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SOUTHERN LIBERALISM AND CONSTITUIONAL EQUALITY PRIVATE 

In l957 Martin Luther King made a speech about the new, more effective southern opposition to civil rights.  In contrast to 

the Klan, he said, the Citizens' Councils had "a halo of respect-ability."  Under that halo, they were intimidating white south-erners who "dare to take a stand for justice."  The Councils had "brought many white moderates to the point that they no longer feel free to discuss the issues involved in desegregation for fear of what they will be labeled.  Channels of communication between whites and Negroes are now closed.  Certainly this is tragic."  But there was another force that counterbalanced the Councils and Klan.  There were "hundreds of persons in the white south who realize that they cannot cut themselves off from the rest of the nation.  They are working in numerous unpublicized ways to impl[e]ment the rulings of the Supreme Court and make the ideal of brotherhood a reality."
  I would like to emphasize that word "unpublicized," a key to the whole history of the SRC.


King took--and publicized--a very different view six years later, in his great pulpit at the Birmingham city Jail:  "I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate.  I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's greatest stumbling block ...is not the White Citizens' Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to 'order' than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: 'I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action'; who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a 'more conveni-ent season.'  Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will." etc.  In the now famous Letter, King also made expli-cit his theory of human nature, making clear his disagreement with the moderates' "mystical concept of time" went to the core of his own convictions.  He invoked Reinhold Niebuhr's famous observation that groups are, as King paraphrased the point, "more immoral than individuals," and added:  "We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed."


Scholars have tended to vindicate King's l963 view of moderates rather than his l957 view, seeing the later view as a more mature one, based on hard experience rather than the naive wishful thinking that characterized his early positions.  The question of the value of moderation was posed most starkly and effectively, I think, by Jennifer Hochschild, in a brilliant book that historians don't pay enough attention to, the New American Dilemma (l984).  Hochschild surveyed the experience of dozens of cities, and concluded that desegrgation plans failed when they were politely, cautiously, and tentatively introduced, with due deference to the feelings of the white parents involved.  In other words, the plans provoked successful resistance when they were tokenistic or incremental "pilot" programs, for in those cases the resisters saw indecisiveness in the surrounding commun-ities that were not part of the pilot program, and a reservoir of useful public sympathy in the fact that their school or neighbor-hood had been, in effect, singled out.  Conversely, desegregation plans succeeded when they were shoved down everybody's throat at once--when the potential resisters saw an uncompromising commit-ment behind the desegregation order, no escape routes, and no singling out. 


The more general point of Hochschild's analysis was that liberalism can only advance by illiberal methods.  Or, to put it another way, that liberals were right to feel uncomfortable--if they were perceptive or honest enough to feel uncomfortable--with the way their goals were achieved.  Many readers, even those who proudly claimed to have outgrown liberalism, or to have resisted its appeal all along, were disturbed by her findings, and she gave them no easy way out.  

I would like to begin by suggesting, however, that SRC-types were justified in their moderation, and that a better understanding of them--and their relationship to black leaders like King--would make it hard to dismiss white southern moderates as historians have tended to do.  A better understanding would make it hard to reduce their value to the residual, good cop/bad cop counterpoint they made to the more decisive, allegedly more realistic black leaders.  


Though King's rebuke of "the white moderate" from the Birm-ingham jail was a stinging one, it is often forgotten that he quickly added a list of exceptions--"white brothers in the South" who "have grasped the meaning" of the "social revolution and committed themselves to it."  They were "Ralph McGill,"--yes, Ralph McGill was first on the list-- "Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, James McBride Dabbs, Ann Braden, and Sarah Patton Boyle."  McGill, Golden, Dabbs, and Boyle, at least, had all been associ-ated with SRC.  While Braden might not relish being mentioned in the same breath as McGill, and vice versa, it is important that King was, even here, holding out hope in the moderates, or at least declining to burn his bridges to them.


In suggesting the SRC's moderation was justified, I mean something specific:  its moderation was not dogmatic or absolute.  It was a selective reluctance:  reluctance to act boldly or radi-cally on l4th amendment questions, as opposed to l5th amendment voting rights, on which the accusations of overweening gradualism cannot stick, I think.
  (May modify this line if previous ses-sion requires.)   Moderation was a strategic sense of priorities, too:  up until its famous turn in l949, it meant a reluctance to press the more complicated and intractable l4th amendment ques-tions and, until the Supreme Court's l954 school decision, to apply l4th-amendment demands to the public schools--before voting changes had been achieved, before economic growth and development had taken root, and before a degree of acceptance and readiness appeared among the general white southern population (which, they assumed, would come more easily and extensively after rather than before the things I've just named as taking priority in their minds).  Their moderation was more often than not simply a reluc-tance to act boldly on such questions in public--under the scru-tiny of the mass media, in an age where demagogic exploitation of simmering hatreds and phobias was a cheap way to win elections (and wreak social havoc).  The goal of SRC moderates was to keep desegregation planning as calm and quiet as possible, to avert demagogic exploitation and mob resistance.  


SRC-types' hesitation on the question of public schools is not evident at all, I think, in their approach to desegregation of other arenas, for example public transportation.  They cannot be accused of temporizing or delay there.  Our retrospective understanding of transportation desegregatioun may be occluded by the Brown decision, which seems to turn so much of the civil rights struggle into a litmus test of where people stood on the school question.  Yet there is something artificial about viewing all the struggle through the lens somewhat arbitrarily intruded by the Supreme Court.  You would think that all the scholarly emphasis on local, grassroots activity would have opened up our understanding of white moderates--whose ranks thinned so drama-tically over that issue.
  For transportation might have been a more popular target, or at any rate first target, of spontaneous, grassroots activity--which was derailed (pun unavoidable) by the advent of Brown.  And transportation, from the perspective of l945 or l952 might have been a strategically sounder starting place to begin a serious campaign to restore l4th-amendment rights.


Virginius Dabney--who figures as a sort of Godfather of southern liberalism in the l930s--one of early members of SRC, certainly had greater faith in transportation than schools in the pre-Brown era.  The year before SRC's founding, while he was participating in plans to launch the organization, Dabney tried an experiment now famous in the annals of southern liberalism.  He proposed desegregation of streetcars and busses in Virginia cities, thinking the white citizenry would accept his "conserva-tive" argument that the law had already become a dead letter.  The great upward jolt in black and white employment that came with the war, he explained, repealed the law through simple overcrowding.  In the new conditions, strict adherence to the law of separation perversely led to greater interracial contact:  to get to the black section, black passengers had to push all the way to the back, jostling more white passengers than if they just sat or stood where there was room.  The perversity may have been as much in Dabney's interpretation as in the situation itself.  But there was some recognition in Dabney's editorials, and more in his voluminous private correspondence, that few white south-erners were willing to be so punctilious in their adherence to the law when black servicemen were the black passengers in ques-tion.  Their uniforms reminded other passengers of the sacrifices they were making for "freedom," and they were comporting them-selves in a civilized and inoffensive manner.  Dabney also conceded that the streetcar laws were among the more gratuitous of the humiliations of Jim Crow.  He was no closet integration-ist--as became clear later.  Still, his "conservative" argument may have been an example of what Vann Woodward once referred to as the velvet fist in the iron glove--masking a gesture of humanity with austere practicality.  Not that the practicality was feigned:  could the city afford to maintain the awkward and elaborate distinctions, which interfered with the flow of commerce, in this time of economic emergency?
 


Dabney famously recoiled from his "conservative" desegrega-tion proposal, however, within two months.  Sensible, pragmatic gestures like his were futile, he wrote, when "the mass of whites ...is hostile to any change."
   And that was the characteristic stance of the southern liberal:  I favor substantial change, but out there in bubbaland, there's a combustible mixture of hatred, fear, and envy, etc., which just won't allow any obvious or significant steps.  We can be liberals, but only closet liberals, Dabney decided.  


In some ways, Dabney appeared to have been testing that very assumption, to see whether liberals' elemental fears of the white masses were, or were still, well founded.  And Dabney wrote that they were--that the reaction to his proposal was so swift, so overwhelming, and so emotional, that he had to withdraw it.


Historian John Kneebone showed, however, that Dabney invent-ed the "mass" reaction almost entirely out of whole cloth.  There was, in fact, no surge of popular fear.  He did not get the flood of letters from poor, uneducated white folk opposing his propo-sal.  From those types, he wrote to a friend, he heard "not at all."  Kneebone observed that, for decades, Dabney and other southern liberals "brandished this bogeyman--the cruelly Negro-phobic poor white--to drive away impetuous reformers."  In the end, "this terrifying class of white southerners also paralyzed southern liberalism."  Dabney attempted to maintain the support of rational, educated leaders (including moderate politicians like Virginia governor Colgate Darden, later an SRC member, who ignored Dabney's proposal and pressure from letter-writers to introduce it to the legislature, of which Darden had firm control).  But that allegedly moderate, rational elite--and black leaders, for the most part--remained immune to Dabney's appeal.


The opposition to Dabney's proposal--if his own papers are any guide--came from upper-class, educated leaders like himself.  Even at that, the letters he published from white readers were overwhelmingly in favor (more than three to one).  But newspaper editors elsewhere in the state cold-shouldered Dabney on this question, and he did not believe he could fight them.  So he joined them in opposing further experimentation along these lines.  Dabney claimed that opposition was also overwhelming in the state legislature and in the "interracial" movement; that the black leaders he knew shared his fear of inflaming mass white sentiment, despite the apparent popularity of his proposal from the direct evidence of readers.  Though Dabney soon joined SRC, he fought against criticizing Jim Crow, and then when he lost that fight, quit and turned against the organization and became one of the most effective segregationists in the South.
 


It is useful to view this episode in light of the rather nifty irony that Tony Badger was the first to call attention to:  both the extreme segregationists and the racial liberals of the South assumed that the white masses were against them.  Or rather, the segregationists believed the masses were apathetic, complacent, overconfident about the survival of Jim Crow; segs believed they had to sound the alarm and whip the insufficiently militant white masses into a greater commitment and solidarity.  The liberals believed that the white masses were one big lynch mob waiting to happen, a powderkeg of violent reaction that, if the slightest spark of controversy hit it, could engulf the South in violence, and tighten the chokehold of demagoguery that would strangle all hope of reform (racial and non-racial reform alike).  Liberals thought that their coming out of the closet for signifi-cant racial reform would overturn decades of delicate, gradual, painstakingly achieved progress. 


I would add to Badger's insight that significant numbers of segregationist leaders--the mild-mannered, respectability-seeking segs, like Jimmy Byrnes, Richard Russell, James J. Kilpatrick, John Temple Graves, etc.--also wanted orderly, quiet management of policy.  They shared with the SRC-types a desire to keep the issue out of reach of demagogues.  (Desegregationists did not have demagogues in their ranks, but there were plenty of segre-gationists and other conservatives who opposed and feared dema-gogues.  Byrnes, Russell, Kilpatrick et al. believed--and I think they had reason to believe--that the demagogues hindered the segregationist cause, and conservatism more generally.)  I would also add that there were plenty of black leaders who wanted politics kept away from the white masses.


My interest in bringing this story up is not to heap scorn on Dabney as a spineless, wishy-washy paternalist--there's plenty of that kind of criticism out there, and frankly it is too easy to make.  Rather, I wish to call attention to Dabney's discovery about white southern society, or Kneebone's discovery of his discovery.  Which is that the masses of urban Virginia apparently would not react violently to desegregation of public transport-ation:  that elite reformers' fear of the masses was unfounded.  More important for present purposes, even before the great turn-ing point of l949, most of the SRC leadership was moving in the opposite direction from Dabney on this--on every question but the public school question.

There is something special about school desegregation.  Its emer-gence as the defining issue in civil rights was to some degree a fluke--perhaps a tragic one--of the haphazard, ad hoc path of legal development.  The Supreme Court did finally bring on, for several years following May l954, the hue and cry that Dabney had feared.  Or to be more precise, it raised a hue and cry among opportunistic politicians and rabble-rousers who, for a remark-ably long run, succeeded spectacularly in mobilizing angry white voters.
  


But before Brown, the NAACP Legal Defense Fund had been fol-lowing other avenues.  Up until l946, the most promising of those was probably public transportation.  The original judicial loop-hole justifying segregation under the l4th amendment, in the Plessy case, was after all the result of a transportation case.  The most logical place to attack the Plessy doctrine was in other transportation cases.


As historian Mark Tushnet explains, however, the LDF's cam-paign against transportation segregation petered out after the apparent victory in Morgan v. Virginia (l946).  In Morgan, the court decided 7 to l that a state could not impose segregation on an interstate bus because doing so unreasonably interfered with interstate commerce.  The lone dissenter, Harold Burton, normally a supporter of civil rights, pointed out, however, that the court was evading the central question:  Whether state-imposed segrega-tion violated the l4th amendment.  In the Morgan majority's controlling precedent, Hall v. deCuir (l878), the Court had used the same logic sixty-eight years earlier to strike down an anti-segregation law.  What the commerce clause giveth, the commerce clause taketh away.  There was no reason why the l946 decision could not be turned around to the effect of Hall rather than to the effect of Morgan--to invalidate the laws of l8 northern states that banned segregation on carriers within their borders.  Considering these and other quirks interstate-commerce law, Thurgood Marshall stated that he was "unwilling" to test transportation segregation further.


The LDF needed to push the court to find segregation in decisive conflict, somewhere, with the l4th amendment's equal protection clause.  In the event, it ended up using schools.  But there were signs in the late l940s that what ultimately became the most promising litigative avenue headed away from crucial bases of political support. 


The year after Morgan, Truman's PCCR showed weakness and division on only one question in its famous report of l947, "To Secure These Rights."  After forthrightly recommending a perma-nent FEPC, an antilyncing law, and "elimination of segregation" from all aspects of American life, the committee divided on the means to eliminate segregation from public schools.  A minority of the commission went on record that it did not think schools should be desegregated immediately or forcefuly by the federal government.
  The report noted that the minority thought school desegregation might be a desirable end, but that it should be achieved voluntarily, gradually, by local initiative, with due regard to the peculiarities of local conditions.  There was no such hedging on the other issues in the report.  


I wonder, in light of Hochschild's thesis, whether the divi-sion over the means to school desegregation did as much to pro-voke the reaction of Strom Thurmond and other southern pols as the report's radicalism.  Much as the Commission's radicalism allowed southern pols to accuse Truman of betrayal of the hither-to loyal South, the division over federal force made the commis-sion--and the whole civil rights lobby, Republican as well as Democratic--look vulnerable. 


The SRC famously changed its mind on desegregation in l949.  Then when Brown came in l954, it stuck its neck out by pushing for compliance with the inevitable, now that desegregation was the law of the land.  That was one point--perhaps the only signi-ficant one--where Badger's "fatalism" does not apply:  the SRC here had confidence--misplaced, it turned out--that the law-abid-ing impulses of white southerners would overcome their suscepta-bility to demagogic appeals, and their prickly resistance to being pushed around by "outsiders."


The first major test of school desegregation in real life, in Little Rock in l957, provides an instructive juxtaposition.  In Little Rock (and North Little Rock), the very year before the school crisis that put that city into the headlines all around the world, the public transportation systems were completely desegregated--without fanfare or significant incident.  Even in Montgomery, also that year, the opposition to reducing discrimi-nation on busses seemed to come more from the bus company and city officials than from the general white population.  That is especially significant since the bus-riding population was skewed towards that allegedly more combustible end of the white income-distribution.  And when, after a year of struggle, bus segrega-tion fell in Montgomery, there was no significant violence.  


Also in l956, Tallahassee desegregated its bus system--much more quickly than Montgomery.  And an interesting contrast came there to the experience of the SRC as a whole, which lost members rapidly after it embraced desegregation in l949:  The Tallahas-see chapter of the Florida Council on Human Relations, which had been by all reports inactive before the black boycott that forced transportation desegregation in Tallahassee, saw a significant growth in membership.
  


Maybe the stiff resistance (and international publicity) of the Montgomery bus boycott was the exception, not the rule (intransigence of white authorities in Montgomery.  At any rate, Mills Thornton argued persuasively that it was only intransigence that made a literally a federal case out of what could have re-mained a local dispute (and did remain a local dispute in Talla-hassee and Little Rock, among other places).  (To be precise, Thornton stated that black as well as white transigence projected the local conflict onto the stage of world history, but the details of his account are mostly examples of official white intransigence.)  Thornton anticipated the now famous "backlash thesis," but with a slightly different implication.  Whereas Klarman believed that the petty pace of SRC-type changes before Brown never would have amounted to a hill of beans--that white violence and intransigence, alone, provoked the massive national and international outcry that, alone, forced a significant change of policy--Thornton implies that desegregation of transportation systems may have proceeded without opposition, had it not been for the launching of M.L. King's career, SCLC, and mass direct action that produced admittedly quicker and more thorough change.
  So the segregationist editor, Tom Waring, wrote to Dabney in l956:  even his own paper, the Charleston News & Courier, which he rightly referred to as "die-hard," Waring wrote, had been "advocating some (perhaps most) of the SRC's agenda "when the Supreme Court, as you so ably point out, made it all but impossible to pursue that line."
 


It was desegregation of schools--or rather, what was per-ceived as their sudden, forced desegregation by a distant, alien authority--that provoked, and seemed to justify, violence and mass resistance.  Some of the local dynamics are important here, too.  Many white parents at Central High perceived the desegre-gation there as an imposition by upper-crust do-gooders whose own children would continue to attend segregated schools.  Massive Resistance was not just about Home Rule, that is, but about who should rule at home.  Hochschild, among others, makes it clear that the same view--that liberal activists and federal judges sent their own children to private or suburban schools--played a key role in many if not most other cases of resistance to school desegregation, in the North as well as South.


The year after Little Rock, the SRC was distributing a pam-phlet, South Carolinians Speak: A Moderate Approach to Race Rela-tions.  Though the SRC had committed itself to school desegrega-tion, this pamphlet suggested that its local affiliates (the state councils on Human Relations) still depended on members who agreed with the SRC on every point but schools.  (One of the most fruitful lines of inquiry on the black side of the struggle has been to explore the divergence of many local branches from the national office of the NAACP.  I think we will not really get a grip on southern white moderation until we explore the relation-ship of the CHRs to the Atlanta headquarters.)  Organized by well-known clergymen in the state, SCS was a compendium of state-ments by prominent community leaders, to show the range of moder-ation.  The speakers all identified themselves as moderates.  Most advocated an end to segregation in transportation.  Many applauded the private acts of desegregation that had already occurred in ministerial and other professional associations.  One of these moderates stated, "There is no good reason why segrega-tion on public conveyances should be continued.  I think it was on the way out when the school issue arose and in a comparatively short time it would have disappeared."  But all of the contribu-tors who expressed themselves with any clarity on the issue went down the line opposing the imposition of public school desegegre-gation.
  (Some thought voluntary, gradual desegregation accept-able, and some simply evaded the question; many who were vague on school desegregation were quite clear that they considered the NAACP a band of dangerous radicals.)  


It is of interest to note, that the moderate position here echoed that of the segregationist Waring, quoted above.  It was barely distinguishable from one of the staunchest, most prominent segregationists, the Rev. James Dees, who conceded at the end of a l955 speech, "There are certain areas where I think that segre-gation is not practicable [or] sensible.  I am glad to note that at the professional level, the races are coming together for what I believe is for good.  I observe that the State Medical Society [of North Carolina] has voted to admit negro doctors.  It has long been a practice for ministerial associations to be inter-racial.  I think that it behooves the seminaries of our [Episco-pal] church to receive negro students, since it would not be practicable to try to provide a separate seminary for the mere handful of negro seimary students that we have."
   


The point is not that the SRC's local rank and file were really closet reactionaries, but rather that the middle ground--white southerners who favored segregation but did not want to fight over it or make careers out of it--would have expanded if transportation rather than schools had been the defining issue.  Moderates could at least have called the bluff of people like Dees.  Perhaps in the hope that a little desegregation would ward off demands for systematic desegregation, people like Dees could justify acquiescence.  Had the court not drawn the line with schools, moderates could have driven absolute die-hard segs to the margins--instead of driving themselves to the margins, which is what they did (as King noted in his l957 speech).  


Not only white liberal opinion, but black opinion seems deeply divided on the question of school desegregation. This seems to me a conspicuous fact that historians have not begun to face up to.  In November l955, a Gallup Poll found that only 53 percent of black southerners supported the Brown decision.  It is reasonable to question whether polls on this question are helpful, since pollsters were white and black southerners might have been afraid to express their true views.  I hold no brief for the Thernstroms, but their response to this concern is I think pretty hard to refute:    


It is tempting to dismiss this evidence on the grounds that blacks in the South in those days were probably unwilling to state their true opinions to pollsters, most of whom were white.  Although this hypothesis is plausible, it cannot be squared with the results of another Gallup poll just a few weeks later, which showed that 82 percent of southern blacks approved of a recent Interstate Commerce Commission ruling against segregation in transportation....  If so many southern blacks were willing to admit to holding views about segregated transportation that were contrary to those of most southern whites, it is hard to see why they would dissemble when questioned about segregation in education.  The roughly fifty-fifty split in opinion among southern blacks is probably as accurate as most polling results.
  

Daisy Bates, in a l976 interview, recalled never feeling much confidence about her relationship with the black population of Little Rock.  She was walking on eggshells.  Many local black folk considered an "outsider," who was "stirring up trouble," and causing people to lose their jobs.  Not only her white friends, but her black friends stopped visiting her, and not simply out of fear.  If one of the Little Rock Nine had gotten killed, the whites would not have needed to persecute her any more:  "the black community would have chased me out of town, I knew that."
  She believed, apparently, that many black people in Little Rock shared the "fatalism" about the white masses that Badger sees hampering white moderates.  


School desegregation--especially the token variety, which was the only kind available for the first l4 years or so after Brown--was, after all, not a strategy for the black masses.  Rather, for the foreseeable future, it would benefit at best a small number of extraordinary children.  Many of the initial episodes of desegregation were for relatively privileged black children, or children of extraordinarily ambitious parents, who beleived they deserved the middle-class opportunities and preparation that were in scant supply in black schools.  Did the mass of black southerners aspire to that?  The black newspapers of the period have a rich and diverse range of opinion in their editorial, op-ed, and letters columns.  George Schuyler approved the goal of assimilation, but not the means of desegregation suits.  Zora Neale Hurston became the darling of the segregation-ist movement by writing that the goal itself was an insult to black culture:  the idea that black children needed to go to school with white children in order to have full, worthwhile lives.  Why not continue the equalization plan?  The fact that segregationists were pushing the same plan as a way to avoid or evade desegregation might in some sense make it more plausible, more likely to succeed, if less palatable to moral purists.  Historians who see the struggle as literally black and white are a long way from understanding the diversity of opinion within the southern black population on such questions. 


The main reason I wish to re-examine southern moderation on school desegregation is that a major trend of recent years (esp. the l990s) has been resegregation--the undoing of what was achieved at such cost in the l960s and l970s.
  Resegregation--whatever or whomever we wish to blame it on--suggests that schools were not the great accomplishment of the civil rights movement.  (The great irony is that it is moderates who assume schools have such all-fired ultimate or primary strategic importance.  That is the heart of their faith in the gradual processes of amelioration.  Christopher Jencks made a formidable case that the shortcomings liberal faith in education were revealed as that faith crashed on the rocks of experience in the desegregation controversies of the l960s and l970s.  It was just putting too great a burden on schools to expect them to drag the rest of the society to an egalitarian utopia.  It was naive not to grasp that the schools are products and instruments of prevailing power arrangements.  It was putting the cart before the horse to expect the schools to be able to change before the primary institutions of power, which controlled school budgets among other things.  See Jencks, Inequality [New York: Basic, l972].)


Desegregation may be desirable as an end in itself in cultural terms; or it may be desirable as the most effective--or the only effective--means to achieve material equality.  But the intentions behind desegregation must be considered separately from its long-term survivability.  It does not matter that desegregation was done with good intentions, to put it bluntly, if it turns out to be impossible to sustain--and I think we have been facing that over the last l5 or so years if not longer.  We may blame the Republican right, the spineless judiciary, or the abiding racism of the American people, or something else, for the unraveling of desegregation.  But blame does not establish realistic hope of desegregation's revival.


For the record, and for what it's worth, I do not wish to question the wisdom of the goal:  I think that integration, by itself, is a good thing, on balance, and resegregation, even if it didn't harm poor black people (which I think it does), is a sad thing.  The question is, however, what achievements have been durable?  When schools leapfrogged over the rest of the order of civil-rights priorities, was the pursuit of other, more durable goals abandoned or short-changed?  


I am struck by the relative lack of discussion in the schol-arly literature--compared to, say, the rich and contentious discussion in the black newpapers of the period--of alternative strategies.  But it is important to see that these are not mere strategies.  The choices involve important ideological and philosophical issues that lie at the heart of liberalism, which should not be off limits to historians.  


Hannah Arendt raised many of these early on, in her writings on the Little Rock struggle.  She endorsed the goal of greater equality and greater black access to political and economic institutions.  But she balanced her passion for equality with a fear of state power.  That fear impelled her to draw a line between "political" and "social" spheres.  The social sphere--intermediate between the political and the private--should she argued not be subject to the same absolute values as purely public institutions of power.  They were more intimate, local and community extensions of family and neighborhood; though admittedly government had some role in regulating and financing them, they needed a degree of autnomy--not as much as a family, but some--in order to maintain the allegiance and support of their local members.  Totalitarian states, sometimes in the service of noble liberal ideals like equality, destroyed such boundaries--had to--and therefore the presevation of freedom (and the free pursuit of goals like equality) depended on maintaining a line between the social and governmental spheres.
  These warnings blew up in her face, of course, and under pressure of contrary opinion from people who were risking their lives in the only struggle for equality that actually existed, Arendt herself recanted of her reservations.  But should we, looking back, be so quick to dismiss her questions as overly abstract and foreign?  I ask this--I hope--not out of an ideological dogma, but as an attempt to illuminate the actual experience in the particular times and places of the southern civil rights movement.


Given the undoing of so much of the desegregation strategy, might we not revive Arendt's questions, as possible clues to the evasion of school desegregation?  The problem did not go away--it was not simply the racism and backlash of ignorant slobs in Boston and Brooklyn that thwarted desegregation attempts there.  There is something to be said, on entirely non-racist, honorable grounds, for neighborhood control of schools.  Racism was certainly part of the reaction against desegregation, but I do not think it was enough to sustain the struggle, or to motivate millions--including increasing numbers of middle class black parents--to the suburbs or into expensive private schools.  Neighborhood control of schools clashes not so much with liberal-ism as with nationalism; it clashes not so much with African Americans' quest for equality as with the power of well-heeled elite lawyers and judges to channel that quest into areas where their own class is untouched--where relatively underprivileged white people have to pay the price. 


Are we unduly resistant to Arendt's idea that schools are not quite as "political" and "public" as, say, jury boxes, hotels, or streetcars?  Can we not grant that white parents--or black parents--have a right to control their schools, and that when they lose control, something valuable is lost even if increased opportunity or "diversity" are gained?  If we do not, I fear, we miss the opportunity to understand (rather than simply condemn) white flight and other resegregating trends.


The NAACP Legal Defense Fund itself, thirty years after Brown, announced a return to its previous equalization strategy.  This was an obviously pragmatic move--a belated response to the resistance of the courts to metro-area desegregation orders (or the courts' recognition of their own inability to reverse or control the vast demographic flight from the cities, which is not entirely "white").  But it is the kind of change that I think ought to be taken into account in historians' efforts to evaluate the strategies of the past.

I have tried to suggest, simply as a way of opening up discussion of such questions, that the SRC's reluctance to force the deseg-regation of schools before other steps were achieved, was well founded.  But this does not constitute a general vindication of moderation, in the sense of gradualism and voluntarism.  As I develop this argument--if the response here to this initial trial balloon doesn't persuade me to abandon it altogether--I do not imagine I will refute Jennifer Hochschild's sobering post-mortem on the desegregation movement so much as modify it, in light of the resegregation of recent years.  


While weighing the failure of desegregation to endure in far too many schools, it is equally important to consider the success stories of desegregation--those institutions where desegregation lasted and now appears so entrenched as to be irreversible, despite the forces that worked against desegregation of public schools.  I refer to the armed forces and professional sports.  The elevation of Colin Powell symbolizes a vast change in the largest and most expensive branch of the federal government since Truman's order in l948.  Once perceieved as the most resistant part of the government, the military now has a better record than many liberal organizations, such as the New York Times or the Nation magazine, in bringing black people to a share of power at the top as well as the bottom and middle ranks.  Baseball, football, and basketball, the most popular and expensive sports, now look like true meritocracies on the field (ignoring the increasingly bloated and intrusive business end of the games).

In the armed forces, and at the beginning of the process in sports, Hochschild's point holds:  uncompromising, unwavering force was necessary.  (Tokenism in sports, however, had the desired effect of breaking the spell and inciting systematic desegregation--rather than the feared, conservative effect of substituting small change for systematic change.)


Force is necessary, but can it work in the sort of "social sphere" institutions about which Arendt worried?  (This ought to be as important to historians of civil rights as should it work.)  Can it work, especially, when the relevant political authorities --Justices Frankfurter and Jackson, Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Nixon--clearly lack the deep commitment that, say, Branch Rickey had to it?  Can it work, when there is widespread resistance from those who sincerely feel they are being punsished without committing a crime--and are, indisputably, being singled out in an arbitrary fashion?  Hochschild answered that force works best without such singling out, but we might wonder whether, over the long run, even the successes she saw were undone by white (and affluent black) flight.  Can it work, finally, when the population that is supposed to benefit from it is ambivalent about the means, and perhaps about the ends, the force is supposed to achieve?  (We see mass uprisings of black southerners to desegregate mass transportation and public accommodations, but little of that, overall, to support school desegregation.  Some brave parents and children were willing to be heroes and pioneers; but only a rather pollyannaish moderate would think those few sufficient to achieve widespread, and lasting, social change.)


END

As a coda, I want to raise a related question that historians have left out of the story of school desegregation.  The SRC report no. L-l2, dated nov. l6, l959, pointed out that there was extensive progress in school desegregation.  By then a total of 269 school districts had desegregated in AR, FL, KY, NC,TN, &TX, and of these, only ll were under court order.  True, the pressure from court orders elsewhere--the very effort to avoid a direct court order--must have played a role.  Also, most of these were in border states, and in school districts with very small black populations:  moderates and extreme segs had long agreed that there was a "ratio" problem in the desegregation strategy as much as there was a racial problem.  


But I would like to suggest that we don't know nearly enough about the voluntary, mostly unpublicized desegregation--and to express my surprise that nobody has taken this up as a research topic.  The ratio of voluntarily desegregated school districts to forcefully desegregated ones is overwhelming--something that Jennifer Hochschild did not consider, and something that, I think, she might have trouble accounting for.  Maybe they are all (or nearly all) just peripheral border state episodes.  But maybe not.  Even if they are, who's to say that desegregation that way may not have been more durable, more peaceful, and more meaningful--in toto, may have affected a larger number of deprived black students than the more photogenic violent episodes?  I have no idea, but I think looking extensively at those cases, and possible patterns w/in them, might be very useful.  The SRC's reports
 are a great starting point here, as is the chapter on the subject in the SERS's compilation, Don Shoemaker, ed., With All Deliberate Speed (l957).

Another coda:  implementation is a topic that demands and would bear some historical investigation, and as far as I know it hasn't gotten any beyond Hugh Graham's book.  The SRC's glory may be here rather than in its strategizing before the fact to achieve changes.  Moderation before the fact may appear to us a historical byway, made irrelevant by the more decisive action of SCLC and the Federal govt., etc.  But moderation after the laws are passed--particularly the kind of moderation in which the SRC specialized, i.e., unpublicized meetings of business and civic leaders who wanted to get things done w/ a minimum of disruption and violence--may be far more important than we can know (since we haven't looked at it).  The Johnson administration clearly believed that after-the-fact moderation was necessary--and would require a lot of time and effort:  it wrote the SRC's experiences and methods into the l964 Act's section on implementation.  The act created the Community Relations Service, first under the Commerce dept. then moved to the Justice Dept.  Fittingly, a former director of SRC, Harold Fleming, became director of the CRS.  


I think we can broadly conclude that the lack of trouble and the relative rarity of evasion (as far as we know) of public- accommodation desegregation vindicates to some degree the more general strategy of the SRC.  True, there has been more trouble in employment discrim; a complicated matter involving unions and rival workers as much as employers.  But I think the record there, though mixed, is (a) not much different in the S than in the N, suggesting it's not legacy of legal segreg'n but a deeper, more pervasive national or even international problem; (b) complicated perhaps beyond recognition by other issues of affirmative action, which again are not at all confined to the South.  That said, for all its troubles, the record of employment discrimination is better than the record, on the whole, of school desegregation.  After all, the meritocratic argument, long made by SRC, had some truth in it, and when advantageous to employers, they had previously demonstrated a willingness to hire black workers even w/o legal compulsion (often against the oppos of white unions); large corporations, we have seen, now are part of the "liberal" side of employment law, not only implementing policies within their own domains, but advocating judicial and executive action for further "diversity."   This is not simply, or perhaps primarily, the meritocratic logic working out, but a marketing strategy, whereby corporations believe they need "diverse" advertising and sales people in order to "market" their products and services to "diverse" populations at home and abroad.


Notes




	�.  MLKB, Box 54 File VII.l4  King voiced optimism in this speech, contrary to his emphasis elsewhere on the need to abandon voluntarism and gradualism for coercion, force, federal intervention, etc.  There are "constructive forces that will defeat in time all of the barriers of opposition."  The S. "must inevitably industrialize" if it is to survive.  Urbanization & industrialization = ongoing "w/this growth of industry the folkways of white supremacy will necessarily pass away.  Moreover, Southerners are learning to be good businessmen and as such realiz[e] that bigotry is costly and bad for business."  Growth of indus will increase Negro purchasing power leading to increased demand for housing, health, educn:  ea of these will further weaken segregn.  Also as indus grows, org'd labor will grow and lorg'd L "has proved to be one of the most powerful forces in removing the blight of segregation and discrimination from our nation.  Many labor leaders wisely realize that the forces that are anti-Negro are usually anti-labor and vice-versa. And so organized labor is one of the Negro's strongest allies in the struggle for freedom."    Also the S has increasing sensitivity 2world opinion & S intransigence "fortifies Communist appeals to Asian & African peoples."


	The determ of the Negro himself to gain freedom and equality is the most powerful force that will ultimately defeat segregn. 


	"We must struggle passionately and unrelentingly for the goal of justice, but" our hands must be clean--"we must not struggle with falsehood, hate, or malice--we must never become bitter" else chaos.





"There are some things in our social system to which I am proud to be maladjusted and to which I suggest that you too ought to be maladjusted."  "The salvation of the world lies in the hands of the maladjusted."  





MLKB, Box 54 File VII.l4





	�.  The Letter appears among other places in King, Why We Can't Wait (New York: NAL/Signet, l963); quotations here are frm pp. 80-8l, 84-85.





	[The position of southern moderation and liberalism is not merely a question of tactics and reform, but goes to the heart of the depest philosophical and theological conflicts--and our ablity (as historians) to grasp and explain the most profound historical questions.  I believe it is clear, from King's earliest recorded thoughts on, that this is King's true and abiding philosophy; the extent to which he paid lip-service to a more liberal optimism, and expressed faith in moral suasion, before and after Birmingham is a question, I think, of public relations tactics.  (I make the case--contra David Garrow and others--that King's had a skeptical, Niebuhrian view of human nature in my "A Stone of Hope: Prophetic Faith, Liberalism, and the Death of Jim Crow," Jrnl of the Historical Soc., Spring 2003: ....)  The point is not that years of experience shook King from his naive faith in moral suasion and the good intentions of paternatlistic liberals.  (David Garrow took this line in PAS; James Cone, Derrick Bell and others who fancy themselves as having a rougher and tougher world view than young King, have also taken it--ignoring the record of King's early views.)  Rather, the point is that King believed it was worthwhile--after as well as before Birmingham--to make common cause--to use, if you like--people with radically different philosophies.  He believed in getting people to do the right thing for the wrong reasons.]





	�.	Even before the famous turn in favor of outright opposition to Jim Crow in late l949, the SRC printed statements from Ira DeA. Reid, Charles S. Johnson, and Benjamin Muse.


See Johnson, then pres of Fisk, New South (may l947), 1-5, 8; also reprinted articles from Crisis, and openly desegregationists black newspapers such as the Pittsburgh Courier and the Norfolk Journal and Guide and President Truman's speech to the NAACP; in the Dec l947-jan l948 issue, SRC pres Paul Williams noted that the SRC itself was desegregated, and set forth a clear if quiet moral judgment against it:  "The question before us now is not whether or not segregation is right or wrong, which is like saying whether or not we are against sin.  Our big task is ot convince other Southerners and other Southern organizations that the way of life followed by the SRC is right and proper."  He immediately added what I think may be a key to the whole stance of moderation:  "In this task we have to avoid a 'holier than though' attitude.  I am convinced that no one connected with the SRC has been convinced of the injustice and the unworkability of the segregation pattern simply because some individual or organization has branded him or her as 'un-American.'"  New South (Dec. l947-Jan l948), 2.  Nine months later, SRC's exec committee unanimously adopted "An Honest Answer in the Civil Rights Controversy," affirming among other things that there was justification in the whtie South's insistence on handling the desegregation on its own, without compulsion, but not at its own pace.  Nor did it countenance any suggestion that the Supreme Court's decisions on the question (widely then assumed by pro- and anti-segregationists to be imminently turning against segregation) could be considered unconstitutional.  What is perhaps more revealing at this point than the creeping desegregationism of the organization is its moderate justifications of its drift, and reassurances that it and the course of history remain moderate:  "Southerners think of the proposed civil rights laws [in the PCCR's report and Truman's civil rights message] as providing for an overnight end to segregation.  Professional politicians have arounsed their followers with dire accounts of what will result if these lawas are enacted--'mixed' swimming pools and eating places, white and Negro children in the same schools, racial quotas for employment in offices and factories."  Conceding that some of these matters have been raised by "the rest of the nation," "they have not been proposed by the President or introduced into Congress as legislation.  Until they are, it is patently dishonest to raise them as scarecrows, in order to stir up the deep-seated fears and prejudices associated with non-segregation in teh Southern mind."  The true issues were extending to the Negro legal protection of person and property, the right to vote, and employment opportunity and "pay according to his ability":  "these are the much maligned 'civil rights' which have split Congress and the nation; and they have nothing to do with swimming pools and eating places."  Moderation, or professions thereof, were often rhetorical weapons designed to put significant changes over.  New South (Sept. l948), 2-4.  








	�.  Sosna reports that SRC membership declined by almost a third--from 3,400 to l,800 in the five years following its embrace of desegregation.  I don't have figures on post-Brown, but rather am making an admittedly more seat-of-the pants judgment of the famously rapid erosion of middle ground.  


	�.  Dabney's editorials on this subject, including "To Lessen Race Friction," and "The Conservative Course in Race Relations," appeared in the Richmond Times-Dispatch, Nov. l3, and 2l, l943, with a follow up editorial on Nov. 26.  To a black writer, Lois Taylor, Dabney wrote that the opposition to his proposal came from "the mass of whites, which is hostile to any change."  Thus he advised her it might be counterproductive for any black citizens to be very vocal in support of his proposal.  Dabney to Taylor, Nov. 30, l943, in Dabney Papers, UVA, 7960 box 4.  To a different writer, Dabney emphasized the truth--that it was lack of support from newspapers, i.e., from educated civic leaders like himself, which really killed his enthusiasm for the plan.  In the same letter, Dabney claimed that black leaders in the state opposed introduction of legislation, because opposition was so strong in the legislature that it would surely fail.  Dabney pledged at that point to work to build public support over the next two years, in order to make legislation more likely to pass.  But even at this point he was describing his attitude towards his proposal--less than six weeks earlier--as "pessimism." Dabney to Robert Tucker, Jan. 3, l944, in ibid.  


	�.  Dabney to Taylor, Nov. 30, l943, in Dabney Papers, UVA, 7960 box 4.  See the articles by Dabney and John Temple Graves in the Virginia Quarterly Review, and Kneebone, Southern Journalists, on this controversy and Dabney's change of heart. 


 


	�.  Kneebone, Southern Liberal Journalists and the Issue of Race, l920-l944 (Chapel Hill, l985), 210-l3.  Dabney was careful to insist to letter writers who took him too far that he was not advocating any further tampering with Jim Crow.  See, e.g., Dabney to C.A. Paul (of the Charlotte News), Dec. l3, l943, in Dabney papers, U-VA, 7690 box 4. 


	�. The Crisis noted that of the l26 letters Dabney printed in response to his editorial, only 20 were negative, and that the overwhelming number of positive ones were from white people.  J.W.I., "Virginians Speak on Jim Crow," Crisis, Feb. l944, 47-8, 60.  To a researcher who sought to understand the entire controversy two months after Dabney's editorials, Dabney tallied the mail:  his paper had published l37 letters (he does not say how many it received and declined to publish, but assuming he did not discard many, the proportions in his files appear consistent with the tallies he reported):  "Of these, ll4 came from white readers and were divided 87 for repeal [of segregation laws] and 27 against.  However, sentiment in [the state] Legislature is overwhelmingly hostile, and on advice of both white and colored leaders in interracial relations, we have decided not to push for introduction of repeal bill at this session, but to build up a favorabel public opinion during next two years for l946 session."  Dabney to W. Brown, Research Dept, Coronet Magazine, Chicago, 1/24/44, in Dabney papers 7690, box 4.





	�.  On the amazing effectiveness of racial campaigning, Earl Black's classic, Southern Governors and School Desegregation, is comprehensive and closely argued.  On the great pioneer and virtuouso of the technique--elected to an unprecedented six successive terms--see Roy Reed, Faubus: Life and Times of an American Prodigal (Fayetteville, l997).





	�.  Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law (OUP, l994), 74-76.





	�.  It seems to me that the SRC's own summary of the PCCR report emphasizes the minority view somewhat more than the report itself.  See "To Secure These Rights": A Digest of teh Report of the President's Committee on Civil Rights (Atlanta: SRC, n.d. [ca. l947]), pp. 22-23.  The original points are in To Secure These Rights: Report of the President's Commission on Civil Rights (Washington, D.C.: U.S.G.P.O., l947), l66-67, l68. 





	�.  Founded in l954, the chapter had only 54 members at the beginning of the boycott in l956.  It grew by nearly 25 percent (l3 additional members) that year.  See FCHR Report for April l956, SRC Papers, ser. IV, file 262 (reel l42); and minutes of meeting at Central YMCA, Jacksonville, Dec. 20 l954, SRC Papers ser I, file 968 (reel 29).   





	�. Thornton, "Challenge and Response," in Garrow, ed., The Walking City: The Montgomery Bus Boycott, l955-56 (Brooklyn: Carlson, l989), 326-36.





	�.  Waring to Dabney, Aug. 3, l956, in Dabney papers 7690-k, box 6.  Dabney was still being defensive about his association with SRC in his reply, and took pains to remind Waring that he thought the SRC had deviated from its former caution and was now fanatical and dangerous.  





	�.  The Rev. Ralph E. Cousins et al., South Carolinians Speak: A Moderate Approach to Race Relations (Dillon, S.C., n.p.: l957); quotation on p.9.  The SRC identified this pamphlet as one getting "special distribution" by the SRC.  See SRC "Midsummer Report of Program Activities" for l958, pp. l3-l4, copy in ACHR papers, UA, box 9 f.86.  





	�.  Dees, speech in Statesville, N.C., May 9, l955, reprint from Statesville Record and Landmark, May l0, l955, copy in Sam Ervin papers, UNC, box 340; on other private acts of desegregation by professional associations, see the SRC's survey of these, with a handy chart on the cover, in New South 5 (July l957):  l-4. 


	Interesting to note another point where segs and the racial moderates agreed was their delight in pointing to northern ypocrysi.  "It is interesting to note," Newberry quotes Hodding Carter saying in l95l, "that the National Guardsmen had to quesll rioting in Cicero--a suburb of Chicago, the land of sweetness, enlightenment, and no discrimination--with fixed bayonets and live ammunition."  Carter mocked those who dismissed such events as the work of "hoodlums" when they happened in the North, but saw them as a product of "an inbred cruelty" of white southerners when they happened in teh South. Newberry, 2l5-l6; and see l56-57 


	�.	November l955 Gallup Poll, cited in Abigail and Stephan Thernstrom, America in Black and White:  One Nation, Indivisible (New York: Simon and Schuster, l997), 3l8, 6l6 n.l3. 





	�.  Daisy Bates, int. by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, l976, transcript in SOHP, UNC, pp. 53-54, 60.	





	�.  An excellent survey of the data is in Gary Orfield and John Yun, "Resegregation in American Schools" (Cambridge, Mass.: Civil Rights Project, Harvard University, June l999), at www.law.harvard.edu/groups/civilrights/publications.../resegregation99.htm.  Orfield summarizes his conclusions in "Schools More Separate: Consequences of a Decade of Resegregation" (July 200l), in ibid.


   


	�.  Arendt, "Reflections on Little Rock," Dissent (Winter l959), and "Reply to Critics," Dissent (Spring l959).  Richard King discusses the controversy over Arendt's observations, and the general lack of scholarly attention to them, in "American Dilemmas, European Experiences," Ark. Histor. Qtrly 56 (Autumn l997): 3l4-33, and see my introduction to the special issue on Little Rock, pp. x-xi.


 


	�. The armed forces and professional sports appear to be the only areas where desegregation is an unqualified success.  It is tempting to add public transportation and public accommodations, though those have in many areas been undercut by white flight, deindustrialization, and urban decay.  On the armed forces, see Charles Moskos and John Butler, All that We  can Be: Black Leadership and Racial Integration the Army Way (New York: Basic, l996).  The best book on the beginning of baseball desegregation is Jules Tygiel, Baseball's Great Experiment (  ), though I am not aware of a study that covers the subsequent history of desegregation in sports.  One of the shortcomings Moskos and Butler note is that the enforced interracial fraternization of troops and officers does not necessarily carry over to social integration out of uniform and off base, or post-Army.  But the one subculture on American campuses where social integration--including interracial dating--has happened extensively, as far as I can tell, is the athletes.    





	�.  See, e.g., SRC rept no. L-l2, Nov. l6, l959.  The SRC followed up with yearly progress reports for several more years.  The l959 report stresses the voluntary quality of these instances of desegregation, hoping to encourage further voluntary action, and to prove that it is happening without calamity in the South.   Copy in M.L. King papers, Boston, box 7l, file IX.8.	





	�.  Don Shoemaker, ed., With All Deliberate Speed (New York: Harper, l957).	








