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It is the purpose of this Act—

(1) to provide a clear and comprehensive national mandate for the elimination
of discrimination against individuals with disabilities;

(2) to provide clear, strong, consistent, enforceable standards addressing dis-
crimination against individuals with disabilities;

(3) to ensure that the Federal Government plays a central role in enforcing the
standards established in this Act on behalf of individuals with disabilities; and

(4) to invoke the sweep of congressional authority, including the power to en-
force the fourteenth amendment and to regulate commerce, in order to address the
major areas of discrimination faced day-to-day by people with disabilities.

WWESSAYS

One might well ponder how and why Americans woke up when they did to the implica-
tions of their nation’s founding principles. Historians have examined conditions external
to the South, as well as the charismatic leadership of southerners like Martin Luther
King, Jr., who persevered despite the constant threat of violence. Harvard Sitkoff of
Columbia University emphasizes external events. He argues that economic, political,
and ideological “preconditions” set the stage for the movement, including the advent
of television, the booming postwar economy, decolonization in Africa and Asia, and the
emergence of the United States as leader of the Free World. David Garrow of Emory
University focuses on the leadership of Martin Luther King, Jr. In this selection from
his Pulitzer Prize-winning biography, Garrow reveals the depth of King’s commitment
to arole he did not ask for. King’s sacrifice is made more poignant by the fact that he
knew full well that he was making one. The willingness of King, and many others, to
“bear the cross” testifies to the critical place of individuals in history.

The Preconditions for Racial Change
HARVARD SITKOFF

Of the interrelated causes of progress in race relations since the start of the Great
Depression, none was more important than the changes in the American economy.
No facet of the race problem was untouched by the elephantine growth of the
Gross National Product, which rose from $206 billion in 1940 to $500 billion in
1960, and then in the 1960s increased by an additional 60 percent. By 1970, the
economy topped the trillion dollar mark. This spectacular rate of economic growth
produced some 25 million new jobs in the quarter of a century after World War IT
and raised real wage earnings by at least 50 percent. It made possible the increas-
ing income of blacks: their entry into industries and labor unions previously closed
to them; gains for blacks in occupational status; and created a shortage of workers
that necessitated a slackening of restrictive promotion policies and the introduction
of scores of government and private industry special job training programs for
Afro-Americans. It also meant that the economic progress of blacks did not have to
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come at the expense of whites, thus undermining the most powerful source of
white resistance to the advancement of blacks.

The effect of economic changes on race relations was particularly marked in the
South. The rapid industrialization of the South since 1940 ended the dominance of
the cotton culture. With its demise went the need for a vast underclass of unskilled,
subjugated laborers. Power shifted from rural areas to the cities, and from tradition-
oriented landed families to the new officers and professional workers in absentee-
owned corporations. The latter had neither the historical allegiances nor the
nonrational attachment Lo racial mores to risk economic growth for the sake of tradi-
tion. The old system of race relations had no place in the new economic order. Time
and again in the 1950s and 1960s, the industrial and business elite took the lead in
accommodating the South to the changes sought by the civil rights movement.

The existence of an “affluent society” boosted the fortunes of the civil rights
movement itself in countless ways. Most obviously, it enabled millions of dollars
in contributions from wealthy liberals and philanthropic organizations to pour into
the coffers of the NAACP, Urban League, Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence, and countless other civil rights groups. Without those funds it is difficult to
comprehend how the movement could have accomplished those tasks so essential
to its success: legislative lobbying and court litigation; nationwide speaking tours
and the daily mailings of press releases all over the country: the organization of
mass marches, demonstrations, and rallies; constant, rapid communication and
traveling over long distances: and the convocation of innumerable public confer-
ences and private strategy sessions.

Prosperity also increased the leisure time of many Americans and enabled
them to react immediately to the changing times. The sons and daughters of the
newly affluent increasingly went to college. By 1970, five times as many students
were in college as in 1940. What they learned helped lead to pronounced changes in
white attitudes toward racial discrimination and segregation. Other whites learned
from the TV sets in their homes. By the time Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting
Rights Act of 1965, some 95 percent of all American families owned at least one
television. The race problem entered their living rooms. Tens of millions nightly
watched the drama of the Negro Revolution. The growing majority of Americans
favoring racial equality and justice had those sentiments reinforced by TV shots of
snarling police dogs attacking black demonstrators, rowdy white hoods molesting
young blacks patiently waiting to be served at a lunch counter, and hate-filled white
faces in a frenzy because of the effrontery of little black children entering a previ-
ously all-white school.

Blacks viewed the same scenes on their TV sets, and the rage these scenes en-
gendered helped transform isolated battles into a national campaign. Concurrently,
the conspicuous display of white affluence on TV vividly awakened blacks to a new
sense of their relative deprivation. That, too, aroused black anger. And now some-
thing could be done about it. The growing black middle and working classes put their
money and bodies on the line. In addition, because the consumer economy depended
on consumer purchasing, black demands had to be taken seriously. By 1970, black
buying power topped $25 billion, a large enough sum to make the threat of boycotts
an effective weapon for social change. Afro-American economic advances also made
blacks less patient in demanding alterations in their social status. They desired all the




[image: image2.jpg]360 Major Problems in American History

decencies and dignity they believed their full paycheck promised. Lastly, nationwide
prosperity contributed to more blacks entering college, which stimulated higher ex-
pectations and a heightened confidence that American society need not be static.

Most importantly, changes in the economy radically affected black migration.
Cotton mechanization pushed blacks off the farms, and the lure of jobs pulled them
to the cities. In 1930, three-quarters of the Afro-Americans lived in or near the rural
black belt. By 1973, over half the blacks lived outside the South, and nationally,
nearly 80 percent resided in urban areas. Indeed, in the two decades prior to 1970,
the black population in metropolitan areas rose by more than seven million—a num-
ber greater than the total immigration by any single nationality group in American
history. Such a mass migration, in conjunction with prosperity, fundamentally al-
tered the whole configuration of the race problem. First, the issue of race became
national in scope. No longer did it affect only one region, and no longer could it be
left in the hands of Southern whites. Second, it modified the objective conditions
of life for blacks and changed their perception of what was right and how to get it.
For the first time in American history the great mass of blacks were freed from the
confines of a rigid caste structure. Now subject to new formative experiences, blacks
developed new norms and beliefs. In the relative anonymity and freedom of the
North and the big city, aggression could be turned against one’s oppressor rather than
against one’s self; more educational and employment opportunities could be secured;
and political power could be mobilized. Similarly, as expectations of racial equality
increased with the size of black migration from the rural South, so the religious faith
that had for so long sustained Afro-Americans working on plantations declined.
The promise of a better world in the next one could not suffice. The urban black
would not wait for his rewards until the afterlife.

Because blacks could vote in the North, they stopped believing they would
have to wait. Enfranchisement promised all in this life that religion did in the next.
The heavenly city, to put it mildly, was not achieved; but vital legislative and legal
accomplishments did flow from the growing black vote. Without the presence of
black political power in the North, the demonstrations in the South would not have
led to the civil rights laws and presidential actions necessary to realize the objectives
of those protesting against Jim Crow in Montgomery, Greensboro, Birmingham,
Jackson, and Selma. Although the claim of black publicists that the concentration
of Northern black votes in the industrial cities made the Afro-American electorate a
“palance of power” in national politics was never wholly accepted by either major
party, the desire of every president from Franklin Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson to
win and hold the black vote became a factor in determining public policy. And as
the Democratic party became less dependent upon Southern electoral votes, and
less able to garner them, it had to champion civil rights more in order to win the
populous states of the North and Midwest where blacks were increasingly becoming
an indispensable component of the liberal coalition.

The prominence of the United States as a world power further pushed politicians
into making race relations a matter of national concern. During World War IT millions
of Americans became aware for the first time of the danger of racism to national
security. The costs of racism went even higher during the Cold War. The Soviet
Union continuously undercut American appeals to the nations of Africa and Asia by
publicizing American ill-treatment of blacks. As the competition between the United
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States and international Communism intensified. foreign-policy makers came to rec-
ognize racism as the American’s own worst enemy. President Harry Truman justified
his asking Congress for civil rights legislation squarely on the world-wide implica-
tions of American race relations. Rarely in the next twenty years did a plea for civil
rights before the Supreme Court, on the floor of Congress, and emanating from the
White House, fail to emphasize that point. In short, fear forced the nation to hasten
the redefining of the black status. The more involved in world affairs the United
States became, the more imperative grew the task of setting its racial affairs in order.

The rapid growth of nationalistic independence movements among the world’s
colored peoples had special significance for Afro-Americans. In 1960 alone, sixteen
Afican nations emerged from under white colonial rule. Each proclamation of in-
dependence in part shamed blacks in the United States to intensify their struggle
for equality and justice, and in part caused a surge of racial pride in Afro-Americans,
an affirmation of blackness. The experience of African independence proved the
feasibility of change and the vulnerability of white supremacy, while at the same
time aiding Afro-Americans to see themselves as members of a world majority
rather than as just a hopelessly outnumbered American minority.

The decline in intellectual respectability of ideas used to justify segregation and
discrimination similarly provided Afro-Americans with new weapons and shields.
The excesses of Nazism and the decline of Western imperialism combined with
internal developments in the academic disciplines of anthropology, biology. history,
psychology. and sociology to discredit notions of inherent racial differences or pre-
dispositions. First in the 1930s, then with accelerating rapidity during World War IT
and every year thereafter, books and essays attacking racial injustice and inequal-
ity rolled off the presses. As early as 1944, Gunnar Myrdal in his monumental An
American Dilemma termed the pronounced change in scholarship about race “the
most important of all social trends in the field of interracial relations.” This conclu-
sion overstated the power of the word, but undoubtedly the ‘mountain of new data,
theory, and exposition at least helped to erode the pseudo-scientific rationalizations
once popularly accepted as the basis for white supremacy.

In such an atmosphere, young blacks could mature without “the mark of oppres-
sion.” Blacks could safely abandon the “nigger” role. To the extent that textbooks,
sermons, declarations by governmental officials, advertising, and movies and TV
affirmed the need to transform relationships between the races and to support black
demands for full citizenship, blacks could confidently and openly rebel against the
inequities they viewed as the sources of their oppression. They could publicly ex-
press the rage their parents had been forced to internalize; they could battle for what
they deemed their birthright rather than wage war against themselves. Thus, in con-
junction with the migration to cities, these new cultural processes helped to produce
the “New Negro™ hailed by essayists ever since the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956
inaugurated a more aggressive stage in the Afro-American’s quest for equality.

Tn sum, changes in the American economy after 1940 set in motion a host of
developments which made possible a transformation in race relations. The increas-
ing income and number of jobs available to blacks and whites, and black migration
and social mobility, coalesced with converging trends in politics, foreign affairs.
and the mass media to endow those intent on improving race relations with both
the resources and consciousness necessary to challenge the status quo. Objective
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conditions that had little to do with race in a primary sense thus created a context in
which organizations and leaders could press successfully for racial changes. This
is not to suggest that individuals do not matter in history or that the civil rights
movement did not make an indispensable contribution to progress in race relations.
Itis, however, to emphasize the preconditions for such an endeavor to prevail. Desire
and will are not enough. Significant and long-lasting alterations in society flow
neither from the barrel of a gun nor from individual conversions. Mass marches,
demonstrations, and rhetoric alone cannot modify entrenched behavior and values.
Fundamental social change is accomplished only when individuals seize the mo-
ment to mobilize the latent power inherent in an institutional structure in flux.

Beginning in the 1930s, blacks, no longer facing a monolithic white power structure
solidly arrayed against them, demanded with numbers and a unity that had never
existed before the total elimination of racial inequality in American life. For three
decades, the tactics and goals of the movement steadily grew more militant as the or-
ganization, protests, and power of blacks jumped exponentially. Each small triumph
held out the promise of a greater one, heightening expectations and causing blacks to
become ever more anxious about the pace of progress.

The first stage centered on securing the enforcement of the Fourteenth and Fif-
teenth Amendments. Supported mainly by white liberals and upper-middle-class
blacks, the civil rights movement in the 1930s and 1940s relied on publicity, agita-
tion, litigation in the courts, and lobbying in the halls of political power to gain the
full inclusion of blacks in American life. Advances came in the legal and economic
status of blacks, and in the minor social, political, and cultural concessions afforded
Afro-Americans in the North, but the all-oppressive system of Jim Crow in the
South remained virtually intact.

First in the court system, then in executive actions, and finally in Congress, this
unceasing and mounting pressure from the civil rights movement prodded the gov-
ernment consistently in the direction of real racial equality. In the 1930s, the black
movement failed to secure its two major legislative goals—anti-poll tax and anti-
Iynching laws—but it did manage to get Franklin D. Roosevelt and other members
of his official family to speak on behalf of racial justice, to increase the numbers of
blacks in government, to establish a Civil Rights Section in the Justice Department,
and to ensure blacks a share of the relief and recovery assistance.

The gains during the New Deal, however, functioned primarily as a prelude to
the take-off of the civil rights movement during World War IL. The ideological char-
acter of the war and the government’s need for the loyalty and manpower of all
Americans stimulated blacks to expect a better deal from the government; this led to
a militancy never before seen in black communities. Membership in the NAACP
multiplied nearly ten times; the Congress of Racial Equality, organized in 1942,
experimented with various forms of nonviolent direct action confrontations to
challenge segregation; and A. Philip Randolph attempted to build his March-on-
Washington Committee into an all-black mass protest movement. In 1941, his threat
of a march on Washington, combined with the growth of the black vote and the exi-
gencies of a foreign threat to American society, forced Roosevelt to issue Executive
Order 8802 (the first such order dealing with race since Reconstruction), establishing
the first President’s Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC). And, with
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increasing firmness, liberal politicians pressed for civil rights legislation and em-
phasized that the practices of white supremacy brought into disrepute America’s
stated war aims. Minimal gains to be sure, but the expectations they aroused set the
stage for the greater advances in the postwar period. By 1945, Afro-Americans had
benefited enough from the expansion in jobs and income, service in the armed forces
and the massive migration to Northern cities to know better what they now wanted;
and they had developed enough political influence, white alliances, and organiza-
tional skills to know how to go about getting their civil rights.

Equally vital, the Supreme Court began to dismantle the separate-but-equal doc-
trine in 1938. That year, the high court ruled that Missouri could not exclude a Negro
from its state university law school when its only alternative was a scholarship to
an out-of-state institution. Other Supreme Court decisions prior to World War 1T
whittled away at discrimination in interstate travel, in employment, in judicial and
police practices, and in the exclusion of blacks from jury service. During the war, the
Court outlawed the white primary, holding that the nominating process of a political
party constituted “state action.” In other decisions handed down during the Truman
presidency, the Supreme Court moved vigorously against all forms of segregation in
interstate commerce, decided that states and the federal governm. 1t cannot enforce
restrictive racial covenants on housing, and so emphasized the importance of “intan-
gible factors” in quality education that the demise of legally segregated schooling
for students at all levels became a near certainty,

Meanwhile, the Truman administration emerged as an ally of the cause of civil
rights. Responding to the growth of the black vote, the need to blunt the Soviet
Union’s exploitation of the race issue, and the firmly organized campaign for the
advancement of blacks, Harry Truman acted where Roosevelt had feared to. In late
1946, the President appointed a Committee on Civil Rights to recommend specific
measures to safeguard the civil rights of minorities. This was the first such com-
mittee in American history, and its 1947 report, To Secure These Rights, eloquently
pointed out all the inequities of life in Jim Crow America and spelled out the
moral, economic, and international reasons for government action. It called for the
end of segregation and discrimination in public education, employment, housing,
the armed forces, public accommodations, and interstate transportation. Other com-
missions appointed by Truman stressed the need for racial equality in the armed
services and the field of education. Early in 1948, Truman sent the first presidential
message on civil rights to Congress. Congress failed to pass any of the measures he
proposed, but Truman later issued executive orders ending segregation in the mili-
tary and barring discrimination in federal employment and in work done under
government contract. In addition, his Justice Department prepared amicus curiae
briefs to gain favorable court decisions in civil rights cases, and Truman’s rhetoric
in behalf of racial justice helped legitimize goals of the civil rights movement.
However small the meaningful accomplishment remained, the identification of the
Supreme Court and the Presidency with the cause of racial equality further aroused
the expectations of blacks that they would soon share in the American Dream.

No single event did more to quicken black hopes than the coup de gréce to seg-
regated education delivered by a unanimous Supreme Court on May 17, 1954, The
Brown ruling that separate educational facilities “are inherently unequal” struck at
the very heart of white supremacy in the South. A year later, the Court called for
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from local school boards “a prompt and reasonable start toward full compliance.”
The end of legally mandated segregation in education started a chain reaction
which led the Supreme Court even further down the road toward the total elimination
of all racial distinctions in the law. For all practical purposes, the legal quest for
equality had succeeded: the emphasis on legalism had accomplished its goals.
Constitutionally, blacks had become first-class citizens.

But in the decade after the Brown decision, the promise of change far outran the
reality of it. While individual blacks of talent desegregated most professions, the re-
cessions of the Fifties caused black unemployment to soar and the gap between black
and white family income to widen. And despite the rulings of the Supreme Court and
the noble gestures and speeches of politicians, massive resistance to desegregation
throughout the South proved the rule. This was the context for the second stage of the
civil rights movement. When the nation’s attempt to forestall integration and racial
equality collided with both the Afro-Americans’ leaping expectations and their dis-
satisfaction with the speed of change, blacks took to the streets in a wave of non-
violent, direct-action protests against every aspect of racism still humiliating them.

A Leader for His Time: Martin Luther King, Jr.
DAVID J. GARROW

Thursday had been busy and tiring for Mrs. Raymond A. Parks. Her job as a tailor’s
assistant at the Montgomery Fair department store had left her neck and shoulder
particularly sore, and when she left work at 5:30 p.m. that December 1, 1955, she
went across the street to a drugstore in search of a heating pad. Mrs. Parks didn’t
find one, but she purchased a few other articles before recrossing the street to her
usual bus stop on Court Square. The buses were especially crowded this cold, dark
evening, and when she boarded one for her Cleveland Avenue route, only one row
of seats—the row immediately behind the first ten seats that always were reserved
for whites only—had any vacancies. She took an aisle seat, with a black man on her
right next to the window, and two black women in the parallel seat across the way.

As more passengers boarded at each of the two next stops, the blacks moved to
the rear, where they stood, and the whites occupied their exclusive seats at the front
of the bus. At the third stop, more passengers got on, and one, a white male, was
left standing after the final front seat was taken. The bus driver, J. F. Blake, looked
back and called out to Mrs. Parks and her three colleagues, “All right you folks, I
want those two seats.” Montgomery's customary practice of racial preference de-
manded that all four blacks would have to stand in order to allow one white man to
sit, since no black was allowed to sit parallel with a white. No one moved at first.
Blake spoke out again: “You all better make it light on yourselves and let me have
those seats.” At that, the two women across from Mrs. Parks rose and moved to
the rear; the man beside her rose also, and she moved her legs to allow him out
into the aisle. She remained silent, but shifted to the window side of the seat.
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Blake could see that Mrs. Parks had not arisen. “Look, woman, I told you ]
wanted the seat. Are you going to stand up?” At that, Rosa Lee McCauley Parks ut-
tered her first word to him: “No.” Blake responded, “If you don’t stand up, I'm going
to have you arrested.” Mrs. Parks told him to go right ahead, that she was not going to
move. Blake said nothing more, but got off the bus and went to a phone. No one
spoke to Mrs. Parks, and some passengers began leaving the bus, not wanting to be
inconvenienced by the incident. . . .

Word of Mrs. Parks’s arrest began to spread even before that phone call. One
passenger on the bus told a friend of Mrs. Parks’s about the event, and that friend,
Mrs. Bertha Butler, immediately called the home of longtime black activist E. D,
Nixon, a past president of Montgomery’s National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) chapter and the most outspoken figure in the
black community. Nixon was not at home, but his wife, Arlet, was, and she phoned
his small downtown office. Nixon was out at the moment, but when he returned a
few moments later, he saw the message to call home. “What's up?” he asked his
wife. She told him of Mrs. Parks’s arrest, but couldn’t tell him what the charge
was. Nixon hung up and immediately called the police station.

The desk officer rudely told Nixon that the charges against Mrs. Parks were
none of his business. Determined to pursue the matter, but knowing that Mont-
gomery’s principal black lawyer, Fred Gray, was out of town, Nixon called the home
of a white lawyer, Clifford Durr, one of the city’s few racial liberals. . . .

Mirs. Parks, Mr. Nixon, and the Durrs all had known each other for a number of
years. Mrs, Parks, forty-two years old at the time of her arrest, had been an active
member and occasional officer of Montgomery’s NAACP chapter since 1943, and
had worked with Nixon on a number of voter registration efforts. Nixon, a Pullman
porter whose job regularly took him to Chicago and other northern cities, had been
astalwart member of A. Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, as
well as a local activist, since the 1920s. The Durrs, Alabama natives who had re-
turned to the state several years earlier following Clifford’s service on the Federal
Communications Commission, had become friendly with Nixon through his politi-
cal activism. . . .

Over the years, the Durrs had heard distressing stories of how Montgomery
bus drivers regularly insulted black passengers. Mrs. Parks once told them about
how she had been physically thrown off a bus some ten years earlier when, after
paying her fare at the front of the bus, she had refused to get off and reenter by the
back door—a custom often inflicted on black riders. . . .

On their way to the jail Nixon and the Durrs discussed the possibility of
Mrs. Parks being a test case. . . .

Throughout the early 1950s the Women's Political Council, sometimes in con-
junction with Nixon or Nixon’s chief rival for active leadership in the black com-
munity, businessman and former Alabama State football coach Rufus Lewis, who
headed the Citizens Steering Committee, repeatedly complained to Montgomery’s
three popularly elected city commissioners about how the municipally chartered
Montgomery City Lines mistreated its black customers. The commissioners politely,
but consistently, brushed aside the WPC’s entreaties concerning drivers’ behavior
and how blacks had to stand while whites-only seats remained vacant. In early 1954
Mrs. [Jo Ann] Robinson suggested to the commissioners “a city law that would
nake it possible for Negroes to sit from back toward front and whites from front




