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American Apartheid:

Segregation and the Making of the Underclass

It is quite simple. As soon as there is a group area then all your uncertainties are removed and that is, after
all, the primary purpose of this Bill [requiring racial segregation in housing].

—Minister of the Interior, Union of South Africa legislative debate on the Group Areas Act of 1950

During the 1970s and 1980s a word disap-
peared from the American vocabulary.! It was
not in the speeches of politicians decrying the
multiple ills besetting American cities. It was
not spoken by government officials responsi-
ble for administering the nation’s social pro-
grams. It was not mentioned by journalists re-
porting on the rising tide of homelessness,
drugs, and violence in urban America. It was

Originally published in 1993. Please see complete
source information beginning on page 891.

not discussed by foundation executives and
think-tank experts proposing new programs
for unemployed parents and unwed mothers.
It was not articulated by civil rights leaders
speaking out against the persistence of racial
inequality; and it was nowhere to be found in
the thousands of pages written by social sci-
entists on the urban underclass. The word
was segregation.

Most Americans vaguely realize that ur-
ban America is still a residentially segre-
gated society, but few appreciate the depth
of black segregation or the degree to which

1t 1s maintained by ongoing institutional ar-

rangements and contemporary individual
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actions. They view segregation as an unfor-
tunate holdover from a racist past, one that
is fading progressively over time. If racial
residential segregation persists, they reason,
it is only because civil rights laws passed
during the 1960s have not had enough time
to work or because many blacks still prefer
to live in black neighborhoods. The residen-
tial segregation of blacks is viewed charita-
bly as a “natural” outcome of impersonal
social and economic forces, the same forces

.that produced Italian and Polish neighbor-

hoods in the past and that yield Mexican
and Korean areas today.

But black segregation is not comparable to
the limited and transient segregation experi-
enced by other racial and ethnic groups, now
or in the past. No group in the history of the
United States has ever experienced the sus-
tained high level of residential segregation
that has been imposed on blacks in large
American cities for the past fifty years. This
extreme racial isolation did not just happen; it
was manutactured by whites through a series
of self-conscious actions and purposeful insti-
tutional arrangements that continue today.
Not only is the depth of black segregation un-
precedented and utterly unique compared
with that of other groups, but it shows little
sign of change with the passage of time or im-
provements in socloeconomic status.

It policymakers, scholars, and the public
have been reluctant to acknowledge segrega-
tion’s persistence, they have likewise been
blind to its consequences for American
blacks. Residential segregation is not a neu-
tral fact; it systematically undermines the so-
cial and economic well-being of blacks in the
United States. Because of racial segregation, a
significant share of black America is con-
demned to experience a social environment
where poverty and joblessness are the norm,
where a majority of children are born out of
wedlock, where most families are on welfare,
where educational failure prevails, and where
social and physical deterioration abound.
Through prolonged exposure to such an envi-
ronment, black chances for social and eco-
nomic success are drastically reduced.
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Deleterious neighborhood conditions are
built into the structure of the black commu-
nity. They occur because segregation concen-
trates poverty to build a set of mutually rein-
forcing and self-feeding spirals of decline into
black neighborhoods. When economic dislo-
cations deprive a segregated group of employ-
ment and increase its rate of poverty, socio-
economic deprivation inevitably becomes
more concentrated in neighborhoods where
that group lives. The damaging social conse-
quences that follow from increased poverty
are spatially concentrated as well, creating
uniquely disadvantaged environments that be-
come progressively isolated—geographically,
socially, and economically—from the rest of

soclety.

The effect of segregation on black well-
being is structural, not individual. Residential
segregation lies beyond the ability of any indi-
vidual to change; it constrains black life
chances irrespective of personal traits, indi-
vidual motivations, or private achievements.
For the past twenty years this fundamental
fact has been swept under the rug by policy-
makers, scholars, and theorists of the urban
underclass. Segregation is the missing link in
prior attempts to understand the plight of the
urban poor. As long as blacks continue to be
segregated in American cities, the United
States cannot be called a race-blind society.

The Forgotten Factor

The present myopia regarding segregation is
all the more startling because it once figured
prominently in theories of racial inequality.
Indeed, the ghetto was once seen as central to
black subjugation in the United States. In
1944 Gunnar Myrdal wrote in An American
Dilemma that residential segregation “is basic
in a mechanical sense. It exerts its influence in
an indirect and impersonal way: because Ne-
gro people do not live near white people, they
cannot . .. associate with each other in the
many activities founded on common neigh-
borhood. Residential segregation . . . becomes
reflected in uni-racial schools, hospitals, and
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other institutions” and creates “an artificial

city . . . that permits any prejudice on the part
of public officials to be freely vented on Ne-
groes without hurting whites.”?2

Kenneth B. Clark, who worked with Gun-
nar Myrdal as a student and later applied his
research skills in the landmark Brown .
Topeka school integration case, placed resi-
dential segregation at the heart of the U.S.
system of racial oppression. In Dark Ghetio,
written in 1965, he argued that “the dark
ghetto’s invisible walls have been erected by
the white society, by those who have power,
both to confine those who have no power and
to perpetuate their powerlessness. The dark
ghettos are social, political, educational,
and—above all—economic colonies. Their in-
habitants are subject peoples, victims of the
greed, cruelty, insensitivity, guilt, and fear of
their masters.”3

Public recognition of segregation’s role in
perpetuating racial inequality was galvanized
in the late 1960s by the riots that erupted in
the nation’s ghettos. In their aftermath, Presi-
dent Lyndon B. Johnson appointed a commis-
sion chaired by Governor Otto Kerner of Illi-
nois to identify the causes of the violence and
to propose policies to prevent its recurrence.
The Kerner Commission released its report in
March 1968 with the shocking admonition
that the United States was “moving toward
two societies, one black, one white—separate
and unequal.”# Prominent among the causes
that the commission identified for this growing
racial inequality was residential segregation.

In stark, blunt language, the Kerner Com-
mission informed white Americans that “dis-
crimination and segregation have long perme-
ated much of American life; they now
threaten the future of every American.”?
“Segregation and poverty have created in the
racial ghetto a destructive environment totally
unknown to most white Americans. What
white Americans have never fully under-
stood—but what the Negro can never for-
get—is that white society is deeply implicated
in the ghetto. White institutions created it,
white institutions maintain it, and white soci-
ety condones it.”é
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The report argued that to continue present
policies was “to make permanent the division =~

of our country into two societies; one, largely

Negro and poor, located in the central cities; .

the other, predominantly white and affluent,
located in the suburbs.”?” Commission mem-

bers rejected a strategy of ghetto enrichment

coupled with abandonment of efforts to inte-
grate, an approach they saw “as another way
of choosing a permanently divided country.”8
Rather, they insisted that the only reasonable
choice for America was “a policy which com-
bines ghetto enrichment with programs de-
signed to encourage integration of substantial
numbers of Negroes into the society outside
the ghetto.”?

America chose differently. Following the
passage of the Fair Housing Act in 1968, the
problem of housing discrimination was de-
clared solved, and residential segregation
dropped off the national agenda. Civil rights
leaders stopped pressing for the enforcement
of open housing, political leaders increasingly
debated employment and educational policies
rather than housing integration, and academi-
cians focused their theoretical scrutiny on ev-
erything from culture to family structure, to
institutional racism, to federal welfare sys-
tems. Few people spoke of racial segregation
as a problem or acknowledged its persisting
consequences. By the end of the 1970s resi-
dential segregation became the forgotten fac-
tor in American race relations.10

While public discourse on race and poverty
became more acrimonious and more focused
on divisive issues such as school busing, racial
quotas, welfare, and affirmative action, con-
ditions in the nation’ ghettos steadily deterio-
rated.!! By the end of the 1970s, the image of
poor minority families mired in an endless cy-
cle of unemployment, unwed childbearing, il-
literacy, and dependency had coalesced into a

compelling and powerful concept: the urban

underclass.!? In the view of many middle-
class whites, inner cities had come to house a
large population of poorly educated single
mothers and jobless men—mostly black and
Puerto Rican—who were unlikely to exit
poverty and become self-sufficient. In the en-
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suing national debate on the causes for this
persistent poverty, four theoretical explana-
tions gradually emerged: culture, racism, eco-
nomics, and weltare.

Cultural explanations for the underclass
can be traced to the work of Oscar Lewis,
who identified a “culture of poverty” that he

felt promoted patterns of behavior inconsis-
tent with socioeconomic advancement.13 Ac-
cording to Lewis, this culture originated in
endemic unemployment and chronic social
immobility, and provided an ideology that al-
lowed poor people to cope with feelings ot
hopelessness and despair that arose because
their chances for socioeconomic success were
remote. In individuals, this culture was typi-
fied by a lack of impulse control, a strong
present-time orientation, and little ability to
defer gratification. Among families, it yielded
an absence of childhood, an early initiation
into sex, a prevalence of free marital unions,
and a high incidence of abandonment of
mothers and children.

Although Lewis explicitly connected the
emergence of these cultural patterns to struc-
tural conditions in society, he argued that
once the culture of poverty was established, 1t
became an independent cause of persistent
poverty. This idea was further elaborated in
1965 by the Harvard sociologist and then As-
sistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick
Moynthan, who in a confidential report to the
President focused on the relationship between
male unemployment, family instability, and
the intergenerational transmission of poverty,
a process he labeled a “tangle of pathol-
ogy.”14 He warned that because of the struc-
tural absence of employment in the ghetto,
the black family was disintegrating in a way
that threatened the fabric of community life.

When these ideas were transmitted through
the press, both popular and scholarly, the
connection between culture and economic
structure was somehow lost, and the argu-

ment was popularly perceived to be that
“people were poor because they had a defec-

tive culture.” This position was later explic-
itly adopted by the conservative theorist Ed-
ward Banfield, who argued that lower-class
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culture—with its limited tume horizon, impul-
sive need for gratification, and psychological
self-doubt—was primarily responsible for
persistent urban poverty.1® He believed that
these cultural traits were largely imported,
arising primarily because cities attracted
lower-class migrants.

The culture-of-poverty argument was
strongly criticized by liberal theorists as a self-
serving ideology that “blamed the victim.”16
In the ensuing wave of reaction, black fami-
lies were viewed not as weak but, on the con-
trary, as resilient and well adapted survivors
in an oppressive and racially prejudiced soci-
ety.17 Black disadvantages were attributed not
to a defective culture but to the persistence ot
institutional racism in the United States. Ac-
cording to theorists of the underclass such as
Douglas Glasgow and Alphonso Pinkney, the
black urban underclass came about because
deeply imbedded racist practices within
American institutions—particularly schools
and the economy—effectively kept blacks
poor and dependent.18 '

As the debate on culture versus racism
eround to a halt during the late 1970s, con-
servative theorists increasingly captured pub-
lic attention by focusing on a third possible
cause of poverty: government welfare policy.
According to Charles Murray, the creation of
the underclass was rooted in the liberal wel-
fare state.!” Federal antipoverty programs al-
tered the incentives governing the behavior of
poor men and women, reducing the desirabil-
ity of marriage, increasing the benefits ot un-
wed childbearing, lowering the attractiveness
of menial labor, and ultimately resulted in
greater poverty.

A slightly different attack on the welfare
state was launched by Lawrence Mead, who

argued that it was not the generosity but the
permissiveness of the U.S. welfare system that

-was at fault.20 Jobless men and unwed moth-

ers should be required to display “good citi-
zenship” before being supported by the state.
By not requiring anything of the poor, Mead
argued, the welfare state undermined their in-
dependence and competence, thereby perpetu-
ating their poverty.
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This conservative reasoning was subse-
quently attacked by liberal social scientists,
led principally by the sociologist William
Julius Wilson, who had long been arguing for
the increasing importance of class over race in
understanding the social and economic prob-

lems facing blacks.2! In his 1987 book The

Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson argued that per-
sistent urban poverty stemmed primarily from
the structural transformation of the mner-city
economy.22 The decline of manufacturing, the
suburbanization of employment, and the rise
of a low-wage service sector dramatically re-
duced the number of city jobs that paid wages
sufficient to support a family, which led to
high rates of joblessness among minorities
and a shrinking pool of “marriageable” men
(those financially able to support a family).
Marriage thus became less attractive to poor
women, unwed childbearing increased, and
female-headed families proliferated. Blacks
suffered disproportionately from these trends
because, owing to past discrimination, they

were concentrated in locations and occupa-

tions particularly affected by economic re-
structuring.

Wilson argued that these economic changes
were accompanied by an increase in the spatial
concentration of poverty within black neigh-
borhoods. This new geography of poverty, he
felt, was enabled by the civil rights revolution
of the 1960s, which provided middle-class
blacks with new opportunities outside the
ghetto.?3 The out-migration of middle-class
families from ghetto areas left behind a desti-
tute community lacking the institutions, re-
sources, and values necessary for success in
post-industrial society. The urban underclass
thus arose from a complex interplay of civil
rights policy, economic restructuring, and a
historical legacy of discrimination.

Theoretical concepts such as the culture of
poverty, institutional racism, welfare disincen-
tives, and structural economic change have all
been widely debated. None of these explana-
tions, however, considers residential segrega-
tion to be an important contributing cause of

urban poverty and the underclass. In their

Vi / Ascriptive Processes
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principal works, Murray and Mead do not
mention segregation at all;2¢ and Wilson
refers to racial segregation only as a historical
legacy from the past, not as an outcome that
is institutionally supported and actively cre-
ated today.25 Although Lewis mentions segre-
gation sporadically in his writings, it is not as-
signed a central role in the set of structural
factors responsible for the culture of poverty,
and Banfield ignores it entirely. Glasgow,
Pinkney, and other theorists of institutional
racism mention the ghetto frequently, but gen-
erally call not for residential desegregation
but for race-specific policies to combat the ef-
fects of discrimination in the schools and la-
bor markets. In general, then, contemporary
theorists of urban poverty do not see high lev-
els of black-white segregation as particularly
relevant to understanding the underclass or
alleviating urban poverty.2¢

The purpose of this book is to redirect the
focus of public debate back to issues of race
and racial segregation, and to suggest that
they should be fundamental to thinking about
the status of black Americans and the origins
of the urban underclass. Our quarrel 1s less
with any of the prevailing theories of urban
poverty than with their systematic failure to
consider the important role that segregation
has played in mediating, exacerbating, and ul-
timately amplifying the harmful social and
economic processes they treat.

We join earlier scholars in rejecting the
view that poor urban blacks have an au-
tonomous “culture of poverty” that explains
their failure to achieve socioeconomic success
in American society. We argue instead that
residential segregation has been instrumental
in creating a structural niche within which a
deleterious set of attitudes and behaviors—a
culture of segregation—has arisen and flour-
ished. Segregation created the structural con-
ditions for the emergence of an oppositional
culture that devalues work, schooling, and
marriage and that stresses attitudes and be-
haviors that are antithetical and often hostile
to success in the larger economy. Although
poor black neighborhoods still contain many
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people who lead conventional, productive
lives, their example has been overshadowed in
recent years by a growing concentration of
poor, welfare-dependent families that is an in-
evitable result of residential segregation.

We readily agree with Douglas, Pinkney,
and others that racial discrimination is
widespread and may even be institutionalized
within large sectors of American society, in-
cluding the labor market, the educational sys-
tem, and the welfare bureaucracy. We argue,
however, that this view of black subjugation
1s incomplete without understanding the spe-
cial role that residential segregation plays in
enabling all other forms of racial oppression.
Residential segregation is the institutional ap-
paratus that supports other racially discrimi-
natory processes and binds them together into
a coherent and uniquely effective system of
racial subordination. Until the black ghetto is
dismantled as a basic institution of American
urban life, progress ameliorating racial in-
equality in other arenas will be slow, fitful,
and mcomplete.

We also agree with William Wilson’s basic
argument that the structural transformation
of the urban economy undermined economic
supports for the black community during the
1970s and 1980s.27 We argue, however, that
in the absence of segregation, these structural
changes would not have produced the disas-

trous social and economic outcomes observed

in inner cities during these decades. Although
rates of black poverty were driven up by the
economic dislocations Wilson identifies, it
was segregation that confined the increased
deprivation to a small number of densely set-
tled, tightly packed, and geographically iso-
lated areas. |
Wilson also argues that concentrated
poverty arose because the civil rights revolu-
tion allowed middle-class blacks to move out
of the ghetto. Although we remain open to
the possibility that class-selective migration
did occur,28 we argue that concentrated
poverty would have happened during the
1970s with or without black middle-class mi-

gration. Our principal objection to Wilson’s
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tocus on middle-class out-migration is not

that it did not occur, but that it is misdirected:
tocusing on the flight of the black middle class
deflects attention from the real issue, which is
the limitation of black residential options
through segregation.

Middle-class households—whether they are
black, Mexican, Italian, Jewish, or Polish—al-
ways try to escape the poor. But only blacks
must attempt their escape within a highly seg-
regated, racially segmented housing market.
Because of segregation, middle-class blacks
are less able to escape than other groups, and
as a result are exposed to more poverty. At
the same time, because of segregation no one
will move into a poor black neighborhood ex-
cept other poor blacks. Thus both middle-
class blacks and poor blacks lose compared
with the poor and middle class of other
groups: poor blacks live under unrivaled con-
centrations of poverty and affluent blacks live
in neighborhoods that are far less advanta-
geous than those experienced by the middle
class of other groups. |

Finally, we concede Murray’s general point
that federal welfare policies are linked to the
rise of the urban underclass, but we disagree
with his specific hypothesis that generous wel-
tare payments, by themselves, discouraged
employment, encouraged unwed childbear-
ing, undermined the strength of the family,
and thereby caused persistent poverty.2? We
argue instead that welfare payments were
only harmful to the socioeconomic well-being
of groups that were residentially segregated.
As poverty rates rose among blacks in re-
sponse to the economic dislocations of the
1970s and 1980s, so did the use of welfare
programs. Because of racial segregation, how-
ever, the higher levels of welfare receipt were
confined to a small number of isolated, all-
black neighborhoods. By promoting the spa-
tial concentration of welfare use, therefore,
segregation created a residential environment
within which welfare dependency was the
norm, leading to the intergenerational trans-
mission and broader perpetuation of urban

poverty,




666

coming to Terms
with American Apartheid

Our fundamental argument is that racial seg-
regation—and its characteristic institutional
form, the black ghetto—are the key structural
factors responsible for the perpetuation of
black poverty in the United States. Residential
segregation is the principal organizational
feature of American society that is responsible
for the creation of the urban underclass. ... It
can be shown that any increase in the poverty
rate of a residentially segregated group leads
to an immediate and automatic increase in the
geographic concentration of poverty. When
the rate of minority poverty is increased un-
der conditions of high segregation, all of the
increase 1s absorbed by a small number of
neighborhoods. When the same increase in
poverty occurs in an integrated group, the
added poverty is spread evenly throughout
the urban area, and the neighborhood envi-
ronment that group members face does not
change much. |

During the 1970s and 1980s, therefore,
when urban economic restructuring and in-
flation drove up rates of black and Hispanic
poverty in many urban areas, underclass
communities were created only where in-
creased minority poverty coincided with a
high degree of segregation—principally in
older metropolitan areas of the northeast and
the midwest. Among Hispanics, only Puerto
Ricans developed underclass communities,

because only they were highly segregated; and

this high degree of segregation is directly at-
tributable to the fact that a large proportion
of Puerto Ricans are of African origin.

The interaction of intense segregation and
high poverty leaves black neighborhoods ex-
tremely vulnerable to fluctuations in the ur-
ban economy, because any dislocation that
causes an upward shift in black poverty rates
will also produce a rapid change in the con-
centration of poverty and, hence, a dramatic
shift in the social and economic composition
of black neighborhoods. The concentration of
poverty, for example, is associated with the
wholesale withdrawal of commercial institu-
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tions and the deterioration or elimination of
goods and services distributed through the

market.

Neighborhoods, of course, are dynamic
and constantly changing, and given the high
rates of residential turnover characteristic of
contemporary American cities, their well-
being depends to a great extent on the charac-
teristics and actions of their residents. Deci-
sions taken by one actor affect the subsequent
decisions of others in the neighborhood. In
this way isolated actions affect the well-being
of the community and alter the stability of the
neighborhood.

Because of this feedback between individ-
ual and collective behavior, neighborhood sta-
bility is characterized by a series of thresh-
olds, beyond which various self-perpetuating
processes of decay take hold. Above these
thresholds, each actor who makes a decision
that undermines neighborhood well-being
makes it increasingly likely that other actors
will do the same. Each property owner who

decides not to mnvest in upkeep and mainte-

nance, for example, lowers the incentive for
others to maintain their properties. Likewise,
each new crime promotes psychological and
physical withdrawal from public life, which

reduces vigilance within the neighborhood

and undermines the capacity for collective or-
ganization, making additional criminal activ-
ity more likely.

Segregation increases the susceptibility of

neighborhoods to these spirals of decline.
During periods of economic dislocation, a
rising concentration of black poverty is asso-
ciated with the simultaneous concentration of
other negative social and economic condi-
tions. Given the high levels of racial segrega-
tion characteristic of American urban areas,
increases in black poverty such as those ob-
served during the 1970s can only lead to a
concentration of housing abandonment,
crime, and social disorder, pushing poor

black neighborhoods beyond the threshold of .

stability.

By building physical decay, crime, and so-
cial disorder into the residential structure of
black communities, segregation creates a

........
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harsh and extremely disadvantaged environ-
ment to which ghetto blacks must adapt. In
concentrating poverty, moreover, segregation
also concentrates conditions such as drug use,
joblessness, weltare dependency, teenage
childbearing, and unwed parenthood, produc-
ing a social context where these conditions
are not only common but the norm. By adapt-
ing to this social environment, ghetto dwellers
evolve a set of behaviors, attitudes, and ex-
pectations that are sharply at variance with
those common in the rest of American society.
As a direct result of the high degree of
racial and class isolation created by segrega-
tion, for example, Black English has become
progressively more distant from Standard
American English, and its speakers are at a
clear disadvantage in U.S. schools and labor
markets. Moreover, the isolation and intense
poverty of the ghetto provides a supportive
structural niche for the emergence of an “op-
positional culture” that inverts the values of
middle-class society. Anthropologists have
found that young people in the ghetto experi-
ence strong peer pressure not to succeed in
school, which severely limits their prospects
for social mobility in the larger society. Quan-
titative research shows that growing up in a
ghetto neighborhood increases the likelihood
of dropping out of high school, reduces the
probability of attending college, lowers the
likelihood of employment, reduces income
earned as an adult, and increases the risk of
teenage childbearing and unwed pregnancy.
Segregation also has profound political
consequences for blacks, because it so isolates
them geographically that they are the only
ones who benefit from public expenditures in
their neighborhoods. The relative integration
of most ethnic groups means that jobs or ser-
vices allocated to them will generally benefit
several other groups at the same time. Integra-
tion thus creates a basis for political coali-
tions and pluralist politics, and most ethnic
groups that seek public resources are able to
find coalition partners because other groups
can anticipate sharing the benefits. That
blacks are the only ones to benefit from re-
sources allocated to the ghetto—and are the
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only ones harmed when resources are re-
moved—makes 1t difficult for them to find
partners for political coalitions. Although seg-
regation paradoxically makes 1t easier tor
blacks to elect representatives, 1t limits their
political influence and marginalizes them
within the American polity. Segregation pre-
vents blacks from participating in pluralist

politics based on mutual self-interest.

Because of the close connection between so-
cial and spatial mobility, segregation also per-
petuates poverty. One of the primary means
by which individuals improve their life
chances—and those of their children—is by
moving to neighborhoods with higher home
values, safer streets, higher-quality schools,
and better services. As groups move up the so-
cioeconomic ladder, they typically move up
the residential hierarchy as well, and in doing
so they not only improve their standard of liv-
ing but also enhance their chances for future
success. Barriers to spatial mobility are barri-
ers to social mobility, and by confining blacks
to a small set of relatively disadvantaged
neighborhoods, segregation constitutes a very
powerful impediment to black socioeconomic

progress.
Despite the obvious deleterious conse-

quences of black spatial isolation, policymak-
ers have not paid much attention to segrega-
tion as a contributing cause of urban poverty
and have not taken effective steps to disman-
tle the ghetto. Indeed, for most of the past
two decades public policies tolerated and even
supported the perpetuation of segregation in
American urban areas. Although many politi-
cal initiatives were launched to combat dis-
crimination and prejudice in the housing and

“banking industries, each legislative or judicial

act was fought tenaciously by a powerful ar-
ray of people who believed in or benefited
from the status quo.

Although a comprehensive open housing
bill finally passed Congress under unusual cir-
cumstances in 1968, it was stripped of its en-
forcement provisions as its price of enact-
ment, yielding a Fair Housing Act that was
structurally flawed and all but doomed to fail.
As documentation of the law’s defects accu-




- — - — — — — —— .

668

mulated in multiple Congressional hearings,
government reports, and scholarly studies, lit-
tle was done to repair the situation until
1988, when a series of scandals and political

errors by the Reagan Administration finally
enabled a significant strengthening of federal
antidiscrimination law.

Yet even more must be done to prevent the
permanent bifurcation of the United States
into black and white societies that are sepa-
rate and unequal. As of 1990, levels of racial
segregation were still extraordinarily high in
the nation’s large urban areas, particularly
those of the north. Segregation has remained
high because fair housing enforcement relies
too heavily on the private efforts of individual
victims of discrimination. Whereas the pro-
cesses that perpetuate segregation are en-
trenched and institutionalized, fair housing
entorcement is individual, sporadic, and con-
fined to a small number of isolated cases.

As long as the Fair Housing Act is enforced
individually rather than systemically, it is un-
likely to be effective in overcoming the struc-
tural arrangements that support segregation
and sustain the ghetto. Until the government
throws its considerable institutional weight
behind etforts to dismantle the ghetto, racial
segregation will persist. . . .

Ultimately, however, dismantling the ghetto
and ending the long reign of racial segrega-
tion will require more than specific bureau-
cratic reforms; it requires a moral commit-
ment that white America has historically
lacked. The segregation of American blacks
was no historical accident; it was brought
about by actions and practices that had the
passive acceptance, if not the active support,
of most whites in the United States. Although
America’s apartheid may not be rooted in the
legal strictures of its South African relative, it
is no less effective in perpetuating racial in-
equality, and whites are no less culpable for
the socioeconomic deprivation that results.

As in South Africa, residential segregation
in the United States provides a firm basis for a
broader system of racial injustice. The geo-
oraphic isolation of Africans within a nar-
rowly circumscribed portion of the urban en-
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vironment—whether African townships or
American ghettos—forces blacks to live under
extraordinarily harsh conditions and to en-
dure a social world where poverty is endemic,
infrastructure i1s inadequate, education 1s
lacking, families are fragmented, and crime
and violence are rampant.3° Moreover, segre-
gation confines these unpleasant by-products
of racial oppression to an isolated portion of
the urban geography tar removed from the
experience of most whites. Resting on a foun-
dation of segregation, apartheid not only de-
nies blacks their rights as citizens but forces
them to bear the social costs of their own vic-
timization. |

Although Americans have been quick to
criticize the apartheid system of South Africa,
they have been reluctant to acknowledge the
consequences of their own institutionalized
system of racial separation. The topic of seg-
regation has virtually disappeared from pub-
lic policy debates; it has vanished from the list
of issues on the civil rights agenda; and it has
been ignored by social scientists spinning end-
less theories of the underclass. Residential
segregation has become the forgotten factor
of American race relations, a minor footnote
in the ongoing debate on the urban under-
class. Until policymakers, social scientists,
and private citizens recognize the crucial role
of America’s own apartheid in perpetuating
urban poverty and racial injustice, the United
States will remain a deeply divided and very
troubled society.31
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