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African American Oppression: The Dilemma








	Black oppression in America is as American as apple pie; probably even more so. The only immigrants that didn’t come here by their own volition, blacks are oppressed almost as much today as they were when enslaved in the 17th century.  However, today’s oppression is less overt and thus, arguably, more worthy of contempt and certainly of inspection.  It is not necessary to look into census data, gallop polls or do an in-depth multi-million dollar study to find that black oppression is fairly pedestrian in a white male dominated country.  A foreign observer sent to evaluate the state of blacks in America would quickly see massive segregation of and discrimination toward blacks, from Band-Aids and make-up to schooling (McIntosh, 1989).  With the exception of a narrow-minded few, all can see that African Americans are cursed with many problems in society.  The cause and degree of, and solution to these problems are debated, but most will agree that a problem does exist and consequently needs to be remedied as expeditiously as possible.  Not only is there a problem, but the problem is caught in a downward spiral because, once at the bottom of the social ladder, the blacks have a “self-fulfilling prophecy which inhibits” their advancement (Vatter & Palm, 1972, p. 61).  


	“Oppression” is quite an broad and powerful word, so exactly how are the blacks being oppressed?  Some will acknowledge a certain degree of racism in work places or schools, but see no oppression beyond that.  This is a major error, for the oppression reaches far past such localized situations.  The fact is that blacks are oppressed economically, politically, and socially.  The discrimination that blacks face limits their educational opportunities, which in turn limits their marketability when looking for jobs, which forces them into low paying jobs and the cycle continues on a downward spiral.  Statistics, and this paper, show that the problem is not a matter of “black males, especially young ones, [losing] interest in work,” as Ed Rubenstein suggests.  Rather it is a matter of institutional discrimination, as W.E.B. Du Bois claims, that limits blacks to low paying jobs and living in ghettos. In Rubenstein’s article, Right data: (Welfare Dependency and Inner City Jobs), he implies that the high unemployment rate found in inner city ghettos is largely due to an individual lack of will that drove businesses to leave the inner city rather than the theory that businesses left, resulting in a rise in unemployment.  Conversely, Du Bois states that integration of races has failed “because the theory of race was supplemented by a carefully planned and slowly evolved method, which drove such a wedge between the white and black” people (Vatter & Palm, 1972, p. 52).  


	The issue of black oppression in America is, as stated before, nothing new to Americans.  This being true, when and how did it become an issue?  Soon after the first pilgrims came from England to America, slave ships followed.  Packed by the hundreds in crowded spaces below the decks of slave ships, Africans were shipped for several scores of years to follow.  Thus, slaves (mostly African) were the only immigrants who came to America without their consent and without dreams of a better land.  Starting as early as 1619 and ending in 1865 with the Emancipation Proclamation (despite the 1808 outlawing of slave importation), blacks were transported to America for the sole purpose of permanent, free labor. Their only purpose was labor and as a result they have always been victims of oppression (Encarta, 1998).  


Starting from the most base of places on the social hierarchy, blacks have had a constant uphill battle to gain freedom from oppression by the social, economic, and political structures.  Slavery has always been an issue, from the conception of the Constitution until the present day.  John Quincy Adams remarked concerning the Missouri Compromise of 1820: “I fear this a mere preamble to a great book.”  He was right; relatively shortly after the Missouri Compromise, the Civil War broke out, marking a major breakdown in the Constitution and in society in general.  For the blacks, though, this eventually would lead to the Emancipation Proclamation, which announced freedom for all blacks.  But even with Lincoln’s bold statement declaring freedom for all blacks the “liberation from the top would go only so afar as the interests of the dominant groups permitted” (Zinn, 1995, p. 167).  That is, “while the ending of slavery led to a reconstruction of national politics and economics, it was not a radical reconstruction, but a safe one—in fact, a profitable one” (Zinn, 1995).  Indeed, after the blacks were officially freed still were not free in the true sense of the word.  This is especially true with the conception of Jim Crow laws.  These laws kept blacks out of power by such provisions as the grandfather clause, which kept illiterate people from voting unless “they could prove their grandfathers had been voters” (Encarta, 1998).  Also, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan intimidated any ambitious blacks who could potentially rise to political power.  Lastly, even the Supreme Court has at times oppressed the blacks with such landmark cases as Plessy v. Ferguson, which segregated schools.  Thus, from the enacting of laws to intimidation tactics of racist groups, blacks have continued to be oppressed since the Emancipation Proclamation.


	Given that blacks are oppressed, what then is the extent of this oppression in the economic realm?  Relative to the bulk of the population (whites), blacks are severely cut out from the economy through institutional discrimination.  “Black median family income was 58 percent of White median family income, a gap statistically unchanged since 1967”  (Bureau of the Census: Black Americans: A Profile, 1993).  To better understand the reasons for this on may take the case of education.  In 1940 the state of Mississippi spent only $6.67 per black student per year, as opposed to the $31.23 that they spent on each white student (Vatter & Palm, 1972, p. 50).  This trend can also be seen in more recent times.  The percentage of blacks 25 or older who have earned a high school diploma is 74.3 nationally, compared to 86.0 for their white counterparts (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).  This disparity in education, as expected, reaches beyond the high school level, and in fact increases substantially as the level of education increases.  Thirty-nine point one percent of the black population has some college experience, as opposed to 51.3% for whites, and only 13.6% of blacks hold a BA degree, compared to a steady 25.9% for whites (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).  In other words, blacks are still being kept from equality in the educational system.  


	Once structured out of the educational system the problems begin to build up.  After being deprived of a good education, earning a decent wage in an already discriminatory economy becomes increasingly difficult.  The median income for blacks who have graduated high school is only $14,512, whereas the whites with the same education receive $17,445 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995).  Once again this discrepancy increases as the level of schooling increases: blacks with a BA degree or higher earn a median wage of $29,105, as opposed to $35,557 for whites.  As one might expect, the discrepancy is even more prevalent for black women, who even with some college will make less than a white male with only a  high school diploma (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).  Perhaps the most telling statistic is the poverty rate among blacks in comparison to whites - in 1995, 29.3 percent of blacks fell below the poverty line in contrast to the 8.5 percent of whites in poverty.  Furthermore, the white median net worth in 1993 was $45,740, compared to a measly median net worth of $4,418 for blacks (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1995).�  


	After the capitalist economic structure diminishes the financial power of blacks, the whites are led to feel superior because they are accustomed to coming in “contact with Negro families with $6.67-a-year educations” (Vatter & Palm, 1972, p. 50).  The discrimination in public institutions such as education and employment leads to more discriminatory practices, more oppression, and thus “greater poverty in Negroes” (Vatter & Palm, 1972).  Alan Batchelder calls this practice of degrading blacks for their institutionally caused appearance of inferiority “blasting” and attributes the blacks’ lowly state to this perpetuation of poverty and discrimination (Vatter & Palm, 1972).  Besides education and political oppression, blacks must also cope with the lack of health benefits that comes from being economically deprived.  “For instance, the African American infant mortality rate is more than twice that of whites, and African American Children aged one to four die at a rate more than 60 percent higher than that of their white peers” (Curran & Renzetti, 1996).  


As a result of the fore-mentioned hurdles that blacks have to overcome, their everyday lives are laborious, at best, relative to most whites.  At the very start, an average African American is denied equal access to education and as a result will most likely grow up less educated than his peers.  Additionally, he will more than likely be the victim of racial ridicule sometime in his life, and as a result his self-esteem will be lowered through no fault of his own.  Once an adult he will most likely not go to college and if he does, he will have only a 50 percent chance of graduating with a BA degree or better (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).  Even if she does receive a BA degree, he will have to face over-whelming odds to achieve a salary equal to his white peers.  If, by some slim chance, he is able to overcome the institutional obstacles, he will be under-represented in the Senate, the House of Representatives, the Executive Branch and even the Judicial Branch, for elected African Americans “represent less than 3 percent of elected officials in the United States” (Curran & Renzetti, 1996).  


Blacks have sought their major civil rights victories through the judicial system and in this way the judicial system has been the most civil branch toward African Americans.  However, this has not always been true, as evidenced by the Plessy vs. Ferguson landmark case which allowed segregated schools to continue unfettered.  Although this case was later remedied by Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, the remnants of oppression caused by earlier segregation, discrimination and “blasting” were still present. Ultimately, despite relatively civil treatment from the judicial system, African Americans are still chastised and ridiculed because of old habits.


As is true with any subject of such weight, there is considerable debate concerning where the fault lies, or even if a serious problems exists.  Conservatives are more likely to believe that African American oppression is a less weighty issue and one that certainly is not the result of any institutional mismanagement.  Conservatives do not  deny that blacks are doing poorly relative to whites; they just attribute this lack of success to a more individual cause than an institutional one.  Additionally, conservatives that may consider the black dilemma a cause of institutional discrimination do so in a lesser degree and further adopt different solutions for solving it.  “In this camp, we find the welfare reformers like Lawrence Mead, who believes forcing work on aid-dependent ghetto residents will generate sufficient voluntary momentum for welfare recipients to individually and collectively leave the ghetto or reshape it” (Blakely & Small, 1995, p. 172)  Conservatives like Mead feel that this is a more local problem, and therefore introduce solutions that center on individuals or on local problems.  Other conservatives, such as Ed Rubenstein of the “National Review,” feel that “family disintegration, not racial discrimination, accounts overwhelmingly for the relatively large number of blacks in the lowest income bracket” (Rubenstein, 1991, p. 16).  Apparently Rubenstein has forgotten that slaves were torn from their families against their will and this might be the reason for family disintegration, and either way the fault lies on the whites.  That is both institutional discrimination and the institution of slavery were a result of white influence.  So whether family disintegration or institutional discrimination is the cause for blacks being in the lowest income bracket, whites are responsible.


Liberals are more apt to give the African Americans’ conundrum considerable weight and portray them as near the bottom of the social hierarchy because of institutional causes.  Liberals are also more likely to introduce solutions that are more holistic and address the institutional problems that they believe are holding back African Americans.  Liberals would likely support a move “from people and race-based affirmative action, welfare, and employment programs to place-based programs.  Place programs put the emphasis on changing the economic and social structure in areas of the city or region” (Blakely & Small, 1995).  As a further example of the liberal ideology, Peter Montague in his essay “Economic Inequality and Health” cites two studies from Berkeley and Harvard which show economic inequality is the cause for the majority of society’s problems, from crime to education.  


As striking as the statistics are for the average black and the average white, these statistics are put to shame when the average African American is compared to my economic, political and social stature.  Not only am I a relatively well off white male who is currently attending a highly ranked educational institution, but I also lived with only my mother for slightly over half my life.  In contrast families run by single black mother, of which 45.1% are in poverty, I was fortunate enough to be in single parent (mother) family that was reasonably well off.  However, the very fact that I have lived much of my life in a single parent home makes my situation very similar to that of African Americans. In 1950, 78 percent of blacks lived with both parents.  In 1970, the figure was down to 68 percent, and in 1991 it had plummeted to 48 percent - supporting the theory of an increase in illegitimate children and family disintegration among blacks.  Also, by my being white, I am allowed simple things that most whites overlook, from being assured that my race is well represented in all branches of government and knowing that almost any college I choose will have a significant number of my own race to being able to wear Band-Aids that match my skin color; being white in this society is an asset and black a serious liability in all realms (McIntosh, 1989).  


The American ideal has been an elusive one for many African Americans. The American dream, especially in the 20th century, has usually been represented by such material things as a car or a house.  But beyond that, the American dream means believing that your children will be able to prosper in the future.  Despite good recent economic times (Stock market above 9200, unemployment hovering around 4 percent, and having inflation under control), the African Americans in this country are less optimistic about these figures.  Current trends show that the family structure among blacks has been deteriorating since 1950 and that the black median income has been only 58 percent of whites since 1967, as stated earlier.  Furthermore, studies reveal that 78 percent of blacks, as opposed to 44.9 percent of whites and 59.7 percent of other races, cannot afford a median-priced home in their area (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993).  Since most African Americans are located in inner cities, especially outside of the South, where housing is usually cheapest, this figure is particularly disturbing.  This makes the American dream a far fetched ideal that is reached by few African Americans.  Conservatives like Rubenstein have already been cited as thinking the black quandary is only an individual problem or a result of “family disintegration,” rather than any particular institution.  Chances are, then, that conservatives would be inclined to say that a black has an almost equal, if not entirely equal, likelihood of achieving the American dream.  Conversely, liberals feel that the black suppression is a result of institutional discrimination and therefore would severely hamper the ability of African Americans to achieve this ideal.


No matter the degree of oppression one feels African Americans have undergone, it is the fact that they do have a problem that should be our primary concern.  As Americans we are supposed to have the marine ideal that a wounded soldier should receive the rest of the platoon’s support. African Americans are wounded, and because whites ripped them from their homeland and families, it is their responsibility to provide African Americans with help.  There needs to be not just welfare, or helping individuals in inner cities, but a reform that gets to the very root of the problem - to the institutional level.  For, as you have seen, it is at the institutional level that education, health care and other entitlements have been cut for the blacks.  The place that blacks are severely under-represented is the same place that holds the power.  If blacks aren’t taking interest in the system, as conservatives will have you believe, it’s only because the system has not worked for them in the three plus centuries they have lived here.  It’s about time the real dilemma be faced.  It’s time for reform to be made at the roots rather than the leaves of the tree. �


� Idea of comparing relative wealth - which is “determined by one’s financial assets, both income-generating and durable, minus one’s financial liabilities” - was adopted from Curran & Renzetti, but the updated data was taken from the U.S. Bureau of the Census.


� The analogy of a problem being a tree and needing to attack it at the root rather than the leaves can be attributed to Peter Montague in his essay “Economi
