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 As we view the racial situation in 1997, the major issue confronting America is that of income disparity, not entirely though largely between the majority of Americans and minorities. We would not view the racial situation in one-dimensional terms, for the complexity of issues involved is multidimensional. Yet the one issue of income disparity relates to virtually all other issues in one way or another. 

 Although news analysts and politicians sometimes speak of "the white community," it is more customary for them to speak of "the black community" or "the Latino community" or "the Indian community" or just "Indians" lumped together. In reality, in the present circumstances, it would be more appropriate to speak of "black or Latino or Indian communities." At one time there may have been an excuse to consider these communities as monolithic and single-class entities in that legal segregation drew a line between the majority whites and African Americans and de facto segregation between majority whites and Latinos; and reservation status rendered native Americans almost entirely one in deprivation. Such is no longer the case.

Among African Americans there has arisen a marked distinction between those who "have made it" and those who have not. There are some commentators like Clarence Page who have not forgotten their roots and make common cause with the disproportionate numbers of African Americans who are poor. There are some middle class African Americans who likewise cannot forget the struggles they had to overcome the dual burdens of segregation and poverty. But it is a sad fact that there are elitist black persons who reject their heritage and denigrate their fellows who are still in poverty as not taking responsibility "as we did" for pulling themselves up out of poverty. And by far the majority of middle class African Americans by their acceptance of the myths of the elite serve the same function as in former days Southern whites performed in rejecting any connection with "pore white trash." Whether these elitist and middle class black people acknowledge the fact or not, their efforts alone were not what brought them to their present status, but instead they were given opportunities by affirmative action programs and other means bought by the blood, sweat, and tears of civil right workers in times past. 

So, too, in Latino communities some of the same dynamics are operating, though, of course, with differences arising from different historical circumstances. In Indian communities, with the singular arrangement of reservations on which most Indians still live, poverty is most likely even greater than in Latino and black communities. Nevertheless, there is a similar division between those who "have made it" and those who have not.

The generality of Americans, including many in minority communities, appear to be doing quite well. Posh restaurants are filled, sports and cultural events well patronized, luxury cars most everywhere, and stores stocked with luxury goods. The stock market's spectacular rise has benefited thousands, perhaps millions, directly and indirectly. The unemployment rate is relatively low. Yet the downside is also recognizable in this seemingly universal prosperity. Corporate downsizing has led to layoffs, so that many of those who had enjoyed upper middle class benefits now must accept a much lower economic position. An unemployment rate of five or six percent is regarded as low whereas in earlier days three percent was the acceptable rate. Those who had higher-paying jobs now have to be content with service-related poorer-paying ones. What is true in the majority population is even more pronounced in minority populations. 

With the attacks on affirmative action succeeding in convincing many citizens that it is no longer needed, we affirm to the contrary that the effects of slavery and de jure and de facto segregation have not been eradicated to anywhere nearly the extent that conservative think tanks and the media represent. Already, for example, minority enrollments are dropping in colleges and universities. This avenue to advancement into the mainstream which has been so helpful to many minority individuals to help themselves is now fast closing off. This effect of eliminating affirmative action programs is only a beginning of such results. To be sure, many instances of so-called "reverse discrimination" can be acknowledged; and yet on balance among all benefits of affirmative action they seem to be examples of what the great psychologist Gordon Allport called "the impressive single instance."

In 1964 when the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was being debated in the Congress and in the country, Southern Democrats devised a plan, which they hoped would make the Act subject to derision, which in turn would assure its defeat. They amended the draft of the Act to include gender along with race as a category protected from discrimination. Instead, the other members of the Congress accepted the addition and voted it into law. At the time, the income of women averaged 59 percent that of men. Under affirmative action relating to women, the average income of women has indeed risen to perhaps 75 percent of men's. Nevertheless, in this area it has been shown that the large majority of CEOs in the country, with signal exceptions, of course, are still male. And the difference between men's and women's incomes, although brought up on the average from what it was in 1964, is yet manifest in the condition in many businesses and industries wherein the same job pays more for a man than for a woman. And the "old boy network" which opens opportunities for advancement in our society is often if not usually the old boys' network.

Opponents of affirmative action constantly speak of a "level playing field" by which they mean that there should be no preferential treatment of anyone, that all should start out equally. How unrealistic such demands are under present circumstances is recognizable for both racial and gender conditions. Until every child in America can be certain within reasonable limits that his/her mother has adequate nutrition and prenatal care for her child, of the kind most well-off mothers take for granted; until every child in America has adequate postnatal pediatric care, of the kind most well-off mothers take for granted; until every child in America can be certain within reasonable limits that educational quality is somewhere nearly comparable from the richest to the poorest; that is, until the starting conditions for children are relatively equal, it is utterly hypocritical or at least wilfull ignorance to assert that there can be a "level playing field." 

 

How can there be a "level playing field" for children in poor neighborhoods whose schools are demonstrably less adequate than those in wealthy suburbs? "White flight" to escape desegregation not only to affluent suburbs but to private schools has exacerbated the differential tax bases in the former case and has eroded support for the public school system in the latter case.

How can there be a "level playing field" for poorer citizens in the criminal justice system when the differential treatment of those who cannot afford expensive lawyers contrasts with that of those who can? This gap between rich and poor reaches its most extreme expression in the implementation of the death penalty, which is so disparate that the American Bar Association has called for a moratorium on executions until the situation can be remedied. 

 

Although there has been debate as to whether there is "environmental racism" or not, the facts speak for themselves when maps of the locations of polluting plants are examined: They have been often if not largely placed in minority and/or poor neighborhoods and almost never in affluent neighborhoods. And epidemiologists have determined that the incidence of pollution engendered or abetted diseases is greater in such low-income neighborhoods. How can the child reared in debilitating circumstances like these be regarded as starting out on a "level playing field"? 

 Many of the very ones who now object strenuously to affirmative recruitment for colleges and universities are the ones who benefited from the great uplift of the GI Bill of Rights which was preferential treatment. But, of course, it can be argued, they served their country in war, so they should have had such treatment. Yes, but it is not known among the majority community that African American service people were not treated equally but had to fight for the right to obtain benefits under the GI Bill. Even in this area, discrimination existed so that minorities did not come out on a "level playing field." 

Additionally, the conservative revolution which has targeted the welfare system has generated the notion that people still on welfare are not doing anything to better themselves. We need to look at the welfare system from an historical perspective. Welfare "as we have known it" was born in the Great Depression when a quarter of the work force was unemployed, not because workers were lazy, but because the excesses of the Roaring Twenties which occasioned the 1929 stock market crash and the consequent Depression led to structural unemployment. Farm mortgages were being foreclosed at an alarming rate. City dwellers were being thrown out on the streets. Youth gangs were roaming the countryside with the potential for rioting and bloodshed. If the government had not taken steps to alleviate the misery, there would no doubt have been a revolution. 

"Make work" was instituted in the Works Progress Administration for unskilled laborers; and under that umbrella, artists of all varieties, who might have been instrumental in leading a revolution, were given the opportunity to do their creative work. The Public Works Administration provided skilled laborers useful work creating public buildings. The Civilian Conservation Corps gave youth a chance to work at meaningful endeavors in national parks and elsewhere. Finally, the welfare system as we came to know it was established on the premise that no one in this land of plenty should go hungry. 

There were mistakes made in setting up such a system. Instead of making it easy for participants to go gradually from full dependency on the system to full participation in the mainstream, by forcing folk to go directly from the shelter of welfare to a job, the cutoff was absolute. Today one has help; next day one is completely on one's own. Further, such regulations as "man in the house" gave no incentive for couples to marry and together gain their independence. And as so often happens, the bureaucracy which developed to administer the system often thought the system existed to serve them rather than their clients. Other inadequacies existed in welfare, which should have been overcome across the years as they were recognized but were not. 

 However much the system needed mending, and this Council has pointed out many of its grave problems, it did not need elimination but fixing. Now, with "welfare as we know it" gone, there is no telling what can happen when the periods run out allotted for welfare recipients to get off and get jobs, jobs of which there are not enough; and when the fixed lifetime length of receiving benefits is exhausted, where will people turn? Will they turn to jobs that are not there? Will they turn to scrabbling in garbage bins as folk did during the Depression? Will they turn to crime to assure their families do not starve? Major charities have declared that they are not in any position to take up the slack for those who for various reasons cannot maneuver without help. The full force of the legislation of last year ending welfare will not be felt for a couple of years. It is our prediction that the unforeseen consequences may be overwhelming. 

 Among the long-term actions taken by the Roosevelt administration, after taking care of the short-term emergency, was adoption of Social Security, an insurance for workers to supplement their own private or employers' retirement plans, neither of which was considered adequate for the majority of workers. We should emphasize that Social Security was not intended to be an "entitlement" as welfare came to be, but insurance to which both the worker and his/her employer contributed, with risk spread across the entire population of workers, thus making it affordable to employer and employee, impossible otherwise. That a number of additional benefits were attached to Social Security across the years made the system cumbersome in some ways. Unlike the situation with welfare, though, when the Congress has seen need for bolstering the system, Congress has taken action. We cannot emphasize enough that Social Security is sound. It is one of, if not the most, efficient operations of government. If the apparent Trust Fund were not being used to make the national debt seem smaller than it is, that Trust Fund would be the most stable of all government funds. There is no reason that there should be anything done more than the regular adjustments Congress has made. 

However, there are powerful forces that would privatize Social Security either in part or entirely. We are convinced that if any part of Social Security is turned over to private enterprise, it will spell the death of the system. The rather meager payments now received by poorer people will vanish completely. Wall Street and other financial interests try to make us believe that individuals can gain a greater return on their investment by being able to put their Social Security funds in stocks and bonds. That may be true for those who know how to play the stock and/or bond market. But for the majority of low-income people in whose welfare we are vitally interested, returns cannot be what they are being portrayed now. And should the markets suffer severe declines, lifetime accumulations through Social Security may well be lost under privatization, as they cannot be lost now. We can understand why financial institutions would like to profit from a system by which the government does the collecting. We cannot blame them for wishing to profit from such a wonderful system. We do fault them and their henchmen in conservative think tanks and institutions for failing to tell the whole story of what privatization would mean. 

We agree with conservative thinkers that problems relating especially to welfare and to a lesser extent Social Security are essentially moral and even spiritual ones. We could cite crime, family breakdown, and seeming irresponsibility of citizens as evidences of moral weakness. However, we seek the roots of these conditions rather than putting emphasis on the symptoms. The current triumph of the "market" begun earlier but made policy by the Reagan revolution has made greed respectable, seen most pronouncedly and symbolically in the vast increase in the ratio of CEOs' compensation to that of their employees'. The biblical precepts, of our being our brother's keeper and of compassion instead of blaming victims of market forces, have been eroded. We believe in capitalism, in parallel with Winston Churchill's graphic utterance about democracy, that it is the worst system of all except any other. Nevertheless, the bottom line cannot be the only consideration when dealing with people's lives. Compassion and caring with firmness are sound principles in a family; so they must be in society. There cannot be an unbridled capitalistic takeover that produces what Henry George saw in the last century, a society like a huge mass into which a wedge was being driven which pushed up those above and pushed down those below. George adopted a capitalistic solution, which recognized that wealth is created socially and its beneficiaries should share through taxation what society has created. Karl Marx also described in comparable terms what he saw as great injustices in the operation of the capitalistic system and proposed a communistic system, which ultimately came to be embodied in Russia where tyranny had abounded to the extent that the masses finally rose up against it and put Marx's system in place, which as we know was distorted by those who stood to profit from the Russian Revolution and was the beginning of Stalinism. 

 Although things might not come to the pass where armed rebellion against the government of the United States would succeed, we are concerned with the trends in the country that might well open the way for such a consummation. The lower and lower participation in the electoral process indicating that millions, most notably poorer citizens, do not think they share in governance, the rise of neo-Nazi militia movements which tap into the discontent of dispossessed people, the greater boldness of anti-minority groups, the increasing influence of great wealth on governmental activities, the failure of the Fourth Estate in general to serve the purpose of governmental watchdog, the so-called "War on drugs" which has violated our basic Constitutional rights, especially those of minorities, all these are tied in with disparity of income in many ways (though, to be sure, having numerous other significances). 

We in the Louisiana Council on Human Relations have worked in the area of race relations since 1964. In this relatively short period of time, we have seen many evidences of improvement, for which we are indeed thankful. But in these last few years we have been dismayed by weakening in the resolve of state and federal governments to continue the progress and indeed by engaging in efforts to turn back the clock. As we have stated, there are many dimensions to problems and possibilities in race relations, so concentration on one issue, that of income disparity, does not blind us to a multitude of other issues. In the last analysis, however, the major issue standing out among all is the one we have addressed in this position paper. 
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LCHR was formed in 1964 largely to oppose racial discrimination. Racial discrimination has been a major issue in the U.S. since the colonial era. The heaviest burdens have historically fallen upon African Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans, Latin Americans, Irish Americans, and American Jews. Racially structured institutions include slavery, segregation, Native American reservations, and residential schools, WW II internment camps for Japanese American citizens, and affirmative action. 
Racial discrimination by governmental agencies was generally banned in the 1950s, and such discrimination has come to be morally repugnant and socially unacceptable; however, race remains in politics.  
White Americans experience racial discrimination occasionally, although this is not “racism,” because it lacks power to seriously harm whites.  “Institutional” racism is still a problem, which LCHR describes in another position paper.
Louisiana is one of the southern states, where whites favored slavery in the Civil War.  In the South, racial discrimination for many years was supported by state law.
There is a need for a new national vision to complement Dr. Martin Luther King’s famous 1963 national dream speech. A number of civil rights laws have been enacted, the number of biracial marriages has increased, white Americans’ attitudes on black-white marriages have shifted dramatically in favor of such unions, and America has recently elected a president who is half-black and half-white. American blacks are pleased, particularly since in the U.S., dominated by white culture, one drop of black blood has been enough to make a person “black.” Many American whites are pleased, because they see a black person who is light-skinned and who “sounds white” when he speaks. 
We must go beyond the civil rights issues which up to now are regarded as mostly black or white.  Too much emphasis is placed on race relations and not enough on human relations. Americans must look beyond ethnicity and race. We need to agree that in a democratic nation the only significant race is the human race.  
Cultural pluralism should be our goal.  Those persons who want to be integrated should be able to do so. Those who want to remain as a distinct ethnic group should also be able to do so. There is a need for variety of different kinds of persons in a democracy.  With acceptance of cultural pluralism, as a nation we can celebrate our common beliefs, core cultural values, and behaviors that support justice for all.  We need to have a potpourri of Americans. 
Americans should envision a society where all people will be safe from harm, able to do meaningful work for adequate wages, have access to a high-quality education, have safe and adequate housing and health care, and possess the civil rights that the Constitution guarantees them. 
The Louisiana Council on Human Relations is positioned to make a significant contribution to this envisioned society.  Our organization began, and has continued, as approximately half white, half black and half female, half male.  We have had Native American Board members. We have long opposed discrimination both against women and on the basis of a person’s ethnic or racial origin.

