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THE  DECLINING SIGNIFICANCE OF  RACE 

This study has revealed that although racial oppression, when 
viewed from the broad perspective of historical change in Amer- 
ican society, was a salient and important feature during the pre- 
industrial and the industrial periods of race relations in the 
United States, the problems of subordination for certain segments 
of the black population and the experiences of social advance- 
ment for others are more directly associated with economic class 
in the modern industrial period. In arriving at this conclusion, I 
have been careful to recognize the manner in which economic 
and political changes have gradually shaped a black class struc- 
ture, making it increasingly difficult to speak of a single or uni- 
form black experience. Although a small elite population of free, 
propertied blacks did in fact exist during the antebellum period, 
the interaction between race and economic class only assumed 
real importance for blacks in the late part of the industrial era of 
race relations; the significance of this relationship has grown 
as the nation has entered the modern industrial period. In this 
chapter I should like, by way of summary and conclusion, to out- 
line some of the basic theoretical and substantive arguments I 
have advanced regarding racial change in America and to rede- 
fine some of the problems that are generally perceived as racial 
in nature.  

Each of the major periods of American race relations has been   
shaped in different measure both by the systems of production   
and by the laws and policies of the state. However, the relation- 
ships between the economy and the state have varied in each 
period and therefore the roles of both institutions in shaping race 
relations have differed over time. 

In the preindustrial period the slave-based plantation economy 
of the South allowed a relatively small, elite group of planters to 
develop enormous regional power. The hegemony of the south- 
ern ruling elite was based on a system of production that required 
little horizontal or vertical mobility and therefore could be man- 
aged very efficiently with a simple division of labor that virtually 
excluded free white labor. As long as free white workers were 
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not central to the process of reproducing the labor supply in the 
southern plantation economy, slavery as a mode of production 
facilitated the slaveholder’s concentration and consolidation of 
economic power. And the slaveholders successfully transferred 
their control of the economic system to the political and legal 
systems in order to protect their class interest in slavery. In effect, 
the polity in the South regulated and reinforced the system of 
racial caste oppression depriving both blacks and nonslavehold- 
ing whites of any meaningful influence in the way that slavery 
was used in the economic life of the South. In short, the economy 
provided the basis for the development of the system of slavery 
and the polity reinforced and perpetuated that system. Further- 
more, the economy enabled the slaveholders to develop a re- 
gional center of power and the polity was used to legitimate that 
power. Since nonslaveholding whites were virtually powerless 
both economically and politically, they had very little effect on 
the developing patterns of race relations. The meaningful forms 
of black-white contact were between slaves and slaveholders, and 
southern race relations consequently assumed a paternalistic 
quality involving the elaboration and specification of duties, 
norms, rights, and obligations as they pertained to the use of 
slave labor and the system of indefinite servitude. 

In short, the pattern of race relations in the antebellum South 
 was shaped first and foremost by the system of production. The 
very nature of the social relations of production meant that the 
exclusive control of the planters would be derived from their 
position in the production process, which ultimately led to the 
creation of a juridical system that reflected and protected their 
class interests, including their investment in slavery. 

However, in the nineteenth-century antebellum North the form 
of racial oppression was anything but paternalistic. Here a more 
industrial system of production enabled white workers to become 
more organized and physically concentrated than their southern 
counterparts. Following the abolition of slavery in the North, they 
used their superior resources to generate legal and informal prac- 
tices of segregation that effectively prevented blacks from be- 
coming serious economic competitors. As the South gradually 
moved from a plantation to an industrial economy in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, landless whites were finally 
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able to effect changes in the racial stratification system. Their 
efforts to eliminate black competition helped to produce an 
elaborate system of Jim Crow segregation. Poor whites were 
aided not only by their number but also by the development of 
political resources which accompanied their greater involvement 
in the South’s economy. 

Once again, however, the system of production was the major 
basis for this change in race relations, and once again the politi- 
cal system was used to reinforce patterns of race emanating from 
structural shifts in the economy. If the racial laws in the antebel- 
lum South protected the class interests of the planters and re- 
flected their overwhelming power, the Jim Crow segregation laws 
of the late nineteenth century reflected the rising power of white 
laborers; and if the political power of the planters was grounded 
in the system of production in a plantation economy, the emerg- 
ing political power of the workers grew out of the new division 
of labor that accompanied industrialization. 

Except for the brief period of fluid race relations in the North 
between 1870 and 1890 and in the South during the Reconstruc- 
tion era, racial oppression is the single best term to characterize 
the black experience prior to the twentieth century. In the ante- 
bellum South both slaves and free blacks occupied what could be 
best described as a caste position in the sense that realistic 
chances for occupational mobility simply did not exist. In the 
antebellum North a few free blacks were able to acquire some 
property and improve their socioeconomic position, and a few 
were even able to make use of educational opportunities. How- 
ever, the overwhelming majority of free northern Negroes were 
trapped in menial positions and were victimized by lower-class 
white antagonism, including the racial hostilities of European 
immigrant ethnics, who successfully curbed black economic com- 
petition. In the postbellum South, the system of Jim Crow segre- 
gation wiped out the small gains blacks had achieved during 
Reconstruction, and blacks were rapidly pushed out of the more 
skilled jobs they had held since slavery. Accordingly, there was 
very little black occupational differentiation in the South at the 
turn of the century. 

Just as the shif from a plantation economy to an industrializ- 
ing economy transformed the class and race relations in the post- 
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bellum South, so too did industrialization in the North change 
the context for race-class interaction and confrontation there. On 
the one hand, the conflicts associated with the increased black- 
white contacts in the early twentieth-century North resembled 
the forms of antagonism that soured the relations between the 
races in the postbellum South. Racial conflicts between blacks 
and whites in both situations were closely tied to class conflicts 
among whites. On the other hand, there were some fundamental 
differences. The collapse of the paternalistic bond between blacks 
and the southern business elite cleared the path for the almost 
total subjugation of blacks in the South and resulted in what 
amounted to a united white racial movement that solidified the 
system of Jim Crow segregation. However, a united white move- 
ment against blacks never really developed in the North. In the 
first quarter of the twentieth century, management attempted to 
undercut white labor by using blacks as strikebreakers and, in 
some situations, as permanent replacements for white workers 
who periodically demanded higher wages and more fringe bene- 
fits. Indeed the determination of industrialists to ignore racial 
norms of exclusion and to hire black workers was one of the main 
reasons why the industry-wide unions reversed their racial poli- 
cies and actively recruited black workers during the New Deal 
era. Prior to this period the overwhelming majority of unskilled 
and semiskilled blacks were nonunionized and were available as 
lower-paid labor or as strikebreakers. The more management 
used blacks to undercut white labor, the greater were the racial 
antagonisms between white labor and black labor. Moreover, 
racial tension in the industrial sector often reinforced and some- 
times produced racial tension in the social order. The growth of 
the black urban population created a housing shortage during 
the early twentieth century which frequently produced black 
“invasions” or ghetto “spillovers” into adjacent poor white 
neighborhoods. The racial tensions emanating from labor strife 
seemed to heighten the added pressures of racial competition 
for housing, neighborhoods, and recreational areas. Indeed, it 
was this combination of racial friction in both the economic sec- 
tor and the social order that produced the bloody riots in East 
St. Louis, in 1917, and in Chicago and several other cities, in 
1919. 
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In addition to the fact that a united white movement against 
blacks never really developed in the North during the industrial 
period, it was also the case that the state’s role in shaping race 
relations was much more autonomous, much less directly related 
to developments in the economic sector. Thus, in the brief period 
of fluid race relations in the North from 1870 to 1890, civil rights 
laws were passed barring discrimination in public places and in 
public institutions. This legislation did not have any real sig- 
nificance to the white masses at that time because, unlike in the 
pre-Civil War period in the North, and unlike in the post-Civil 
War period in the South, white workers did not perceive blacks 
as major economic competitors. Blacks constituted only a small 
“percentage of the total population in Northern cities; they had 
not yet been used in any significant numbers as cheap labor in 
industry or as strikebreakers, and their earlier antebellum com- 
petitors for low-status jobs (the Irish and Cerman immigrants) 
had improved their economic status in the trades and municipal 
employment. 

For all these reasons liberal whites and black professionals, 
urged on by the spirit of racial reform that had developed during 
the Civil War and Reconstruction, could pursue civil rights pro- 
grams without firm resistance; for all these reasons racial develop- 
ments on the political front were not directly related to the eco- 
nomic motivations and interests of workers and management. In 
the early twentieth century the independent effect of the political 
system was displayed in an entirely different way. The process of 
industrialization had significantly altered the pattern of racial 
interaction, giving rise to various manifestations of racial antago- 
nism. Although discrimination and lack of training prevented 
blacks from seeking higher-paying jobs, they did compete with 
lower-class whites for unskilled and semiskilled factory jobs and 
they were used by management to undercut the white workers’ 
union movement. Despite the growing importance of race in the 
dynamics of the labor market, the political system did not inter- 
vene either to mediate the racial conflicts or to reinforce the 
pattern of labor-market racial interaction generated by the system 
of production. This was the case despite the salience of a racist 
ideology system that justified and prescribed unequal treatment 
for Afro-Americans. (As was pointed out in Chapter 1, industrial- 
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ists will more likely challenge societal racial norms in situations 
where adherence to them results in economic losses.) If nothing 
else, the absence of political influence on the labor market prob- 
ably reflected the power struggles between management and 
workers. Thus, legislation to protect the rights of black workers 
to compete openly for jobs would have conflicted with the inter- 
ests of white workers, whereas legislation to deny black partici- 
pation in any kind of industrial work would have conflicted with 
the interests of management. To repeat, unlike in the South, a 
united white movement resulting in the almost total segregation 
of the work force never really developed in the North. 

But the state’s lack of influence in the industrial sector of 
private industries did not mean that it had no significant impact 
on racial stratification in the early twentieth-century North. The 
urban political machines, controlled in large measure by working- 
class ethnics who were often in direct competition with blacks in 
the private industrial sector, systematically gerrymandered black 
neighborhoods and excluded the urban black masses from mean- 
ingful political participation throughout the early twentieth cen- 
tury. Control by the white ethnics of the various urban political 
machines was so complete that blacks were never really in a 
position to compete for the more important municipal political 
rewards such as patronage jobs or government contracts and 
services. Thus, the lack of racial competition for municipal politi- 
cal rewards did not provide the basis for racial tension and con- 
flict in the urban political system. And, to repeat, this political 
racial oppression had no direct connection with or influence on 
race relations in the private industrial sector. 

In sum, whether one focuses on the way race relations was 
structured by the system, of production or the polity or both, 
racial oppression (ranging from the exploitation of black labor 
by the business class to the elimination of black competition for 
economic, social, and political resources by the white masses) 
was a characteristic and important phenomenon in both the pre- 
industrial and industrial periods of American race relations. 

Nonetheless, and despite the prevalence of various forms of 
racial oppression, the change from a preindustrial to an industrial 
system of production did enable blacks to increase their political 
and economic resources. The proliferation of jobs created by in- 
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dustrial expansion helped generate and sustain the continuous 
mass migration of blacks from the rural South to the cities of the 
North and West. As the black urban population grew and became 
more segregated, institutions and organizations in the black com- 
munity also developed, together with a business and professional 
class affiliated with these institutions. Still it was not until after 
World War II (the modern industrial period), that the black class 
structure started to take on some of the characteristics of the 
white class structure. 

It is also the case that class has become more important than 
race in determining black life-chances in the modern industrial 
period. Moreover, the center of racial conflict has shifted from 
the industrial sector to the sociopolitical order. Although these 
changes can be related to the more fundamental changes in the 
system of production and in the laws and policies of the state, 
the relations between the economy and the polity in the modern 
industrial period have differed from those in previous periods. 
In the preindustrial and industrial periods the basis of structured 
racial inequality was primarily economic, and in most situations 
the state was merely an instrument to reinforce patterns of race 
relations that grew directly out of the social relations of produc- 
tion.1 Except for the brief period of fluid race relations in the 
North from 1870 to 1890, the state was a major instrument of 
racial oppression. State intervention in the modern industrial 
period has been designed to promote racial equality, and the 
relationship between the polity and the economy has been much 
more reciprocal, so much so that it is difficult to determine which 
one has been more important in shaping race relations since 
World War II. It was the expansion of the economy that facili- 
tated black movement from the rural areas to the industrial cen- 
ters and that created job opportunities leading to greater occu- 
pational differentiation in the black community (in the sense that 
an increasing percentage of blacks moved into white-collar posi- 
tions and semiskilled and skilled blue-collar positions); and it 
was the intervention of the state (responding to the pressures of 
increased black political resources and to the racial protest move- 
ment) that removed many artificial discrimination barriers by mu- 
nicipal, state, and federal civil rights legislation, and that con- 
tributed to the more liberal racial policies of the nation’s labor 
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unions by protective union legislation. And these combined poli- 
tical and economic changes created a pattern of black occupa- 
tional upgrading that resulted, for example, in a substantial drop 
in the percentage of black males in the low-paying service, un- 
skilled laborer, and farm jobs (from close to 80 percent in 1940 
to only 36 percent in 1970). 

However, despite the greater occupational differentiation 
within the black community, there are now signs that the effect 
of some aspects of structural economic change has been the 
closer association between black occupational mobility and class 
affiliation. Access to the means of production is increasingly 
based on educational criteria (a situation which distinguishes the 
modern industrial from the earlier industrial system of produc- 
tion) and thus threatens to solidify the position of the black un- 
derclass. In other words, a consequence of the rapid growth of 
the corporate and government sectors has been the gradual crea- 
tion of a segmented labor market that currently provides vastly 
different mobility opportunities for different segments of the 
black population. On the one hand, poorly trained and educa- 
tionally limited blacks of the inner city, including that growing 
number of black teenagers and young adults, see their job pros- 
pects increasingly restricted to the low-wage sector, their unem- 
ployment rates soaring to record levels (which remain high de- 
spite swings in the business cycle), their labor-force participation 
rates declining, their movement out of poverty slowing, and their 
welfare roles increasing. On the other hand, talented and edu- 
cated blacks are experiencing unprecedented job opportunities 
in the growing government and corporate sectors, opportunities 
that are at least comparable to those of whites with equivalent 
qualifications. The improved job situation for the more privileged 
blacks in the corporate and government sectors is related both to 
the expansion of salaried white-collar positions and to the pres- 
sures of state affirmative action programs. 

In view of these developments, it would be difficult to argue 
that the plight of the black underclass is solely a consequence of 
racial oppression, that is, the explicit and overt efforts of whites 
to keep blacks subjugated, in the same way that it would be diffi- 
cult to explain the rapid economic improvement of the more 
privileged blacks by arguing that the traditional forms of racial 
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segregation and discrimination still characterize the labor market 
in American industries. The recent mobility patterns of blacks 
lend strong support to the view that economic class is clearly 
more important than race in predetermining job placement and 
occupational mobility. In the economic realm, then, the black 
experience has moved historically from economic racial oppres- 
sion experienced by virtually all blacks to economic subordina- 
tion for the black underclass. And as we begin the last quarter 
of the twentieth century, a deepening economic schism seems 
to be developing in the black community, with the black poor 
falling further and further behind middle- and upper-income 
blacks. 

If race is declining in significance in the economic sector, ex- 
planations of racial antagonism based on labor-market conflicts, 
such as those advanced by economic class theories of race, also 
have less significance in the period of modern industrial race 
relations. Neither the low-wage sector nor the corporate and 
government sectors provide the basis for the kind of interracial 
job competition and conflict that plagued the economic order in 
previous periods. With the absorption of blacks into industry- 
wide labor unions, the protective union legislation, and the equal 
employment legislation, it is no longer possible for management 
to undercut white labor by using black workers. The traditional 
racial struggles for power and privilege have shifted away from 
the economic sector and are now concentrated in the socio- 
political order. Although poor blacks and poor whites are still 
the main actors in the present manifestations of racial strife, the 
immediate source of the tension has more to do with racial com- 
petition for public schools, municipal political systems, and resi- 
dential areas than with the competition for jobs. 

To say that race is declining in significance, therefore, is not 
only to argue that the life chances of blacks have less to do with 
race than with economic class affiliation but also to maintain that 
racial conflict and competition in the economic sector–the most 
important historical factors in the subjugation of blacks–have 
been substantially reduced. However, it could be argued that the 
firm white resistance to public school desegregation, residential 
integration, and black control of central cities all indicate the 
unyielding importance of race in America. The argument could 
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even be entertained that the impressive occupational gains of the 
black middle class are only temporary and that as soon as affirm- 
ative action pressures are relieved, or as soon as the economy 
experiences a prolonged recession, industries will return to their 
old racial practices. Both of these arguments are compelling, if 
not altogether persuasive. Taking the latter contention first, there 
is little available evidence to suggest that the economic gains of 
privileged blacks will be reversed. Despite the fact that the reces- 
sion of the early 1970s decreased job prospects for all educated 
workers, the more educated blacks continued to experience a 
faster rate of job advancement than their white counterparts.2 
And although it is always possible that an economic disaster 
could produce racial competition for higher-paying jobs and 
white efforts to exclude talented blacks, it is difficult to entertain 
this idea as a real possibility in the face of the powerful political 
and social movement against job discrimination. At this point 
there is every reason to believe that talented and educated 
blacks, like talented and educated whites, will continue to enjoy 
the advantages and privileges of their class status. 

My response to the first argument is not to deny the current 
racial antagonism in the sociopolitical order but to suggest that 
such antagonism has far less effect on individual or group access 
to those opportunities and resources that are centrally important 
for life survival than antagonism in the economic sector. The fac- 
tors that most severely affected black life-chances in previous 
years were the racial oppression and antagonism in the economic 
sector, As race declined in importance in the economic sector, 
the Negro class structure became more differentiated and black 
life chances became increasingly a consequence of class affilia- 
tion. Furthermore, it is even difficult to identify the form of racial 
contact in the sociopolitical order as the ultimate source of the 
manifestations of conflict between lower-income blacks and 
whites; because neither the degree of racial competition between 
the have-nots, nor their structural relations in urban communi- 
ties, nor their patterns of interaction constitute the ultimate 
source of present racial antagonism. As this study suggests, the 
ultimate basis for current racial tension is the deleterious effect 
of basic structural changes in the modern American economy on 
black and white lower-income groups, changes that include un- 
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even economic growth, increasing technology and automation, 
industry relocation, and labor-market segmentation. 

The situation of marginality and redundancy created by the 
modern industrial society deleteriously affects all the poor, re- 
gardless of race. Underclass whites, Hispano-Americans, and na- 
tive Americans all are victims, to a greater or lesser degree, of 
class subordination under advanced capitalism. It is true that 
blacks are disproportionately represented in the underclass pop- 
ulation (of persons below the low-income level in 1974, 31 per- 
cent were black) and that about one-third of the entire black 
population is in the underclass. But the significance of these facts 
has more to do with the historical consequences of racial oppres- 
sion than with the current effects of race. Although the percent- 
age of blacks below the low-income level dropped steadily 
throughout the 1960s (from 55 in 1959 to 33.5 in 1970), one of 
the legacies of the racial oppression in previous years is the con- 
tinued disporportionate black representation in the underclass. 
And since 1970 both poor whites and nonwhites have evidenced 
very little progress in their elevation from the ranks of the under- 
class.3  In the final analysis, therefore, the challenge of economic 
dislocation in modern industrial society calls for public policy 
programs to attack inequality on a broad class front, policy pro- 
grams, in other words, that go beyond the limits of ethnic and 
racial discrimination by directly confronting the pervasive and 
destructive features of class subordination. 


