
. . , 
I 

J. 

I ~ 

50 Years Later Redel ining Equality 
I• 

CiVil rights movement balances on the edge of change 
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b y Robert G. Brod< "I have lived IM struggle of civil _rigbLS 
for 50 yc&n." proclaimed the SIX· 

f001-thrcc chainnan of thc U.S. , 
Comrru sioo on Civil RighLS. At age 

68. barrel-chested Anhur Fletcher still 
carries himself 1ilcc a fOOlball lioebac er, 
although he often catches his balance 
with a stiff bobble on a game leg, and thc 
frizzy hair ringing his bead bas turned 
steely grey. 

But a e and injury have DOI 
diminished the v thunder, which be 
delivers in the rich vibrato of the great 
black preacher/oraton of our age. And 
while Fletcher ' s delivery is old-omc 
religion. b.is 1DC£Sage LS brand ocw-<>oe 
DOI heard before, ccruinly DOI from an 
African American. 

"I've lived to sec thc beginning of the 
harvest." he boomed. "We (minonties) 
m inside the sysicm now. We're the 
quanerbaclr.; we're calling the plays. U it 
doesn ' t work_ we have DO one to blame 
but ourselves." 

From lccicms and pulpiLS a.cross thc 
country. as well 85 before Congress. 
Fletcher is spreadmg b.is message that 
the civil righLS movement has 
fundamentally changed. 

Redeflfllng EsJJaDty 
"There bas been a shift in emphasis 

from race 10 nomics," said Fletcher, 
who has observed the change from a 
stnng of unique vantage points: deputy 
assi Wll 10 the president for wban 
affamo. c.<ccutivc director of the United 

egro College Fund. alicmatc delegaic 
w the U .. General Assembly, and 
advisor to every Republican president 
for rwo decades. 

lo I , President Bush appom1ed 
him 10 a five-year 1erm as chlurman of 
the Commission on Ci vil RighLS. an 
eigbt·mcmbcr bipartisan coDlJills ion 
founded in 1958 10 investigate pancms 
of discrimination affccung foderally­
protcaed rninoriues: Blac . Hispanics. 

ative Americans. Asian Americans. the 
disabled. and women. 

" o one talk5 about ial equality 
any more. h's obsoleic. They didn' 1 ask 
about that when (Democrauc Parry 
Chlurman) Ron Brown w85 called upon 
10 sa e his parry. They as ed if he could 
get the job done. emon Jordan helped 
85scmble the new U.S. government-II 
docsn ' t get any more equal than thaL 
Today, people want to know 1f you can 
help my~ or my sc I or my 
company succeed." 

Fletcher' s down-playmg of racial 
differences in favor of ondJV1dual 
opponunity renc:cu his own evolution in 
the equal ity movement He cut hLS lCCtb 
worlung for the landmark 19.s4 
desegregation case. Brown vs Boord of 
&h.tcotion . Later. as assistant~ 
for employment standards at lhc 
Oeparuncn1 of Labor, he devised the 
1969 Philadelphia Pion, one of the most 
cffccuve of the early affirmativc-acuon 
initiauves. which laicr became a naoooal 
model. 

Theo rwo ycan ago he JOincd the 
Univermy of Denver as disunguoshed 
prof csSO< of buSt~ to es1.ablub DU'• 
lnicmauonal lruuruic for Corporaic 
Soclal RcsponS1bili1y. The UlSO!Ule was· 
crcaled 10 help CO<pOralioru rrwnstrcam 
prog:ranis for rrunontics. women. child­

;:arc..<:nvironmcnt. the aged. and 

~ llousc lu. "c1v1l nghts le acy." 
Thu DC' • nd of rau vc between / 

ed\Kauon. H< hopes the tnSUIUIC will 

I, educauon and bus1nes , Flcu:hcr 
cxplaJned, will redefine equal nghLS. 
"Equality t means the opponuruty 
for every individual to funcuon aJ tbc top 

of their game. Race and color arc DO 
longer pan of the equation: education 
and ccooornic opponuruty arc." -

8ootJtr8p Phllnsnimy 
Fl.ctcbcr is qw to ackoo ledge tbal. 

dcspiic impressive gains made StnCC the 
1950s. Bl Hisparucs, ative 
Amcncans. and Asian Amcncans have a 
long way to go in cducaaon. 
employment. housutg, and health care. In 
a rcccn1 address 10 Congress, be pomled 
ou1 some of the problems: 

• The avcrag< Black family has a oct 
value (S26. ) less than onc-founh that 
oflhcavcra e"'h11efamily (Sll2. ); 

• 11nonty mongagc apphcanLS an: 
rumal down bet" ccn one-and-a-half and 
1wo ames as often as wtuccs: 

• carty a third of mmonucs live tn 
poveny, compared ro I 0 pcrccni of 
whncs: 

• 1l:tc """°"ly 1nfan1-monaJ1ry rue 
( 17. 7) u 1,...ce that of Jule ctuldrco 

( .2). 

But minorities no longer occd 
legislation, he said. They possess the 
critical mass of p0wer. wealth, and 
poLiticaJ influence to take the movemcot 
tnlO their own haods and shape iLS 
outc0mc. 

This implies thal minorities acocp< 
grcau:r responsibilitj for personal 
advanccmcnL Althou h there is DO 
consensus on ho r ar leaders cao (or 
should) push the "bootstrap" concept 
among I.belt consuruenci~ many voice.a 
an: cchoutg a sunilar message. 

Shelby S1eclc. English professor II 
San Jose SI.ale Uni rsi1y and author of 
the controversial TM Cont<nl of 
Our Cltaractu: A.New Vu1on of Rae~ 111 

Amenca. wroic that m1nonucs must shed 
the sclf· ima e 85 v1cums. On college 
campuses. he wd. Black srudenLS oficn 
-cboosc 1.0 believe m their mfcrionty, 
not to fulfill soc1ery 's prophesy a t 
them. but for the comforts and 
nuonaJ1uuons their racial ' mfcnonty' 
affords them. They hold their race w 
evade 1ndiv1dual responsibility." 

Tbc aitlcal new faaor may be the 
minority and women legisla1ors clcctcd 
last ovembcr. Congress now tallies 40 
Blac (including 16 from the South), 43 
women. 19 Hispanics. e1gb1 Asian 
Americans. and one an vc American. 
"'That's a helluva vocing bl k." Flctcbcr 
said. Equally imporunt arc the more 
than 8, minorities n holding stale 

and local positions naooowide. 

Do Pttnol'ities cal the Ptays? 
Pressure is on minority leaders to 

provide the ncigbbortiood-ceotercd 
vision missing from minonty 
communities: "'Minorities are in posicioo 
to pass zoning. real tate. and 
development ordinances to crea1e 

neighborhoods to match their vision." 
Fletcher srud. 

Not everyone agrees on the effccu of 
grcaicr rcprescotacion: "When 
Congressional leaders emerged from (• 
rcccot) meeting with President OinlOO." 
said Rep. Maxine Waicrs, Democrat 
from California. "all I sa,w were wlllic 
males. That should icU us we aren't 
quarterbacking this team. Ma be we' re 
DO longer riding the bench. but 
somebody else is still calling the plays. 
Many African Americans, especially in 
our cities, arc being left behind." she 
said. "Tbai's why we've got to have a 
national economic poLicy that invcsts in 
our cities with public worh, Job tr.un.ing, 
and better sch ls." 

And aficr the South Central LA. rioc 
and the racial hostility in cw York's 
Crown HcigbLS, one unanswered 
question is whether or DO( compcri..ng 
groups can mainlllin straicgic alliances 
occcssary to wield their new-found 
political power. Will more violent Oasb­
poinLS Crupi from those who have DOI 

received their piece of the pie? Will 
minomy groups splinicr, Black vs. Jew, 
brown vs. Black7 

Jack Miles. a jouma.list at the Los 
Angtles Times, writing in the October 
l 992 issue of the Atlmtric Mon1hJ , 
claimed that the L.A. riots rencct a fight 
between disadvanlllged Bl and 
Hlspanics for control of the unskilled 
labor marl<cL Miles secs the cooflict 
over a limiled number of jobs worsening 
as more ltispanic and Asian immigrants 
pour into this country. 

Y Cl Fletcher remains optimistic: 
frictions will diminish as mi.nonty 
leaders hieve grcaicr cnforccmeol or 
economic i.nc.cntivcs. The new minoricy 
voting bl k. anchored by support from 
the Whiic House. Fletcher wd. has the 
clout to fora: compliance with existing 
affirmative-acuon legtSlation. "All the 
laws arc there, they just need to he 
used." He is assured of help from the 
new Attorney-General Designate Janet 
Reno. 1f she i5 approved by Congrc s. 
Reno bas already made enforcement of 
e.usung c1VLI rights lcgtslatioo a LOp 

priority-it was ooe of her first promises 
a1 the Feb. 11 Whiic House acccptu>CC 
of the DOm.inaoon. 

On the nauonal front. the Civil RigbLS 
Commission is oow I king al banks to 

pn>vidc minontic.s with man: crcdsl 
through the Community ReinvCSll1lClll 
Act and to developers (with oversight by 
Cluuon 's new E.cononuc Sccunry 
Council) to offer more con!DCIS to 
rrunon1y-0wncd bus tnCSSCS. 

In the end. Fletcher s.aid. our 
collccuvc fururc-oot jusr t!ul of 
m1nonucs ~nds oo how weU 
rrunomy leaden force the opcrung oC 
oe ccooorruc opponuruty. "11'5 oo their 
shoulders. now. Jflhcy decide lo ..Wy 
n:prcscnt their people, we 'U - tbe 

lwva<bcpn." • 


