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Lesson 1

Good News about Racial Progress

The remaining divisions in American society should
not blind us to a half-century of dramatic change

By Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom

In the Perrywood community of Upper Marlboro, Md.!, near Washington, D.C., homes cost be-
tween $160,000 and $400,000. The lawns are green and the amenities appealing’—including a bas-
ketball court.

Low-income teen-agers from Washington started coming there. The teens were black, and they
were not welcomed. The homeowners’ association hired off-duty police as security’, and they would
ask the ballplayers whether they “belonged” in the area. The association’s newsletter noted the “eye-
sore” at the basketball court.*

But the story has a surprising twist: many of the homeowners were black too.” “We started hav-
ing problems with the young men, and unfortunately they are our people,” one resident told a re-
porter from the Washington Post. “But what can you do?”

The homeowners didn’t care about the race of the basketball players. They were outsiders—in-
truders. As another resident remarked, “People who don’t live here might not care about things the
way we do. Seeing all the new houses going up, someone might be tempted.”

It’s a telling story®. Lots of Americans think that almost all blacks live in inner cities. Not true.
Today many blacks own homes in suburban neighborhoods—not just around Washington, but out-
side Atlanta, Denver and other cities as well.

That’s not the only common misconception Americans have about race. For some of the misin-
formation, the media are to blame. A reporter in The Wall Street Journal, for instance, writes that the
economic gap between whites and blacks has widened. He offers no evidence. The picture drawn of
racial relations is even bleaker. In one poll, for instance, 85 percent of blacks, but only 34 percent of
whites, agreed with the verdict in the O.J. Simpson murder trial.” That racially divided response made
headline news.? Blacks and whites, media accounts’ would have us believe, are still separate and hos-
tile. Division is a constant theme, racism another.

To be sure, racism has not disappeared, and race relations could—and probably will—improve.
But the serious inequality that remains is less a function of racism than of the racial gap in levels of
educational attainment, single parenthood and crime.”® The bad news has been exaggerated, and the
good news neglected. Consider these three trends:

A black middle class has arrived. Andrew Young recalls the day he was mistaken for a valet
at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel" in New York City. It was an infuriating case of mistaken identity for a
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man who was then U.S. ambassador to the United Nations.

But it wasn’t so long ago that most blacks were servants—or their equivalent(s). On the eve of
World War II, a trivial five percent of black men were engaged in white-collar work of any kind, and
six out of ten African-American women were employed as domestics. .

In 1940 there were only 1,000 practicing African-American lawyers'; by 1995 there were over
32,000, about four percent of all attorneys.

Today almost threé-quarters of African-American families have incomes above the government
poverty line. Many are in the middle class, according to one useful index—earning double the gov-
ernment poverty level; in 1995 this was $30,910 for a two-parent family with two children and
$40,728 for a two-parent family with four children. Only one black family in 100 enjoyed a mid-
dle-class income in 1940; by 1995 it was 49 in 100. And more than 40 percent of black households
also own their homes. That’s a huge change. '

The typical white family still earns a lot more than the black family because it is more likely to
collect two paychecks. But if we look only at married couples—much of the middle class—the
white-black income gap shrinks to 13 percent. Much of that gap can be explained by the smaller per-
centage of blacks with college degrees, which boost wages, and the greater concentration of blacks in
the South, where wages tend to be lower.

Blacks are moving to the suburbs. Following the urban riots of the mid-1960s, the presiden-
tial Kerner Commission™ concluded that the nation’s future was menaced by “accelerating segrega-
tion”—Dblack central citics and whites outside the core. That segregation might well blow the country
apart, it said.

It’ s true that whites have continued to leave inner cities for the suburbs, but so, too, have blacks.
The number of black suburban-dwellers in the last generation has almost tripled to 10.6 million. In
1970 metropolitan Atlanta, for example, 27 percent of blacks lived in the suburbs with 85 percent of
whites. By 1990, 64 percent of blacks and 94 percent of whites resided there.

This is not phony integration, with blacks moving from one all-black neighborhood into another.
Most of the movement has brought African-Americans into neighborhoods much less black” than
those they left behind, thus increasing integration. By 1994 six in ten whites reported that they lived
in neighborhoods with blacks.

Residential patterns do remain closely connected to race. However, neighborhoods have become
more racially mixed, and residential segregation has been decreasing.

Bigotry has declined. Before World War II, Gunnar Myrdal'® roamed the South researching An
American Dilemma, the now-classic book that documented"” the chasm between the nation’s ideals
and its racial practices. In one small Southern city, he kept asking whites how he could find “Mr. Jim
Smith,” an African-American who was principal of a black high school. No one seemed to know who
he was. After he finally found Smith, Myrdal was told that he should have just asked for “Jim.”
That’s how great was white aversion to dignifying African-Americans with “Mr.” Or “Mrs.”

Bigotry was not just a Southern problem. A national survey in the 1940s asked whether “Ne-
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groes should have as good a chance as white people to get any kind of job.” A majority of whites said
that “white people should have the first chance at any kind of job.”

Such a question would not even be asked today. Except for a lunatic fringe'®, no whites would
sign on to such a notion."”

In 1964 less than one in five whites reported having a black friend. By 1989 more than two out
of three did. And more than eight of ten African-Americans had a white friend.

What about the last taboo?® In 1963 ten percent of whites approved of black-white dating; by
1994 it was 65 percent. Interracial marriages? Four percent of whites said it was okay in 1958; by
1994 the figure had climbed more than elevenfold, to 45 percent. These surveys measure opinion, but
behavior has also changed. In 1963 less than one percent of marriages by African-Americans were
racially mixed. By 1993, 12 percent were.

Today black Americans can climb the ladder to the top.?* Ann M. Fudge is already there; she’s
in charge of manufacturing, promotion and sales at the $2.7-billion Maxwell House Coffee and Post
Cereals divisions of Kraft Foods.Z So are Kenneth Chenault, president and chief operating officer at
American Express®, and Richard D. Parsons, president of Time Warner, Inc.* After the 1988 Demo-
cratic Convention”, the Rev. Jesse Jackson® talked about his chances of making it to the White
House. “I may not get there,” he said “But it is possible for our children to get there now.”

Even that seems too pessimistic. Consider how things have improved since Colin and Alma
Powell” packed their belongings into a Volkswagen® and left Fort Devens, Mass., for Fort Bragg, N.
C. “I remember passing Woodbridge, Va.,” General Powell wrote in his autobiography, “and not
finding even a gas-station bathroom that we were allowed to use.” That was in 1962, In 1996 reliable
polls suggest he could have been elected President.

Progress over the last half-century has been dramatic. As Coretta Scott King wrote not long ago,
_ the ideals for which her husband Martin Luther King Jr. died, have become “deeply embedded in the

very fabric of America®.”

From Reader’s Digest, March, 1998

v Words
amenity {2'mizniti] n. &£ A F E R K
attainment [o'teinmant] n. B R
aversion [o'verfon] n a strong dislike
bigotry . ['bigatri] n. U I s AR 3R
chasm ['keezom] n a very big difference
domestic [do'mestik] n. a household servant
embed [im'bed] V. to fix firmly
fabric ['feebrik] n. a complex underlying structure



infuriating [in'fjuarieitin]

a. very annoying
interracial [inta'reifal] a. AFpE 85, AR RS
misconception ['miskon'sepfon] n misunderstanding
paycheck ['peitfek] n. salary or wages
phony ['founi] a. informal false or not real
segregation [,segri'geifon] n. ki B
valet ['veelit] n. B
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Notes to the Text

Md.—Maryland
the amenities appealing— 4 #& % #4F &

hired off-duty police as security— & A =~ % 3£ % £ 4F & 4 (The homeowners’ association hired
off-duty police as security personnel.)

. The association’s newsletter noted the“eyesore” at the basketball court. —H2 il iR 4% 2| (£

BE)E#gk oL, (O newsletter—a small sheet of printed news sent regularly to a
particular group of people ;@ eyesore—here referring to those black teen-ager basketball play-
ers from other areas)

. But the story has a surprising twist: many of the homeowners were blacks too. —{2 3t ¥ ik A

FiEe2 ARk 4P KE 02 EA, (twist—an unexpected change or development)

. a telling story—a very convincing example
. the verdict in the O.J. Simpson murder trial— ¥ $ A # £ O H R (FEA A LRAWTF L 2

ABBREDR 1994 AL GAETF AL T AL T HIER,1995 FHARHH 2
1997 # R FiFRTREFHAAALNEZAAEETEFATRERZLET T L, )

. made headline news—to hit the headlines &% % 2 2t ¥
. media accounts—media reports
10.

But the serious inequality that remains is less a function of racism than of the racial gap in lev-
els of educational attainment, single parenthood and crime. —iX#F il & T k¢§ = E o5 R F
FEARMZIL ERAREARTREE LXFPNRELERGFARLEMERALER,
[a function (of)—a quality of fact which depends on and varies with another]

. the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel— ik R % % #4¢
12.
13.

practicing lawyers— ik i 42 I

poverty level — & B KT (1996 F £ BRI FAALHFTEHL . @ Z FHKA R 15,600
£, B, AEAKTHEIREGRELA 3,930 7, AT 586 15.1%, )
presidential Kerner Commission—a commission headed by Kerner and established by the
Congress for researching and reporting on the issue of urban violence resulting from segrega-
tion especially after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King in 1968

neighborhoods much less black—neighborhoods in which there live more non-black people
Gunnar Myrdal— % #5 - A R (1898— 1987 , % E 2 FHF X , A2 F X, TXH An
American Dilemma Bp A % Pr E (A EEM . ZARMEARK L))

document—v. to prove or record with documents

lunatic fringe—the people with the strongest or most unreasonable ideas or beliefs in a politi-
cal or social group

..., no whites would sign on to such a notion.—..., no whites would accept such an idea.

What about the last taboo?— The last taboo refers to interracial marriage that was once
forbidden.



