms of political discourse, this development found its most potent 
expression through the new racial paradigm developed by neoconservatives 
in the 1970s. By rejecting the traditional language of white supremacism and 
maintaining a commitment to a basic nondiscrimination principle, this position successfully divorced itself from the newly stigmatized legacy of the 
nation's racial past. At the same time, it appropriated the still-resonant cultural power of the postwar Myrdalian paradigm by arguing that racially 
equalitarian policies that went beyond simple nondiscrimination represented a dangerous violation of traditional liberal values. While linking up 
nicely to the code words of racially divisive Republican campaigns, this position was also embedded in a larger and more sophisticated structure of conservative political ideas. These could be systematically promoted through 
the new conservative establishment and, over time, translated into concrete 
legal reforms and policy initiatives. Grounded in a basic hostility toward 
what was viewed as the destructive equalitarianism of the i96os, this new 
form of racially infused conservative politics successfully drove the traditional social equity commitments of left-of-center liberalism to the powerless margins of American politics.


 


CONCLUSION
The Impasse of Progressive Liberalism
The election of President Ronald Reagan in 198o marked a sea change in 
American politics that set the country's primary direction for the next quarter-century. Most fundamentally, it established a new form of right-ofcenter liberalism as a powerful force in the nation's political life. Although 
the fortunes of the conservative movement would wax and wane over the 
next twenty-five years, overall it experienced remarkable consolidation and 
growth during this time. All of the cornerstones of the conservative ascendancy that were laid during the 1970s-the investment in conservative ideas, 
the construction of a conservative counterestablishment, the right-wing 
takeover of the Republican party, and the cultivation of a grassroots activist 
base-were strengthened during the 199os, despite the concurrent fact of the 
first two-term Democratic presidency since the New Deal. The subsequent 
instatement of President George W. Bush in 2000 and the reaction to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, have made the position of an even more 
aggressively right-wing movement even stronger.
Conversely, the fortunes of left-of-center liberalism have remained essentially moribund since the implosion of social liberalism in the late i96os. This is particularly true with regard to issues of socioeconomic equity, with 
regard to both race and the population more broadly. Although there has 
been substantial progress toward the goal of creating a society that is not only 
nondiscriminatory, but actively values racial and ethnic diversity and inclusion, this has not been accompanied by the development of any popular political understanding that considers broader questions of socioeconomic equity as vital to American democracy. At the same time, inequality has, despite 
the economic boom of the 199os, continued to increase. While there are isolated constituencies that would support a revival of equalitarian politics, they 
have not to date been able to muster the strength necessary to have any significant impact on national political life.


Racial politics have played an important role in these developments. 
This was particularly true during the i98os, when racial divisions were effectively manipulated for conservative advantage in national electoral politics and by fueling popular reaction against left-of-center liberalism. In a calculated response to these developments, the Democratic leadership of the 
199os worked assiduously to disassociate the party from negatively charged 
racial images, declaring that the party was "tough on crime," committed to 
"ending welfare as we know it;" and so on. While this strategy played a useful role in the election and reelection of President Bill Clinton in 1992 and 
1996, it was a reactive rather than creative approach that did nothing to establish a new progressive agenda for addressing the festering racial divisions 
and growing socioeconomic inequality of the nation. Subsequently, in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century, issues of racial inequality and socioeconomic equity more broadly have been largely ignored.
After almost four decades of more or less steady decline, the future of 
equalitarian liberalism in the United States appears uncertain at best. To a 
significant extent, the contemporary impasse of left-of-center liberalism can 
be attributed to broad contextual factors that are relatively unique to the current historical moment. Increased globalization of the economy has made 
the traditional left-liberal model of centralized government planning to promote social equity much more difficult to employ. The threat of terrorism 
has shifted attention away from domestic issues and created a climate that 
supports the stifling of political dissent. Political journalism has become 
much more sensational, encouraging the tendency to limit political knowledge to a highly superficial and constantly changing parade of pseudoscan- 
dals and soundbites. This shallow orientation to politics is strongly reinforced by an aggressive consumer culture that has no use for political projects 
that are not easily turned to profit or entertainment.
Despite the importance of such developments, the current impasse of equalitarian liberalism has deep historical roots. Most centrally, it stems from 
the difficulty of creating and sustaining political movements that possess 
both the desire and the capacity to tackle the intertwined problems of racial 
and class inequality.


Some particularly influential constructions of equalitarian liberalism, 
such as the anti-caste and postwar varieties, focused exclusively on the simple goal of establishing a national legal standard against racial discrimination in the major arenas of civic life. Viewed in retrospect, it is all too easy 
to condemn their advocates as naive in their insistence that antidiscrimination laws would solve the racial problems of the nation. To do so, however, 
would be to underestimate the historical force of the norms and structures 
of white supremacy that they were confronting. If its legal achievements were 
rolled back, anti-caste liberalism nonetheless articulated a conception of human universalism and racial equity that was both radical and visionary for 
its time. Similarly, if postwar liberals set what would become a confounding 
precedent by equating the achievement of an antidiscrimination standard 
with the resolution of the American dilemma and the realization of liberal 
ideals, they also communicated the moral urgency of basic racial fairness 
with an effectiveness unmatched since the time of the first Reconstruction.
The political significance of such movements is underscored by the relatively weak and inconsistent position accorded to antidiscrimination principles by other important varieties of equalitarian liberalism, which stressed 
a class-based rather than a racially targeted agenda. If, for example, the 
Knights of Labor pursued an innovative and progressive strategy by attempting to reconfigure the meaning of race to promote solidarity between 
white and black, as well as native-born and immigrant workers, its lack of a 
principled commitment to nondiscrimination and legal equity meant that it 
had no compunction about vilifying the Chinese as an inferior race. (Notably) the KOL;s rationalization of this characterization-that the Chinese 
served as the willing pawns of monopoly capital-provides an excellent illustration of how alternative conceptions of race, class, and civic equity are 
connected.) Alternately, while radical Populists such as Tom Watson of Georgia presented cogent-and politically powerful-arguments regarding the 
shared economic plight of white and black farmers, they remained loyal to 
an attenuated, but still sacrosanct, principle of white supremacy.
The failure of the labor and agrarian movements of the late nineteenth 
century to establish an enduring class-based coalition dedicated to ameliorating the socioeconomic inequities generated by corporate capitalism 
meant that the ensuing reforms of the Progressive Era took place in a political universe that had shrunk to accommodate a system of racial and class hi erarchy even more restrictive and exclusionary than that of the preceding 
postbellum decades. The subsequent New Deal period experienced a resurgence of progressive labor politics and class-based reform, coupled with a 
new openness toward social democratic politics. However, the continued 
lockhold of conservative Democrats on the South constrained the progressive energies of New Deal reform and ensured that federal programs and 
policies would not challenge the reign of Jim Crow. Consequently, antiblack 
discrimination was built into many important federal programs and policies, 
including mortgage lending, unemployment, and Social Security.


The Civil Rights movement represented the most powerful political 
force dedicated to a simultaneous attack on both racial discrimination and 
socioeconomic inequality in the nation's history. The challenges that it faced 
in attempting to build a coalition capable of pursuing this agenda, however, 
proved overwhelming. Although movement activists consistently understood the problem of discrimination to be complex in character and national 
in scope, their everyday energies were consumed by the battle to overcome 
Jim Crow through the time of the passage of the Civil Rights acts of 1964 and 
1965. Immediately following this historic achievement, an avalanche of socially dislocating events-including the eruption of ghetto riots, the escalation of the Vietnam War, the growing antiliberal radicalism of the New 
Left, the birth of the Black Power movement, and the intensification of white 
backlash-destroyed the forward momentum of the movement.
While it is impossible to precisely measure such cultural transformations, it may be reasonably argued that the rapidity and intensity of the rise 
and fall of the social liberal position developed by the Civil Rights movement 
was highly wrenching and left deep scars on the body politic. Certainly, this 
was a widespread perception at the time. Social liberals had taken the culturally resonant Myrdalian paradigm and revised it to claim that the democratic soul of the nation was at stake over the question of whether the country would make good on what had become a highly ambitious promise of 
equalitarian reform. Although the more literal interpretations of such warnings were certainly overblown-democratic institutions would continue to 
function, and the social liberal perspective was not shared (or even understood) by much of the nation-they represented an important turning 
point nonetheless. If postwar and social liberals had very different understandings of the nature of the relationship between race and American liberalism, they shared a belief that the cause of racial justice had a powerful 
claim on the conscience of the nation. The limitations of this perspective became painfully clear when the passage of historic antidiscrimination laws 
was followed by ghetto riots and white backlash, rather than by a renewed sense of common purpose forged by the achievement of equalitarian reform. 
Those who continued to equate racial equality with the establishment of a 
basic antidiscrimination standard were confronted with the fact that the realization of this goal had seemingly exacerbated, rather than resolved, the 
problems of racial division within American liberalism. Those who understood the problems of racial and class inequality as interconnected were 
faced with the reality that what they had thought would promote interracial 
unity and class solidarity had instead hardened the lines of both racial division and racially charged class division. Either way, the underlying faith that 
the nation shared a political ethos that encompassed a common understanding of the imperative of racial reform had been shattered.


In the mid-1970s, neoconservative intellectuals once again reformulated 
the postwar Myrdalian paradigm. In this incarnation, the liberal values of 
the nation were impeached by the existence of race-conscious policies, such 
as affirmative action, rather than by the continued existence of racial inequity per se. Invoking Justice Harlan's dissent in the Plessy case of 1896, the 
conservative movement adopted this position to insist that the Constitution 
had always been fundamentally committed to a color-blind principle that 
treated all individuals equally, regardless of race. Although affirmative action 
was arguably more in keeping with the broad logic of the anti-caste position 
in which Harlan's dissent was originally embedded, this argument had wide 
cultural and political resonance. It represented an important contribution to 
the growing conservative movement, whose racial politics had been formerly 
rooted in a now-illegitimate defense of segregation and discrimination and 
a loyalty to the white supremacist tradition. Framed in the common language of American liberalism and divorced from the explicit racism of the 
past, the neoconservative position on race helped to turn moderate opinion 
against race-conscious policies and advance the legal and political crusade to 
eliminate them.
During the same period, New Right activists worked to turn a widespread sense of grievance among lower- to middle-income whites into a 
powerful form of racially charged-and highly politicized-class identity. 
"Liberals;" they charged-with some justification-were elitists who claimed 
the moral high ground on racial issues while exempting themselves from the 
social dislocations that their policies promoted. This sense of racial and class 
resentment merged with a larger reaction against both particular left-liberal 
positions (support for legalized abortion and the women's movement, a 
strict separation between church and state, and so on) and the general experience of rapid and often painful social change that had overtaken the 
country in the mid-i96os. By articulating and organizing this new form of white identity, conservative activists helped to build a powerful new coalition that united a significant proportion of working-class whites with traditional Republican elites, who had opposed the left-liberal trajectory of equalitarian reform since the New Deal.


This combination of neoconservative ideas and New Right organizing 
revitalized the larger conservative movement, which had been fighting an 
uphill battle for most of the several preceding decades. The ensuing institutionalization of the conservative movement through the building of a new 
conservative establishment, and the success of linking both with an increasingly conservative Republican party, laid the foundations for what would 
over time become the dominating force in American political life. While pursuing a broad, varied, and frequently self-contradictory agenda (e.g., promoting traditional and libertarian values at the same time), the conservative 
movement as a whole has remained consistently hostile to virtually all 
species of equalitarian reform. At the same time, inequality of wealth and income has increased steadily since the early 1970s (with the temporary exception of the late 199os). Although changes resulting from economic globalization have to a significant extent contributed to this trend, it has also been 
the result of conservative policies that have weakened labor unions, prevented the maintenance of the real value of the minimum wage, blocked 
health-care reform, created a more regressive tax structure, and generally favored the interests of powerful corporations over average workers. By 2001, 
the wealthiest 1 percent of all U.S. households controlled over 33 percent of 
the national wealth, while the bottom 8o percent of households held only 16 
percent. As has always been the case, inequality was even more sharply divided by race: in the same year, almost 31 percent of African-American 
households had zero or negative net worth, as opposed to just over 13 percent 
of white households.' Nonetheless, lower- to middle-income whites (particularly men) have continued to provide a crucial margin of support for conservative forces.
Culturally, conservative political ideas have become overwhelmingly 
dominant. Even the history of the Civil Rights movement has been largely 
rewritten to support the conservative crusade for color-blindness and against 
affirmative action. Even more problematically, any memory that the movement was in fact dedicated to building an interracial coalition committed to 
the joint pursuit of racial and class equity seems to have been completely 
erased from public consciousness. The fact that such a goal could have been 
conceived in terms of the fulfillment of American political ideals now seems 
virtually inconceivable. In part due to their own disillusionment and in part 
due to the force of historical events, left-of-center liberals have effectively ceded control of liberal discourse to an increasingly right-wing conservative 
movement. Conservatives, in turn, have successfully depicted such liberals 
as enemies of American values and their proposals for equitable reform as 
shell games designed to aid the undeserving (and, in the popular white imagination, largely black) poor at the expense of the hard-working (read: predominantly white) middle class. To be sure, the continued power of this perception can in some important respects be blamed on the historic failings 
of left-liberalism itself-including its naivete regarding the complexity and 
tenacity of highly racialized forms of class inequality and its failure to think 
deeply or emphatically into the phenomenon of white working-class racial 
reaction. Left-liberals have also been dramatically out-organized by an increasingly powerful conservative establishment and out-gunned by a much 
more politically savvy GOP. More broadly, however, the accumulated weight 
of the nation's racial past has worked against them.


The future of equalitarian politics in the United States is at best uncertain. Reviving it will require the development of a larger motivating vision, 
a set of practical policy reforms capable of attracting broad political support, 
and an organizational structure with the muscle to get out both the message 
and the vote. Of these three elements, the first and the last are the most lacking. Although numerous proposed reforms can be ticked off that seem potentially workable and popular-health-care reform, curtailing "corporate 
welfare," increasing the earned income tax credit, and so on-they do not 
add up to a powerful political vision and are not connected to a dynamic political organization. The lessons of the past suggest that it is best to attempt 
to frame such a vision in the culturally resonant language of American liberalism. They also suggest, however, that promises of equalitarian reform are 
likely to be broken by the intertwined forces of race and class unless new 
ways can be found of creating and sustaining more unifying understandings 
of these primary political identities.
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Notes
Introduction
1. This position can be traced back to Gunnar Myrdal's classic work, An American 
Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy (New York: Harper & Row, 
1944), which posited a fundamental conflict between American liberalism and racial 
discrimination. Although Smith (1997) contests Myrdal's conception of a dominant 
liberal tradition, he similarly argues that "white supremacy and patriarchy are logically inconsistent with consensual liberal democratic principles" Rogers Smith, Civic 
Ideals: Conflicting Understandings of Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1997), 28.
2. Goldfield (1997), for example, posits that racial oppression is an integral part of 
a capitalist system. Michael Goldfield, The Color of Politics: Race and the Mainsprings 
of American Politics (New York: New Press, 1997). Smith (1997) briefly reviews and 
critiques other works that similarly argue that liberalism necessarily supports ascriptive ideologies of race and/or gender. See Smith, Civic Ideals, 28-30.
3. See, for example, Rogers Smith, "Liberalism and Racism: The Problem of Analyzing Traditions;' and Carol Nackenoff, "Gendered Citizenship: Alternative Narratives of Political Incorporation in the United States, 1875-1925," both in David R. Er icson and Louisa Bertch Green, eds., The Liberal Tradition in American Politics: Reassessing the Legacy of American Liberalism (New York: Routledge, 1999), chaps. 1, 7.


There are some important exceptions to this rule. Gerstle (2001) argues that 
American liberals combined elements of what he terms "civic" and "racial" nationalism throughout most of the twentieth century. Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: 
Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2001). More controversially, Ericson (2001) argues that both the proponents and opponents of slavery shared an essentially liberal political framework during antebellum debates on abolition. David F. Ericson, The Debate over Slavery: Antislavery and 
Proslavery Liberalism in Antebellum America (New York: New York University Press, 
2001).
Although not addressing the United States, the seminal work of Uday S. Mehta 
(199o, 1999) provides an elegant theoretical formulation and compelling historical 
analysis of the capacity of liberalism to both justify and oppose systematic political 
exclusion and subordination. See Uday S. Mehta, "Liberal Strategies of Exclusion," 
Politics and Society 18 (1990): 427-454; and Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study 
in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1999).
4. For general theories of culture and discourse that do not specifically consider 
the issue of liberalism but support this approach, see Charles Taylor, "Interpretation 
and the Sciences of Man;' in Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan, eds., Interpretive Social Science: A Second Look (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), esp. 
55-62; Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic, 1973), chap. 1; and John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Ethnography and the Historical Imagination (Boulder, CO: Westview,1992), chap. 1.
5. This conception of liberalism is indebted to the work of J. David Greenstone. 
See, in particular, Greenstone, "Political Culture and American Political Development: Liberty, Union, and the Liberal Bipolarity," Studies in American Political Development) (1986):1-49. Greenstone, however, asserted a fundamental "bipolarity" 
of American liberalism, as opposed to the radically plastic conception presented in 
this book.
6. Within the social sciences, historians have been particularly interested in documenting alternatives to liberalism in the United States ever since the New Left scholars of the 196os attacked the then-dominant "consensus" school developed by Hartz 
(1955) and others in the 195os. Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in American Politics (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983 119551). As Brinkley (1994) notes, 
however, this work was much more interested in exploring radical alternatives to liberalism than in understanding American right-wing traditions. Although historical 
work on conservative and right-wing politics has taken off since the mid-199os, the 
majority of it focuses on mainstream conservatism, which typically speaks in a liberal idiom (see chap. 8, n. 18). In recent decades, however, right-wing politics in the 
United States has contained an important strain of religious fundamentalism that rejects not simply liberal but modernist values. See Alan Brinkley, "The Problem of American Conservatism;' American Historical Review 99, no. 2 (Apr. 1994): esp. 
423-429.


During the 198os, interest in civic republicanism, which was widely seen as an important historical alternative to liberalism, was particularly strong. Rogers (1992) provides a useful, if rather hostile, review of the several sets of historical literatures that 
focus on issues of republican politics. Although there is no agreement as to the precise 
definition and appropriate periodization of republicanism in the United States, it has 
been established as a culturally important set of politically distinctive ideas, particularly during the eighteenth century. See Daniel T. Rogers, "Republicanism: The Career 
of a Concept;' journal ofAmerican History 79, no. i (June 1992):11-38.
7. The central work of the consensus school of American historiography, which 
claimed that the national political culture had historically been almost monolithically liberal, is Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in American Politics. Smith (1997) provides 
a useful review of the classic literature on American liberalism (focusing on the work 
of Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz) and more recent critiques of it (Smith, Civic 
Ideals, 14-30).
8. As Rogers (1992) explains, the majority of early American historians accept 
Wood's (1969) claim that the popular republicanism of the colonial era was superseded by the liberalism of the early national period (Gordon S. Wood, The Creation 
of theAmerican Republic, 1776-1787 [NewYork: Norton, 1969] ). The literature on "labor republicanism;" however, posits the existence of a new iteration of the republican tradition through the course of the nineteenth century (and, in some cases, beyond). See Rogers, "Republicanism," 19-31.
As discussed in chapter 3, my view is that that while the producer republicanism 
of the nineteenth-century labor and agrarian movements pointed beyond the 
boundaries of liberalism, its base of popular support remained rooted in the basic 
categories of liberal politics. In this sense it was similar to the Civil Rights movement, 
which also used the language of American liberalism to evoke visions of social justice 
and solidarity that were more organically connected to radical Christianity than to 
secular liberalism.
9. James Oakes's review of Eric Foner's The Story ofAmerican Freedom (New York: 
Norton, 1998) provides a succinct defense of this claim based on a reading of this historically sweeping work by a preeminent American historian. Oakes critically notes 
that while "for a quarter of a century American historians have been tripping over 
themselves to find an alternative (radical or reactionary) to the dominant `liberal' tradition;' Foner's work demonstrates that America's great progressive social movements were in fact "fought on the terrain established by bourgeois ideology's competing conceptions of freedom"-i.e., liberalism. In keeping with the analysis 
presented in this book, Oakes argues that Foner "is able to show that liberalism is 
more a language of dissent than of consensus.... it is a shared political language that 
lays the groundwork for fundamental and enduring debate." James Oakes, "Radical 
Liberals, Liberal Radicals: The Dissenting Tradition in American Political Culture;" 
Reviews in American History 27, no. 3 (1999): 503-511.


io. Particularly compelling explorations of the historically embedded and socially 
contingent nature of race include Barbara Jeanne Fields, "Slavery, Race and Ideology 
in the United States of America;" New Left Review, no. 181 (1990): 95-118; Evelyn 
Brooks Higginbotham, `African-American Women's History and the Metalanguage 
of Race;' Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 17 (1992): 251-274; Thomas 
C. Holt, The Problem of Race in the 21st Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000); and Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the 
United States: From the 196os to the 199os, 2d ed. (New York: Routledge, 1994).
11. For an outstanding examination of the changing construction of whiteness in 
American history, see Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1998). Other notable works on this subject include James R. Barrett and David 
Roediger, "Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality, and the `New Immigrant' Working Class," Journal of American Ethnic History 16, no. 3 (Spring 1997): 3-45; Karen 
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and the Making of the American Working Class (New York: Verso, 1991).
12. For an excellent examination of a particularly important manifestation of this 
larger issue, see Martin Gilens, Why Americans Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and the 
Politics ofAntipoverty Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).
13. The literature on American exceptionalism has been organized around the question originally posed by Werner Sombart in his 1906 work, Why Is There No Socialism in the United States? (White Plains, NY: International Arts and Sciences Press, 
1976 [19o6]). As Foner (1984) notes, this literature is built upon the assumption that 
"under capitalism, the working class will develop class consciousness, expressed in 
unions and a labor or socialist party, and that consequently the failure of either to 
emerge must be the result of some outside interference:" Eric Foner, "Why Is There 
No Socialism in the United States?" History Workshop 17 (Spring 1984): 73-74• A good 
collection of essays on this subject is provided by Jean Hefter and Jeanine Rovet, eds., 
Why Is There No Socialism in the United States? (Paris: Eccles des Hautes Etudes en 
Sciences Sociales, 1988).
14. On the social construction of class, see Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class: 
Studies in English Working Class History, 1832-1982 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983), esp. the introduction and chap. 3. An interesting poststructuralist feminist critique of Stedman Jones is provided by Joan W. Scott, "On Language, Gender, 
and Working Class History," International Labor and Working Class History 31 (Spring 
1987):1-13. For a helpful essay that places that Stedman Jones-Scott debate within a 
larger theoretical context, see William H. Sewell, Jr., "Toward a Post-Materialist 
Rhetoric for Labor History," in Lernard R. Berlanstean, ed., Rethinking Labor History 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993),15-38.


15. For an outstanding example of how constructivist theories of political economy 
can be fruitfully applied to the study of American political development, see Gerald 
Berk, Alternative Tracks: The Constitution of American Industrial Order, 1865-1917 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994).
i6. Sean Wilentz, `Americas Lost Equalitarian Tradition;' Daedalus 131, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 66-80.
17. J. David Greenstone described this tradition as "reform liberalism." See Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion: RemakingAmerican Liberalism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), esp. 59-63.
18. A classic expression of this view is found in William Graham Sumner, What the 
Social Classes Owe Each Other (Caldwell, ID: Caxton, 1995 [18831). Sumner's influence in American political culture is contextualized in Richard Hofstadter, Social 
Darwinism in American Thought (Boston: Beacon, 1992 119441). Although contemporary anti-equalitarianism is significantly less harsh and uncompromising than its 
nineteenth-century counterpart, it represents a similar celebration of the virtues of 
unbridled individualism, competition, and ostensibly free markets, as well as hostility toward socially minded regulation and redistribution.
19. On the traditional black commitment to both racial and socioeconomic equity, 
see Dona Cooper Hamilton and Charles V. Hamilton, The Dual Agenda: Race and Social Welfare Policies of Civil Rights Organizations (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1997). On the relationship between black political thought and American liberalism more generally, see Michael C. Dawson, Black Visions: The Roots of Contemporary African-American Political Ideologies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), chap. 6.
20. In their leading synthesis of 196os historiography, Isserman and Kazin (2000) 
argue that the Civil Rights movement inspired a tremendous expansion of grassroots 
organizing and new mass movements, ranging from the expansion of the American 
Civil Liberties Union and the Sierra Club to the mobilization of the United Farm 
Workers and the development of the modern feminist movement. Maurice Isserman 
and Michael Kazin, America Divided: The Civil War of the 196os (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 119-123.
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