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Conclusion: A Bridge
over the Theoretical Divide

The Theoretical Divide

With a few exceptions.! the U.S. sociology of race relations has failed 10
provide an epistemologically coherent framework that explicitly addresses
the role of the state in structuring black life-chances.? A sustained analysis
of the state could serve as a bridge over the theoretical divide embodied in
the arbitrary and unjustifiable separation of the economic sector from the
soctopolitical order: the failure of an aggregate of conceptual communities
to find common ground: and. the apparent inability of the sociology of race
relations to discard the ideological baggage that marginalized the field in
the first place. Conversely. contemporary developments in the theories of
the state have had little to say about race specifically or processes of racial-
ization generally. In the discipline of sociology as a whole, a renewed con-
cern with the state did not become apparent until the mid-1960s when criti-
cal-minded neo-Marxists launched a series of debates about the capitalist
state and instigated a paradigmatic shift that involved a fundamental
rethinking of the role of the state in relation to the political economy.?

All explanations of race relations make implicit (or domainy assump-
tions regarding the nature of the state and its relationship to racial inequali-
ty.t In the U.S. sociology of race relations, thinking about the state rarely
has gone beyond the “acceptable categories of thought™ already defined by
the state.” Generally, the field has ignored the power of the state to con-
struet through its ideological apparatuses (notably. public education) the
categories of thought that are subsequently applied to the analysis of both
race relations and the state itself. Through its ideological apparatuses. the
state proclaims that it acts in the interests of all: that is. it claims a false
universality expressed. for example, in the American creed. The state’s
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assertion of universality is. in part, an attempt by the state to legitimize
itsell.© This process encourages a view that the state 1s not shaped by race
because presumably it intervenes in. but does not constitute the structures
of. race relations.”

Although some authors® challenged Wilson's? relatively benign view
of the state in the modern industrial period, he laid the groundwork for. but
did not suggest or develop. an argument that structural theories of the state
can serve as a [ocal point for conceptually enriching the U.S. sociology of
race relations. Particularly. Wilson introduced an element of historicism by
arguing that cach period of race relations embodies a different form of
racial stratification structured by the particular arrangement of both the
cconomy and the polity. And he countered (initially, at least) the liberal
assumption that the state is @ neutral arbiter in racial conflict:

thus different systems of production and/or different arrangements of the
polity have imposed different constraints on the way in which racial
aroups have interacted in the United States. constraints that have struc-
tured the relations between racial groups and that have produced dissimi-
lar contexts not only for the muanifestation of racial antagonisms, but also
for racial group access to rewards and privileges. 1o

The promise of The Declining Significance of Ruce was its potential
for theorctically analyzing the state and its role in structuring race relations
through the course of U.S. history. In contradistinction to the popular ten-
dency to psychologize race relations. The Declining Significance of Race
introduced a greater degree of historical specificity and a sharper awareness
of the role of social-class struggle. Race relations were detached no longer
from the structure and functioning of the state (although Wilson did not
develop such an arcument in any of his published books or articles). The
state supported the racial and social-class structures of society in the prein-
dustrial and industrial periods, and it supports the social-class structure in
the modern industrial period.

Nevertheless, Wilson'st! framework was not state-centered. That is. it
did not articulate a conception of the state that explains why the state acts
as it does in structuring race relations. In effect. Wilson reproduced the
shortcomings in the sociology of race relations itself. For example. Michael
Burawoy!2 noted that the concept of the state is missing as well from
Bonacich's!? split labor market theory—a critical component of the indus-
trial period. The central gquestion is how certain social-class inlerests were
able to prevail over other interests, which cannot be answered fully without
an appropriate specification of the state. including the limits imposed. or

the opportunitics presented, by the specific contradictions of the state
itselt. ™4 In this context. Wilson did not identify the broad limits of state
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actions in cach of the three periods: neither did he explain why these limits
CXist.

A substantial part of the sociology of race relations subscribes to liber-
al or pluralist views of the state or ignores the state altogether.! It 1s fet-
tered by the older assumptions of a problem-solving, policy-oriented soci-
ology that in its latest guise appears in The Bridge Over the Racial Divide.
In the memorable phrasce of President Herbert Hoover. it is written as if the
state were “the umpire in our social system.” ! Wilson's failure to ade-
quately conceptualize the role of the state denies, in effect, what Skocpol!’
called the “inherent historicity of sociopolitical structures.” Stated difter-
cntly. Wilson's'® failure to meaningtully articulate the relationship between
the cconomic sector and the sociopolitical order resulted in the absence of a
coherent conception ol the structures and functions of the capitalist state.
Wilson confined his analysis mainly to structures external to the state—for
example. the split labor market. His sensitivity to the complex dynamics
and contradictions that characterize the levels of the state was barely visi-
ble. This lack of sensitivity may lead 1o a serious error—the belict that if
one has conceptualized the relationship between capital and labor in the
context ol race, then one has conceptualized the state as well."” Wilson rec-
ognized that race relations are conditioned by the dynamics of the capitalist
mode of production as it evolves over time. However. these relations are
embodied within, and mediated by, the apparatuses of the state.2" The soci-
ology of race relations is characterized by comparatively few attempts to
conceplualize this problematic. In this context, Wilson?! did not advance
the theoretical standing of the sociology of race relations.

In short. despite his concern with policy. Wilson?? did not offer a well-
formulated. coherent. and sustained theoretical analysis of the state and its
relationship to racial inequality. He did not make explicit the assumptions
that define the nature of the state or explain why the state changes over
time. The state as a neutral arbiter responding to societal needs and social
dislocations was rejected, partially, in The Declining Significance of Race
and was accepted, mainly, in The Bridge Over the Racial Divide. This inco-
herence 1s possible because Wilson's work as a whole did not escape one of
the main failings of the sociology of ruce relations: throughout its history. it
has operated in o context in which sociological theories of ruce relations
and sociological theories of the state are treated as 1f they are unrelated to
cach other.?? Where the state has appeared. liberal and pluralist views
encouraged the assumption that the economic sector and the sociopolitical
order are separate: in other words. the state stands apart from. and acts as. a
neutral arbiter or umpire in the social system.

In The Declining Sienificance of Race, Wilson overestimated the abili-
ty of the state to effect racial transformation and consolidate black socioc-
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conomic status gains in the modern industrial period. In The Truly
Disadvantaged and When Work Disappears. he underestimated the extent
to which the spatial isolation of poor blacks is exacerbated by the indiffer-
ence of political parties. public agencies. parastatal corporations. and local
and regional governing bodics to their plight. The extent to which these
bodies are capable of spanning numerous boundaries in order to “create
interests which can be unified across racial lines™ is an empirical question
that cannot be adequately answered in the absence of appropriate theoreti-
cal specification.** In The Bridge Over the Racial Divide, Wilson recog-
nized the state as the focal point for collective change. However. he did not
otfer a thorough study of the intricacies of. and constraints on, collective
action through the state. As T will attlempt to demonstrate below, the state
does not respond in a coherent. consistent. or contradictory-free manner,3
In the formulation of policies to redress racial ineqguities. it is essential 1o
know more about the contours of the state, how they have changed histori-
cally, and why they may change in the tuture. In short, no “politics of
reformism’™ can take place without a theory of the character of the state 20

Although the U.S. sociology of race relations has discarded some of its
ideological baggage in recent years, it has not rejected liberal or pluralist
views of the state in which competing racial and ethnic interests contend
with one another to make claims on the state and shape the decisionmaking
process.”’ Here the state is, or ought to be. a neutral arbiter umong contend-
ing groups and a guarantor of individual rights. Some groups may “cap-
ture” the state, thus encouraging other groups to develop strategics to cap-
ture it back.~* In some pluralist accounts of the state. the proliferation of
agencies, on the one hand. and the differentiation of state levels on the
other, provide greater access for any group to block gross injustice and at
least secure a minimum toothold in the state.??

Theoretically sophisticated versions of liberal and pluralist views of
the state are available in the academic literature. However. in the abstract
they seem more like a statement of what should be rather than a statement
ol what is. These versions celebrate an ideal-ivpical system of governance
that exists for some, but not other, segments of society and thus mayv he
paraphrase Alvin Gouldner™—consistent with the dominant group’s need 1o
Justify its social position. To reject the assumption of the state as neutral

to

arbiter would call into question the editice upon which liberal accounts of
racc relations are constructed.?! This edifice directs attention toward the
politics of assimilation and integration and away from the sociohistorical
and structural foundations of the state itself.?> By representing the state as
the aggregate of competing racial and cthnic as well as other interests.
accomplished through institutions committed (presumably) to universalistic
ideals such as duc process. the U.S. sociology of race relations denies the
intrinsically racial character of the state. 33 Implicit or explicit views of the
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state imply appropriate political contexts within which to redress griev-
ances and effect action. Wilson's™ “real world model™ for the development
of « multiracial political coalition that would address national issues is. in
this context, little more than a reiteration of liberal assumptions about how
the political process should work. This view fails o answer important ques-
tions and is not consistent with recent historical studies.

Bringing Back the State

Structural theories of the state’ provide a potentially uscful framework for
reconstructing the concept of the state in the U.S. sociology of race rela-
tions and advancing the tield itself.* They are derived from. and are con-
sistent with. a general Marxist tradition.?” However. the Marxist classics
lack a well-formulated theory of the state; and contrary to Wilson. their
instrumentalist implications are not acceptable—as in assuming that racism
is “unequivocally functional™ for the capitalist class or that the state is
merely a tool in the hands of the capitalist class.?® Furthermore. the
“Weberian tendencies” in some versions of U.S. Marxism detract {rom,
rather than facilitate. an appropriate theoretical specification of the state

and its relationship to racial inequality because they shift attention from the
basic tenets of historical materialism 1o the idea that social life can be con-
ceptualized and examined in terms of separate and distinct spheres (eco-
nomic, social, political, ideological).?"

In this context, few sociologists have applied structuralist analysis to
the sociology of race relations. In contrast to the “abstracted empiricism®™0
that characterizes U.S. sociology at times. structuralist analysis requires the
adequate theoretical specification of its subject as a precondition for the
accumulation of knowledge. However. this requirement does not remove
the necessity for empirical verification! Structuralist analysis defines the
whole (i.e.. the social order) as consisting of complex and heterogeneous
spheres that are dialectically interrelated but reflativelv autonomous.
Examples include the economic. social. political. and ideological spheres.
Although the economic sphere is determinant in the last instance in the cap-
italist mode of production, each sphere displays distinctive and internally
contradictory characteristics and contributes in its own way to the function-
ing ol the whole. In this context. individuals are the “supports™ or “bearers”
of the structural relations within which they are situated 2

At this level of abstraction, “structures™ do not refer to the institutions
that make up society: rather, they refer to the systematic interrelationships
that exist among these institutions. Structures constitute a level of reality
“invisible but present behind the visible social relations.™ Amos Hawley's
reference 1o a “web of discrimination™ is an example of a structure in this
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context. In order (o assess the ways by which state structures reproduce or
undermine racial inequality, it is necessary to specily these structures and
explain how they embody different interests. Otherwise. the state is likely
to be seen as a necutral arbiter or a “functionalist thermostat.”™# Therefore,
the theoretical works of Nicos Poulantzas, Claus Offe, and James
O’Connor are invaluable for clarilying the theoretical dilemmas that appear
in Wilson's work because they direct attention to the contradictory impera-
tives of the capitalist state
ing the system.® By analyzing the development of. and institutionalization
of functions within. the formal apparatuses of the state. it is possible to

factlitating capital accumulation and legitimiz-

grasp the “autonomization of the capitalist state™ as a complex, concrete,
and historically determined process.7

Because the economic sphere is determinant in the last instance in the
capitalist mode of production. it is easy to dismiss, as Wilson* did. the
consequences of the sociopolitical order for black life-chances.# The eco-
nomic. social. political, and ideological spheres ol the capitalist mode of
production possess some degree of independence or autonomy: however,
they are not discrete categories. In other words. despite the fact that the
sociopolitical order may possess relative autonomy from the economic sec-
tor. the dualism of the polity and the economy is more apparent than real.’0
For example. the economic sector becomes subordinated to the sociopoliti-
cal order to the extent that the allocation of monies. resources. and rewards
results from decisions made in the sociopolitical order rather than in the
economic sector. Policies are shaped. and decisions on the allocation of
monies, resources. and rewards are made. by political entities through elab-
orate bureaucratic procedures.”! In addition. the capitalist state is engaged
in the creation and legitimation of the frameworks and rules within which
social life itself is structured, expressed. for example, in cducation.
employment. low-income and public housing. marriage and family, and tax
policies.™ The capitalist state has assumed an increasing number of social
welfare functions. including a burcaucratically ordered system of supervi-
sion of unwed mothers, nonintact or broken familics, delinquent youth. and
criminals patterned on therapeutic models. The tendency to psychologize
the social costs of production has important ideological implications.
because if the client is defined as the problem. then other causes. as well as
other points of view. are ¢xcluded before the fact.3?

Benjamin Ringer’s’ exhaustive analysis of the complex interrelation-
ship between the spheres helps 1o illustrate these points, More than a centu-
ry ago. the U.S. Supreme Court acknowledged that the right to vote is fun-
damental because it is the basis for the preservation of all other rights.
Therefore. one would have expected the Court to apply the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments to strike down the racially discriminatory restric-
tions on the right to vote that were adopted by many states after
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Reconstruction. However, the Court confined its efforts largely to rhetoric
and for many decades ignored the use of white primaries. literacy tests, poll
taxes. and other devices to deny blacks the right to vote. The white primary

‘as outlawed in 1944 however, the U.S. Congress did not act until 195755
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 finally mandated tederal approval of any
changes in voting qualifications or procedures in states that had a history of
racially discriminatory restrictions.

The Thirteenth Amendment. which was passed in 1866, abolished slav-
ery as an institution; Southern states responded by cnacting the Black
Codes. The Fourteenth Amendment. which was passed in 1868, overruled
the Black Codes and extended sutfrage to blacks. The Fifteenth
Amendment, which was passed in 1870, prohibited voter discrimination on
the basis of race: however, this proscription was more a formality than a
reality. as Southern states devised intricate election faws and other devices
to disenfranchise blacks and many poor whites.3¢ These practices were
reinforced when the U.S. Supreme Court, in the 1896 Plessey v. Ferguson
deciston, accepted as constitutional the doctrine of separate but equal and
accorded state and local governments the right to enact legislation that
sanctioned discrimination.>’

The U.S. Supreme Court. in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Educarion
decision. overturned the doctrine of separate but equal. undermined state
and local government support for racially discriminatory practices, and
paved the way for ¢ivil rights fegislation to be passed.>® Despite Brown v
Board of Education, the U.S_ Supreme Court left the formulation of specif-
ic orders to desegregate schools in the hands of U.S. district courts.
Obstruction and delay resulted. with massive resistance in the South and a
comparatively weak federal response. It was not until passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, when federal desegregation standards were adopted.
that substantial desegregation of schools could begin. Thereafter. the
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) and the federal
courts became more unified in their attack on so-called free choice and var-
ious delaying tactics in the South. However, under the Richard Nixon
administration, federal enforcement efforts were undercut. Major responsi-
bility for enforcing school desegregation was shifted from HEW to the
slower judicial efforts of the Justice Department,

State and local governments may pass laws that legalize behaviors that
later may be declared unconstitutional and therefore prohibited.®" The Civil
Rights Acts of 1957, 1960. and 1964, the Voting Rights Acts of 1965, 1970.
1975, and 1985, and several U.S. Supreme Court decisions were required to
eliminate state and local government restrictions on black voting.®! The
Civil Rights Acts were well-intentioned but not very ettective. The Voting
Rights Act of 1965, as amended in 1970, is now the principal vehicle for
protecting blacks’ right to vote.*> U.S. Supreme Court support for, or oppo-
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sition to, local autonomy has important implications in this context. For
example, the Civil Rights Act of 1957 empowered agencies of the federal
government to bring suit in federal court to protect the right to vote, and it
created the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights to enforce the provisions of
the bill. Despite this empowerment. the act was only partially effective as
local courts resisted.o® State and local governments adopted ostensibly
race-blind strategies that in fact had racially discriminatory effects, such as
converting to citywide, at-large elections that effectively prevented blacks
from obtaining office in cities that had a white majority.%+ The U.S.
Supreme Court. in the 1969 Alleven v. Board of Elections decision,
affirmed that all election law changes in the jurisdictions covered by the
Voting Rights Act of 1965 were to be cleared by the Justice Department. in
effect giving it veto power over all changes in election practices in the
South.o?

At-large elections were introduced during the Progressive Era under
the guise of “good government™ reform. However. often the intent was to
reduce the poteatial political power of blacks and ethnic immigrants, A
meta-analysis of all cross-sectional studies completed prior to 1980 (with a
sample size of sixteen or larger} that examined the relationship between at-
large election systems and the proportional representation of blacks and
Hispanics on city councils found evidence that at-large systems “diluted”
the representation of minorities.®® Furthermore. a study of forty-one politi-
cal jurisdictions i Texas that changed from at-large to single-member-dis-
trict elections in the 1970s revealed that the proportional representation of
blacks and Hispanics dramatically increased after the changes. Where
blacks and Hispanics were able to atfect the boundary-drawing process.
minority representation increased even more.t7

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 focused on eradicating discrimination in
employment practices: it established the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission to monitor compliance.®® Establishment of the EEOC was fol-
lowed by Exccutive Order 11246 in 1965, which required federal contrac-
tors to take affirmative action to recruit, employ. and promote minorities. It
created the Office of Federal Contract Compliance with the power to termi-
nate tederal contracts for failure to comply with these provisions. However.
as a caution against broad generalizations about the declining significance
of race. the Reagan administration amended this order to eliminate timeta-
bles and certain measures of compliance. Although federal, state, and local
governments have maintained prohibitions against racial discrimination in
cmployment practices since the 1940s, the major legal weapon has been
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Despite limited resources. civil
rights organizations more so than the federal government have carried the
burden of enforcing this statute: they have won favorable judicial decisions
in cases brought under this statute. Nevertheless, these decisions have had
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mixed results in reducing the occupational and earnings disparitics between
blacks and whites. 69

Thus. constitutional and legislative changes are processes of controlled
contlict between competing interests.” A fundamental question in this con-
text is whether, how. and under what conditions structurally determined
disadvantages can be “undone.™! For example, the U.S. Supreme Court
may legitimize or delegitimize racially discriminatory policies, hinder
social change or hasten it: however. its decisions have the force of laws
only if other administrative apparatuses choose to carry them out.”> The
decisions that accord minorities broader citizenship rights may be contra-
dicted by administrative obstruction. jurisdictional friction. informal social
practices, or extralegal practices such as intimidation or terrorism.

Restrictive covenants are a case in point. When state legislatures were
prohibited from passing laws that enforced racial segregation, local courts
assumed the role by legally enforcing the covenants. The U.S. Supreme
Court confirmed the contractual right of individuals (o discriminate in the
sociopolitical order and. in 1948, introduced restrictions on the exercise of
this right. These discriminatory practices were reinforced by the FHA.
which included “racially segregated criteria in guidelines to its *valuators’
for rating applications for housing loans in various areas. [The FHA] stipu-
lated that an area should be given a high rating if’ covered by restrictive
covenants and deed restrictions which would protect the areas from “unde-
sirable encroachment.””7 The John Kennedy administration issued an
executive order to cease such practices: however. evidence indicates that
the order was not very effective.’s

tn short, the tendency 1o reify the state as a transcendental reality that
exists by and for itself7¢ sidetracks important questions about (1) the role of
the state in the formation. maintenance. and reproduction of racial Inequali-
ty in the various spheres:” (2) whose interests the state secures and why: 7%
(3) the ability of the state to effect alternative courses of action or to trans-
form “recalcitrant [racial] structures ™79 and (4) the grounds on which a
particular conception of the state can be justified.

“The State” Defined

Here “the state™ is defined broadly as a system of governance that incorpo-
rates the executive, legislative. und judicial branches at the federal and state
levels: regulatory bodies: parastatal corporations: public agencies: regional
authorities: and local governmental bodies. These apparatuses represent the
specific and often contradictory interests of different social classes. social-
class fractions, and power blocs.® The state is characterized by all of the
following:
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L. Structural selectiveness, which determines how issues and matters
are to be addressed by policies and actions St For example. the guarantee of
private property rights restricts the ability of the state to effect certain
courses of action. such as gaining control over the investment priorities of
major corporations or mandating nationalized health care.

20 A paradigmatic frapiework, which sets limits on the value and
assumptive bases of the formulation and implementation of policies.® For
example. policies and actions must be consistent with any of the following:
private property relations. free enterprise. the American creed. philosophies
of individualism. ideologies of equality of opportunity. and Anglo-Saxon
Protestant values.

3. Formal rule sirucnires, which predetermine content and outcomes.
For example, procedural rules are embedded in burcaucratic administration,
policy formulation and implementation, collective bargaining, and clection
campaigns. They. too. may favor or exclude alternative courses of action.?

4. Repression, which may be exercised through the police. armed
forces, or judiciary.®4

In this context, the state is excluded from organizing production for
profit and {rom determining the allocation and movement of private capital:
thus it can atfect capital accumulation only indirectly.®s Because the state is
separated from capitalist production. its existence and ability to tunction
depend on revenues that originate from outside its immediate control,
Contrary to popular belief. because capitalism is neither self-regulating nor
self-sufficient. the state has a mandate to create and sustain those condi-
tions necessary to tacilitate capital accumulation. Faced with a contradicto-
ry combination of exclusion and dependence, the state can function on
behalt of capital only if it can equate the needs of capital with the national
interest and sccure popular support for measures that maintain the condi-
tions for accumulation.®o

Theretore. the capitalist state is a structure constrained by the logic of
the economic sphere within which it functions and embedded in a complex
set of apparatuses. Contrary to instrumentalist views. the state does not
constitute itself as an exccutive committee of the capitalist class: rather. its
overriding purpose is to be the “factor of cohesion of a social formation™s7
consisting of freely competing individuals. The state as the factor of cohe-
sion of a social formation legitimizes the interests of the capitalist class (or
one or more of its Lactions) in the face of the interests of other social class-
es and fuctions.® State apparatuses tend to serve the interests of the capital-
ist class because the characteristics of these apparatuses derive from the
necessity to fullill the contradictory imperatives of the capitalist systen1.»

Legitimation is crucial because mass participation in state decisions at
any level will bring to the forefront the growing contradiction between the
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socialization of the costs of production and the private appropriation of
protits. Theretfore, the state must fulfill its class-bound functions under the
pretext of social-class neutrality—that is. the public interest-—but not nec-
essarily race-ncutrality (as the history of legislative and judicial actions
shows). Stated differently, the state conceals its obligations through a
depoliticization ot the public. Governance that openly favors one social
class or faction over others involves the risk of polarization and a politi-
cization of the social-class struggle.®0 In addition. in order to realize a com-
mon interest from among the competing factions of the capitalist ¢lass. the
state must be able to override specific interests. This form of compromise
allows subordinate classes 10 extract concessions and push tor reforms.9!

The philosophics. doctrines. and official accounts of the state tend to
incorporate the values that protect the interests of the dominant classes or
factions: its agents are recruited disproportionately from these groups. Y2
For example, intolerant and exclusive (i.c.. prejudicial and discriminatory)
values and practices are endemic features of, but are not unigue to. white
Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture generally. They are grounded in the reli-
gious heritage of the country, beginning with the Puritans. and over a long
period have been incorporated into the apparatuses and ideological ratio-
nales of the state.9 These observations imply that the state does not exist
outside the praxis that created it.9* In this context. the state, as a collection
of apparatuses and rule-bound hicrarchies with roots in specific socioreli-
gious and political heritages. can understand problems only in certain
ways. %

In sum, the state is not a neutral arbiter: it is simultaneously an object.
product. and determinant of race-class intcractions understood within the
context of (1) the contradictory imperatives of capital accumulation and
legitimation, and (2) the degrce to which the apparatuses of the state are at
any point in time in the hands of various factions of the capitalist class. e
Contradictory imperatives structure opportunities available to the capitalist
class. By virtue of its historically specific influence in the state. the capital-
ist class structures opportunities available 1o racial and ethnic minorities. as
well as the majority. Although these statements incorporate contradictory
views (structuralist and instrumentalist). they might be interpreted to repre-
sent difterent tendencies within the state as a set of relations.” The state
mtervenes in racial conflicts: however. it does not do so in a coherent or
unified manner. despite Wilson s9% imputation to the contrary in the modern
industrial period. Race occupies “varying degrees of centrality™ at difterent
historical moments in different state apparatuses.”” Consequently. ditterent
levels of the state will act in contradictory ways. Nevertheless, through
policies that are explicitly or implicitly racial. state apparatuses organize
and enforce the racial politics of everyday lite—tor example, expressed in
the enforcement. or lack thercof. of antidiscriminatory policies, 100
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Structural analysis highlights the relationship between the processes ot
capital accumulation and legitimation and the functions of the state.
However, state activity is not a simple corrclate of the processes of capital
accumulation and legitimation. The state is bureaucratically organized and
ruled by legal-rational authority., Therefore, the apparatuses of the state
have a logic of their own that cannot be changed at will—in other words. a
relative autonomy. ' According to Ralph Miliband.!92 recognizing relative
autonomy requires studying the torces that cause it to be greater or less and
the circumstances in which it is exercised.

However. the concept of relative auwtonomy is ambiguous. Particularly.
the bases on which degrees of relative autonomy arc to be determined are
not explicit or well-formulated: the forms of autonomy may be diverse; and
the “content of the concept™ will vary from one social formation to another
and, within each formation. from onc specific conjuncture to another, !0
Relative autonomy is not a fixed feature of any governmental system: the
potential for autonomous activity changes over time as state apparatuses
undergo transformation. Neither. by definition. does the concept imply
superior knowledge and capability. For example, state attempts to redress
racial inequitics may fail if they are based on incorrect assumptions and
mediocre information. or if they emerge from “deficient state organiza-
tion,” ™ Therefore. to refer to the existence of autonomy is one matter; 1o
locate its source, explain its existence, and show how it is exercised is
another matter. The autonomy of the capitalist state is restricted by its
dependence on the realization of profit before it can fulfill any of its other
functions. Nevertheless, it is theoretically likely that at times state activity
will contravene the interests of the dominant groups. 103

The local state encloses distinctive political, economic, and social
arrangements. It forms an “administrative matrix™ through which national
goals and policies are realized. Tt also holds an array of rights and powers
that enable local apparatuses to pursue different goals and policies. For
example, local state apparatuses “interpret” federal policies to suit local
interests: therefore, they affect how policies are implemented. Evidence
suggests great variation in the local implementation of federal policies,
including the enforcement of national civil rights policies in the modern
industrial period. 100

The autonomy of the local state varies in relation to the constraints
imposed by the national, state, and local social-class structures. For exam-
ple. during the industrial period. the local state in the U.S. South main-
tained a high degree of autonomy from the national state because federal
policy enforcement mechanisms were weak.i07 When the national state’s
constraints are strong. local social-class structures exert less influence on
the local state: when the national state’s constraints are weak. local social-
class structures exert greater influence on the local state.'"® Local social-
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class structures establish the social context in which the governmental bod-
ies, public agencies. and school boards that make up these apparatuses pro-
duce their effects. A high degree of local autonomy is associated with an
ability to determine goals. and the capacity to develop policies to achieve
those goals. Autonomy may be enhanced by the local state’s capacity to
control the recruitment of personnel to political and administrative offices.
and by the degree of its power to tax its citizens, 109

Under massive pressure from the civil rights movement. the executive
branch of the federal government and the U.S. Congress strengthened the
linkages between the national state and the local state in the latter part of
the modern industrial period. The discriminatory procedures and practices
of the local state in the South were dismantled. However, Gordon' noted
that southern states used delaying tactics (o resist; furthermore. changes in
the goals and policies of the national state did not bring racial harmony.
Nevertheless. the local state’s dependence on the national state’s resources
restricts the ability of local apparatuses to initiate policies autonomously. !

At the national and local levels. states circumscribe how dominant
groups will realize their objectives.!12 For example, after 1964 states to
varying degrees constructed statutes that incorporated the principles and
language of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. These statutes represent
mechanisms through which states create “institutional environments. ™
Ditferent institutional environments encourage different organizational
practices.!'3 More specifically, when circuit courts rule on compliance
strategies. they indicate to organizations in their respective jurisdictions
how a given law is going to be interpreted. States and circuit courts that
incorporate the language of equal employment opportunity and affirmative
action create uncertain institutional environments for the organizations that
reside in those jurisdictions. They send a message that chances are good
that the court will mete out liberal rulings if cases of discrimination are
brought before it. Organizations respond to the uncertainty by adopting
strategies that demonstrate to the courts that they are in compliance. If
approved by the courts, these strategies then “diffuse across the organiza-
tional field™ that is. organizations adapt to. and internalize, the expecta-
tions that are defined by the institutional environment in which they are
embedded. 4

Structured by the state. institutional environments affect the degree of
equality of opportunity in organizations. For example, they influence the
likelthood that 2 woman or minority will become a chief executive officer,
net of other factors such as the composition of applicant pools. the nature
ol sponsorship. or the accumulation of work experience. Institutional envi-
ronments structure the strategies and practices that organizations adopt: in
the face of uncertainty. organizations respond to cues by adopting strategies
and practices that comply with these institutional environments and that
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help to ensure their survival. The uncertainty created produces an environ-
ment that operates, to some extent. independently ot the threat of legal
action. Organizations in more liberal states and circuit court jurisdictions
often step beyond the letter of the law. adopting strategies and practices that
reflect a “substantive interpretation and internalization of the law.™!13

Racial struggles occur at all levels of the state and retlect attempts by
various groups to gain control of the goals and policies shaped at those lev-
els. Demuands by groups upon the state are constrained to the extent that
they must be congruent with the reproduction ot capitalist social relations,
generally. and the imperatives of capital accumulation and legitimation,
specitically.''® The concrete ways in which the state responds vary with
such tactors as (1) the level of capitalist development: (2) the forms of
social-class struggle: (3) the relative strengths of racial groups as reflected
in electoral politics, social movements, or other forms of insurgency: (4)
administrative capacities and constitutional constraints: (5) local social-
class structures and political histories: and (6) the zeitgeist of the times
reflected. for example. in institutional environments.!'7 The balance of
these complex forees determines distributional outcomes for various racial
groups, including access to educational. occupational, and income opportu-
nitics, as well as spatial mobility and political influence.?18

This definition of the state (1) shifts the frame of analysis from liberal
to structural accounts, bringing into question its presumed role as neutral
arbiter: (2) accounts for the changing role of the state in historical con-
text—a roie that mediates between structural contradictions on the one
hand and racial discourses on the other:'" and (3) views the state itself as
the preeminent site of racial conflict. as well as social-class conflict. 120
Wilson's!21 earlier work appeared to support the underlying assumption
that state interventions in the structuring of race relations reflect the histori-
cal tendency for the reproduction of the social formation as a whole to take
place through the mediation of state activity. However, in The Bridge Over
the Rucial Divide, he backed away from this assumption in favor of an
implicit—but distinctly liberal—conception of the state.

Bridging the Theoretical Divide: Twelve Propositions

L. In the United States. the state is a structure that is constrained by
the emergence. logic. and contradictions of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion as a whole 122 It is composed of distinctive levels and practices that are
defined according to the functions that they tulfill in relation to the whole:
however. the state is not free to abrogate the structural requirements of the
capitalist economy.'?* As O Connor!?* argucd, a state that ignores the
necessity of assisting the process of capital accumulation risks drying up
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the sources of its own power: the economy’s ability to produce a surplus
and the taxes drawn from that surplus. Conversely, a state that openly uses
its coercive force to help one social ¢lass or racial group accumulate capital
and other advantages at the expense of others risks losing its legitimacy and
may undermine the basis of its loyalty and support. The state at the national
level is better able to represent the interests of the capitalist class or the
dominant groups when it can transcend the parochial, individualized inter-
ests of specific factions and present itself as the embodiment of the aggre-
gated interests of the nation as a whole within the context of a universal sct
of values such as the American creed. 25

20 As a structure, the state is relatively autonomous. with logic and
fnierests of its own not necessarily equivalent to. or “fused with,” the inter-
ests of the capitalist class or the dominant groups. 120 In addition. rhe sepa-
ration of functions among different levels of the state affects the internal
structure of each level, ensures its relative autonomy in relation to other
levels, and shapes and limits forms of intervention.'27 The concept of rela-
tive autonomy is not equivalent to the concept of neutral arbiter. or umpire,
n the social system. The former creates the possibility that the state can act
as if it were neutral despite structural constraints, whereas the latter
assumes that the state is neutral. Neither is the concept of relative autono-
my an invariant feature of the state. Problematic in this respect, one of the
difficulties lies in specifying its nature, determinants, and limits within spe-
cific historical contexts.!28 However, the use of the concept corrects for
problems in strictly instrumentalist and liberal interpretations of the state: it
allows for the possibility that the state can serve as an emancipatory force
for oppressed groups.!2?

3. Individual states (e.g.. Alabama, Mississippi) are constrained by
local class structures, various political economic and social interests. and
the national state: they change as these forces attempt (o modify the “racial
selectiveness™ of these stutes in their fuvor,130 Historically, the division of
functions between the national state and the individual states confined rela-
tions between dominant and minority groups within the boundaries of indi-
vidual states; this division favored delaying tactics and obstruction in the
pursuit of racial equality.!3! Individual states did not arbitrate between
dominant and minority groups so much as establish the rules of the game
for practicing racial discrimination.’32 Although individual states are con-
strained by the laws and resources of. and subject to review by. the national
state. as fragmented and somewhat insulated political systems they hold an
array of rights and powers that enable them to pursue objectives specific to
local interests. These objectives may contravene the intentions of the
national state 133

[n addition. 1o varying degrees, minority groups themselves have dis-
tinctive histories. social structures, and degrees of consciousness and cohe-
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sion. They are encapsulated within specific political jurisdictions—a con-
cept that is more inclusive than. and subsumes. internal colonies. For exam-
ple. when superordinate-subordinate relations emerge from intergroup con-
tact. the superordinates may create (often arbitrary) political entities that
incorporate the subordinates within the larger system. These political enti-
tics may take different forms: however. the incorporation is of such a nature
that no alternative may exist other than to “[revise or destroy] the institu-
tions of political, economic. and social subordination.” 3+ Such cntities
affect minority groups” political and cconomic strategies: patterns of con-
flict with. and access to. dominant groups: and ability to be represented at
the various levels of the state.

Local states are replete with unique norms and implicit procedures that
govern the conduct of politics.

In the local pohtical arena, unwritten rules and customary cultural prac-
tices [establish] the legitimacy of certain community uctors to speak. the
proper venues in which they [may] do so, and the most fitting means for
expressing consent or dissent. Definitions ot statuscs. roles, and appropri-
ate political behaviors [are] communicated and learned through localized
social networks. 133

Social conventions legitimize some forms of discourse over others:
designate the actors eligible or ineligible to participate in the political
process: define the appropriate and inappropriate forms of political action:
and. therefore, circumscribe the range of solutions. '3 These forms of influ-
ence and manipulation may change even the most carefully formulated
policies that originate at the national level 137

At cach level of the state fundamental conflicts of interest may arise
between. and within, dominant. minority. and state administrative groups.
However, state administrators cannot abrogate the structural requirements
of local, state, and national economies (and thus at least some of the inter-
ests of the dominant groups) without jeopardizing their own position 13%
This structural imperative places limits on which forms of state interven-
tion will be acceptable—and therefore likely to be implemented—and
which forms will be unacceptable. Furthermore. state administrators may
restructure concessions won by minority groups to support existing racial
relationships. To that extent. they serve to perpetuate the status quo.!¥ The
state. generally. 1s able to grant the concessions that the current dynamics
ol racial relationships require because it is capable of transcending
parochial, individualized interests. These concessions may divide racial
minorities into competing subgroups and further limit the possibility for
fundamental social change 40

State interventions in the form of policies. programs. and directives
may have unintended as well as intended consequences—rfor example. in
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the form of unforeseen social. political, and structural changes. These inter-
ventions are not necessarily coordinated, coherent, or unified; indeed. dif-
ferent levels and branches of the state may act in a contradictory fashion.
For example, concurrent with the passage of civil rights legislation in the
1960s prohibiting racial discrimination, other branches of the federal gov-
ernment pursued policies that worked, in effect. to the disadvantage of
minority groups. 4!

4. The purpose of a capitalist state is 1o maintuin the uniry of the
narion so that the objective interests of the capitalist class can be realized.
However, the state does not function unambiguously in the interests of ¢
single social class, social-class faction, or group regardless of historical
period 14> In other words, the state serves the general interests of the capi-
talist class and specific interests of the dominant groups cven as it portrays
itself"as serving the interests of all groups: thus, it is simultancously a racial
state (and has been since its founding) and a universal state claiming to act
i the interests of all. The state can function on behalf of the capitalist class
and dominant racial or ethnic groups only when it equates their needs with
the national interest (however defined) and secures support for the policies,
programs. and directives that maintain those interests.'? Policics must be
consistent with the demands of the capital accumulation process.
Otherwise, the state risks losing the source of its power: the ability to tax
the surplus.'* Nevertheless. policy constraints are political and social, as
well as economic. in nature: therefore, the state taces a series of inherent
dilemmas as it carries out its functions, particularly how to establish and
institutionalize a method of policy formulation and implementation that
constitutes a balunce between its structural requirements and the demands
of vartous constituencies. 145

5. The intents and effecs of policies. programs. and directives in the
preindustrial, industrial, and modern industrial periods should not be
assumed before the fact: they may be established by examining the determi-
nants that shaped their formulation and implementaiion.'#e Policies are
composed ot (1) values and assumptions that are made explicit only rarely;
(2} operating principles that give those values and assumptions form in spe-
cific programs and directives: (3) the outcomes of specific programs and
dircetives that enable policy planners to contrast ideals with reality: (4) the
often weak linkages among aims. means. and outcomes: and (5) the strate-
gies of social change suggested by, and omitted from. points one through
four above. '+ By and large, programmatic recommendations are acceptable
only by those who share the framework. As a set of objectives, policies
emerge from compromise among contending values, assumptions. ideals.
interests. and purposes: thus. they contain the limitations that made these
policies acceptable. 48

For example. the real estate and lending industries substantially influ-
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enced the major provistons of the 1934 Housing Act that resulted in racially
restrictive covenants on government-insured housing. They did so in part
by staffing the FHA's administrative ranks. The provisions were intended to
increase profits without altering existing patterns of residential segregation.
The subsequent standards adopted and applied by institutions throughout
the real estate and lending industries embodicd the FHA'S discriminatory
recommendations and practices. In other words. the FHA legitimized the
idea that racial discrimination is a necessary condition for profitable trans-
actions in the housing market.!+ Once & state apparatus such as the FHA s
racialized, it may function in such a way as to allocate differentially
resources to whites and blacks. thus reinforcing relations of domination and
subordination (reflected particularly in life-chances).'s0

6. As Wilson argued. policies will nor effectively redress the plight of
the truly disadvantaged if they do not uccount for the rate of growth of the
economy and the nature of its demand for luboi: the factors that affect
employment such as changing technologics and rising or falling profit
rates; and the migration patterns of capital and labor that result from
“industrial shifts and transformations.” 15V For example. community con-
trol strategies that encourage the development of black capitalism have
important limitations because they do not address “structural realities™ 52—
a contention supported by recent research. Compared to their white coun-
terparts, black entrepreneurs have greater difficulties finding capital; even
where capital is found. the technical assistance necessary lor profitable
investment strategics may be inadequate.'3 They face a lack of consistent
community support: investments may be limited to failure-prone retail or
service enterprises that offer little possibility for building a substantial job
base that can reduce the occupational and earnings gap with whites.
Ironically, black entrepreneurs also face a shortage of black workers: that
is, unskilled and semiskilled black workers forego the possible long-term
gains of employment in black businesses for short-term gains in white busi-
nesses in the form of higher wages, even though these wages may be lower
than whites” wages and earned in jobs with few chances for promotion.
Skilled and highly skilled blacks apparently prefer jobs in the state sec-
tor. I+

Nearly one-third of all businesses in black low-income communities
are owned by blacks. However. in terms of proportion of workers
employed, percentage of wages paid, and income returns to owners. absen-
tee-owned or -managed businesses dominate the cconomies of both black
tow-income and white low-income communities in major metropolitan
areas. In this context, white-owned businesses employ a large majority of
the people in low-income communities who work, and they are more likely
than black-owned businesses to hire white employees in greater proportion
than the racial composition of the area would suggest. Yet it appears that
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the issue of who owns local businesses is not salient to most black resi-
dents: protests tend to originate mainly with black political and community
leaders, 153

The position of black-owned businesses relative to white-owned busi-
nesses in the U.S, economy deteriorated from the mid-1980s through the
early 1990s. primarily because black-owned businesses did not successiully
compete for the rising incomes of the black middle ¢lass. The black-owned
businesses that survived did so by diversitying into computer-related tech-
nologies and telecommunications. Litile growth is evident in the traditional
fields that have served black customers for decades. Moreover. growth in
those industries that benefited from affirmative action programs (e.g.. pub-
lic construction) has slowed.!'>¢ Nevertheless, the proportion of black-
owned businesses relative to other-owned businesses in a community
appears to have a major impact on the relative well-being of blacks in that
community “net of other contributory factors. 157 Stated differently. as the
proportion of black-owned businesses in a community increases. the proba-
bility of black political influence in local government also increases. In
turn, this influence may result in positive outcomes for the community, 158

Studies of residential succession in low-income communities show that
white-owned businesses depart in much the same way as white residents
do. that is. at a fairly low but constant rate.!™ The rate of departure of
white-owned businesses is relatively constant across industries in the carly
stages of succession. with retail and service businesses somewhat more
likely to Icave. In later stages. however. the loss of retail and service busj-
nesses s substantial and disproportionate compared with other businesses.
The proportion of white-owned businesses decreases over time in black
low-income communities because whites do not return to invest in these
communities. Blacks lack both the capital and the experience necessary to
take advantage of opportunities opened to them by the withdrawal of
whites. Blacks who wish 1o start businesses face difficultics obtaining cred-
it and arc forced to rely heavily on personal savings.'®0 Banks and other
financial institutions do not build a proportionate number of their branches
in ghetto areas—only small loan companics charging high interest rates
do.10! The gains that occur come about primarily when black entreprencurs
are able to take advantage of newly vacated niches, 102

The loss of traditional entrepreneurial niches—for example. black skin
care products to companies such as Revlon—means that an important
avenue to self-employment has closed.!®3 In the carly 1980s. black entre-
preneurship was most common in areas with large black populations. high
black employment rates. and low dissimilarity between blacks and whites
occupationally. This fact suggests that a sizable high-status black commu-
nity supports black entreprencurship.16+ A historical study !0 of black entre-
preneurship demonstrated regional ditferences in the “character of black
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businesses™ that is. black businesses are quite different in the western
United States compared to all other regions. The profitable and expanding
black businesscs in the western United States do not specialize in deliver-
ing services to a primarily black clientele and have managed to penetrate
high-technology ficlds. Entreprencurs who have acquired highly special-
ized training run these businesses. To my knowledge. no study has atiempt-
ed to examine a possible correlation between indices of segregation (the
Southwest and West do not evidence the extreme segregation of the north-
castern and north-central region) and the ability of black-owned and -man-
aged businesses to thrive

The black business community appears to be an extension of the com-
petitive sector in the United States. even though this community is some-
what distinct by virtue of the fact that many of its businesses are black-
owned and to some extent geographically isolated. The Cuban business
community appears to be characterized by a greater degree of autonomy
from the monopoly and competitive sectors, or by a greater degree of “self-
enclosed interdependence.” than is characteristic of the black business
community.'t% Cubans have been more successful because they are linked
to international trade: have greater access to investment capital: have more
experience with entrepreneurship: and produce ethnic goods such as tex-
tiles. cigars, and food (only in the meat industry did the Cubans drive out
black competition). In contrast. the black community lacks investment cap-
ital and the technical assistance necessary for successful development
strategies: [urthermore. most of the labor power in the black community,
when it can be utilized. is exported to white businesses where wages are
higher. In other words. situational factors have created employment alterna-
lives. 167

7. The state 1y constrained in its ability to formulate and implement
policies that significanily limir freedont of investment and subordinate “pri-
vate wnits of production” to political decisions'*8 For example. mecha-
nisms such as constitutional restrictions and mission statements “ensure”
that some options will not enter the arena of state activity.!® Collectively,
U.S. capitalists possess a de facto veto over policy formulation and imple-
mentation in that their failure to invest, combined with their willingness to
disinvest. may create serious political problems for state officials. This pos-
sibility discourages otficials from taking actions that challenge the priori-
ties of major corporations.!? Increasingly. corporations themselves struc-
ture the frameworks within which policy can be formulated and
implemented. evidenced in the subordinate role that city and state govern-
nients play in their attempts to attract and retain capital 17!

Constrained by contradictory imperatives and dependent on tax rev-
cnues. officials attempt to create the conditions that tacilitate capital accu-
mulation without exacerbating demands that policies should be oriented
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away from private nceds and toward public needs such as universal health
care. Therefore. the ability to plan is limited accordingly. Generally, current
policies do not address the growing contradiction between the systemic
needs of capitalism, such as capital mobility. and the social needs of com-
munities'’>—a problem that is readily apparent in the emergence of neigh-
borhoods characterized by extreme poverty. Planning requires prioritization
and a need to justify proposals to constituencies fragmented by social class
and racial struggles. However, mass participation in the planning process
would open the door to greater suulmy of privale investment and pl()dm-
tion decisions—a problematic fic cely resisted by capitalists. 17
Furthermore. if officials are prcssurcd from below to develop policies to
meet soctal needs. the divide between (shorisighted) capitalists and offi-
cials may grow over time. 174

Many officials acquire some consciousness of what is necessary to
maintain the social order—for example. reflected in the co- optation of
black demands for racial justice by expanding employment opportunities in
the state sector. However. increased consciousness does not imply control
over the “historical process.™ 75 For example, the penetration of the state by
special interest groups constrains the ability of officials to develop more
rational and efficient policies. Furthermore. no guarantces exist that the
policies formulated by officials. and that have the support of major corpo-
rations or organized labor. will succeed in achieving their objectives.!7

8. Within state apparaiuses. policies are formulated and implemented
under a series of conditions and procedures. These rules of the game define
what is and is not permissible 177 Understanding the conditions and proce-
dures of policy formulation and implementation is important because they
predetermine what can and does become policy.!7* Certain kinds of policics
arc much more likely to develop than others as a function of structural con-
straints and political considerations.!7 The state has the capacity to system-
atically exclude certain points of view (e. g.. black nationalism) and certain
policy alternatives (e.g.. universal health care). In order 10 assess the con-
tradictory ways by which state apparatuses constrain social change. it is
necessary to identify who controls the policy tormulation and implementa-
tion process. 180

The state administrative system constrains policy formulation and
implementation in two ways: first. various state apparatuses may acl
autonomously. not reducible to the preferences or pressures of any identifi-
able group. These actions may result because appointed as well as clected
officials have organizational and carcer interests of their own: they will
devise and work for policies that further those interests, If a given state
dpparatus provides no existing or readily feasible policy format for imple-
menting an action, appointed and clected officials are not likely to pursue
them, and politicians aspiring to office arc not likely to propose them.
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Second, state apparatuses both respond to. and influence, the conceptions
that constituencies are likely to develop about what is desirable or
possible. 15!

For example, in the passage of equal employment opportunity legisla-
tion. evidence is consistent with the view that the U.S. Congress responded
as a consequence of constituent demands. well-organized lobbying by civil
rights organizations. and a “liberal trend™ in U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sions.'s2 Paul Burstein and Margo MacLeod 3 noted a lack of new 1deas for
equal employment opportunity legislation coming from most quarters after
the early 1970s. The picture of congressional activity that emerged in their
study was one of routine organizational response to a slowly changing envi-
ronment. Interested members of the U.S. Congress responded to a social
problem by developing a small number of proposals based upon past legis-
lation with which everyone was tamiliar and by briefly searching for a solu-
tion. This practice is consistent with theories of U.S. political decisionmak-
ing that claim that limits on decisionmakers™ analytical capabilities and
resources will encourage them to consider only a small number of solutions
to any problem and to settle on a familiar solution,

A failure to recognize these constraints may result in overstating the
progressive possibilities (i.c.. the reductions that are possible in racial
inequities) of the passage of civil rights. equal employment opportunity.
affirmative action, and other forms of legislation. This conclusion is sus-
tained because the political context in which legislation is passed and the
likelihood of its enforcement are not sufficiently analyzed.!®+ Wilson and
Robert Aponte!s® pointed out that recent studies on the effects of budget
cuts during the Reagan administration on the working poor are clear and
consistent. revealing a “retreat” from the Great Society initiatives of the
Lyndon Johnson administration. During the Bill Clinton administration. the
federal government’s reluctance to intervene on behalf of civil rights had
parallels to the withdrawal of federal protection of black rights after
Reconstruction. In other words. the U.S. Supreme Court upheld states’
rights—for example, in decisions shielding states from suits for vielating
federal Taws. 180

9. If the purpose of the stare is to maintain the unity of the nation. then
its apparatuses should be responsive to pressures instigated by constitien-
cies from below. V%7 The degree to which the interests of various groups are

realized. and distributional outcomes are affected. depend on a varicty of

circumstances. For example. Roger Friedland '8¢ concluded that the poverty
funds made available by the Great Society imitiatives of the 1960s were not
distributed according to actual needs expressed in rates of poverty by
locale. Rather, they were distributed to those groups who successfully
pressed (heir demands into national issues and were deemed significant as a
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consequence. However, these groups were effective only in cases where
they threatened corporate or union interests.

Wilson!®? claimed that as long as the middle and lower classes are
fragmented along racial lines. they would fail to see how their combined
efforts could change the factors that affect their life-chances and thus pro-
mote policies that reflect their interests. His “real world model™ called for
the development of a broad-based political constituency consisting of civil
rights groups, women's groups, labor unions, grassroots organizations, and
religious organizations acting in a bipartisan way and focusing on their
common interests. This constituency would concentrate on programs that
benefit all groups in question. not just poor blacks. [t would address nation-
al issues as well as specific grievances that could be rectitied. such as flood
control in poor neighborhoods and improved streets and sidewalks. Also. it
would start an “earnest” national debate on extant approaches and prompt
public officials to “consider seriously the effects of their action or inaction
on a broad range of issues that impact vulnerable families.”!"" Recently.
Wilson!?! cited the role that faith-based organizations might play in revital-
izing neighborhoeds characterized by, or vulnerable to. concentrated pover-
ty.

It 15 not clear. though. how constituencies—particularly those at the
bottom of the stratification system, with little or no formal political
power—are able to influence the policy formulation and implementation
process. Opportunities to create alliances with sympathetic elites. access to
financial resources, an organizational structure that can leverage the state,
and “a modification of known forms of action” may be crucial.'? For
example. in the early-twenticth-century South. disenfranchised blacks
allied with northern philanthropists used private funds to secure public
funds to construct an adequate system of clementary education for blacks.
Once this service was established in the state sector. then it could be institu-
tionalized as a “routine matter of state policy.” 193

In this context. research is needed to determine how, under what cir-
cumstances. and to what extent race and class inequities might be redressed
by popular participation in the political process. '™ Because subordinate
class unity is a threat to capitalists. Poulantzas posited that the state func-
tions most fundamentally to disunite the masses: at the same time. the polit-
ical system allows them to vote and to form political parties and interest
groups 1o achieve concessions. In effect, subordinate classes become com-

peting subgroups. 3 Intraclass confhict increases when these groups have to
vie with cach other for scarce resources. 190

10, Extrainstitutional methods and raetics may be required to redress
racial inequality. How. and in what ways. organized protest. insurgency,
and violence atfect objective outcomes for the groups employing these
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strategies are open to debate. Policies. programs, and dircctives may reject.
ignore. co-opt. or embody the group demands that emerge from these meth-
ods and tactics.!?7 For example. some views claim that the expansion of the
social welfare system was a response by a neutral state to the dislocations
inherent in, and the needs created by, an expanding industrial society. Other
views suggest that the expansion was a response by a capitalist class—domi-
nated state to the threats posed by social movements from below. 198 Larry
Isaac and William Kelly!™ showed that collective violence in the form of
urban riots played an important role nationally in the short-term expansion
(in the aggregate) of scveral major reliet programs after World War 11,
Thus. they provided empirical support for Francis Piven and Richard
Cloward's20¢ controversial thesis in Regulating the Poor. However, Isaac
and Kelly added that centrally controlled programs were no more “riot elas-
tic™ than locally controlled programs; and riot frequency better predicted
the expansion of major relief programs than did riot scverity, Furthermore,
extrainstitutional politics yielded greater benefits for those who did not
have access to existing welfare institutions. whereas electoral politics
yiclded greater benefits for those who already had acquired access. In this
context, they stressed the importance of developing an empirically justifi-
able theory of the state that identifies the forces that affect the formulation
and implementation of policy. as well as the consequences for reducing
educational. occupational. and earnings disparities between the races.20!
Edward Jennings challenged Isaac and Kelly's202 research on method-
otogical grounds. That is. tts statistical methodology constituted an inap-
propriate test of the comparative effects of vartables drawn from ditferent
theoretical traditions. Urban riots alone did not prompt the state to respond
by expanding major relief programs. In a study of the U.S. welfure system
from 1947 to 1976, Jennings20% argued that the state acted as it did afso
because of “increased economic capacity” and “a general propensity to
respond to aggregated individual preferences.” According to Jennings. the
data are sufficient to support elements of both mainstream and alternative
views and that the two can be “reconciled.” More recently. sociologists
have moved beyond the traditional focus of social movement theories
(which examine how the state shapes the outcomes of organized protest.
insurgency. and other forms of extrainstitutional politics) to consider how
social movements affect the process of state formation or transformation
itself. For exampte. Jill Quadagno~™ identiticd changes that occurred with-
in the state as a consequence of the conflict between civil rights activists
and organized labor over the definition ot cconomic justice. Changes
included new policies and programs to expand and implement civil rights.
The redistribution of socicty’s rewards and privileges depends on the
mobilization ot pelitical resources. even if this 1s difficult for many groups
to accomplish. With few electoral resources. blacks have had to rely on the

Conclusion 241

legal system and on extrainstitutional methods and tactics.2’S Reductions in
racial inequality from the early 1960s to the present would have been sub-
stantially less in the absence of these efforts and the effects on state actions
expressed in legislative initiatives, judicial decisions. federal enforcement
efforts, and employment opportunitics. In part, demands for racial reform
reflect changes in collective identities as clectoral bases are sought. admin-
istrative procedures contested. and judicial decisions handed down.206 The
problematic here is to link political inputs (which may originate from a
variety of sources) and systemic constraints to the outputs of state activity,
such as new or more favorable interpretations of the U.S. Constitution. 207
In o government of legislation and litigation. politics might be defined as
the struggle to translate cconomic. social, and racial interests into law. [n
this context, crises serve as the steering mechanism for state interventions.
Because crises result from complex dynamics and affect different social
classes. social-class fractions. and races in contradictory ways. conflict is
likely to occur over their interpretation and resolution, 208

Legal mandates to reduce racial inequities may be issued: however.
legal mandates may not include the organizational capacity and resources
to effect change. particularly if the apparatuses in question have strong tics
to local political and social-class structures. “Organizational capacity™
refers to the extent to which goals can be fulfilled. The capacity of un appa-
ratus to implement policies depends on formal and informal norms. stan-
dard procedures. routines, and conventions embedded in its organizational
structure. In addition. its policy legacy sets boundaries on the options open
to it, as well as limiting the direction of future programmatic possibilities.
In these cases. the avtonomy 10 act may (and probably will) be compro-
misced. and state interventions may not succeed.2" For example. in the
absence of federal intervention, the southern elite “by proper choice of tac-
tics™ could use the legal system in the South to harass. and occasionally
defeat. civil rights lorces. 210

L. Ideologies (such as philosophies of individualism) serve the Sfune-
tion of cohesion by minimizing complexities, as well as the significance of
contradictions: often they resolve contradictions by excluding them from
consideration. Wilson2!! ¢laimed that ideclogy was a problem of the
saciopolitical order; thus, by definition. it was relegated to secondary con-
sideration. Katherine See?!? countered that an understanding of the role of
ideology is crucial in any attempt to comprechend the opposition to redis-
tributive policies in the United States. Research studies continue 1o show
that whites generally reject. ignore. or are unaware of structural accounts of
poverty: adopt individualistic accounts: and interpret socioeconomic suc-
cesses and failures as a consequence of personal characteristics. These
views shape perceptions of the extent and causes of racial inequality. as
well as the appropriate solutions.2's This problematic is apparent in over-
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eeneralizations about the poor expressed, for example, in culture of poverty
arguments contrasted with processes of hyperghettoization. Even extrainsti-
tutional politics may be framed in terms of the dominant idcology. thus
demonstrating the ctficacy of that ideology itself.2!+

12, The study of how policies emerge within, and may be co-opied by,
stute apparatuses and structures requires a high degree of historical speci-
ficity 215 Rescarch may be able to determine (1) who deve lops. administers,
and controls what forms of intervention at various levels of the state, in
whose interests, and why (e.g.. by legitimizing the c1v11 rights movement
and repressing alternatives such as the Black Panthers, the liberal wing of
the U.S. capitalist class set the parameters tor public discourse and practice
and avoided more fundamental social change): (2) when. why. and to what
cxtent state administrators can act against the general interests of the domi-
nant groups: and (3) how the potential for any form of intervention changes
over time as internal transformations occur in the organization of the state,
This rescarch may reveal how, and why. state interventions prove effective
or ineffective in redressing racial inequality. as well as the direct and indi-
rect effects from above of dommant group challenges to minority group
clatms.210

For example. according to Quadagno.2!'7 although the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 outlawed segregation and banned racial discrimination in education
and employment. compliance was uneven across institutional spheres.
Racial integration proceeded more rapidly in the health care system than in
other institutions because Medicare. the largest expansion of the welfare
state since the New Deal. provided the leverage to force health care
providers to comply with the law. The federal government had allowed a
racially segregated health care system to flourish in most southern states
and in some northern states by defining hospitals as “private”™ institutions
whose rules and regulations weren’t subject to state jurisdiction. A redefini-
tion of the scope of state authority transformed hospitals from private insti-
tutions into public wstitutions. Therefore, the state can promole racial
equality if political resources are available to challenge racially discrimina-
tory practices: institutions with a history of racial discrimination are incor-
porated into the state sector; the conditions for the distribution of benefits
support the objective of rucial equality: and the benefits are provided on a
continuous and universal basis, 218

Theory and Practice: Wilson on Affirmative Action
If race 15 to be used as an instrument of policy. then racial groups have to

be constructed; people have to be assigned to one racial group or another;
relations between racial groups have to be quantitied: and the reasons tor
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cducational. occupational, and earnings disparities have to be assessed. 219
Racial classification systems present difticult ontological. methodological.
and political problems. Officially approved or adopted by the state and
incorporated into legislative initiatives and Judicial rulings, racial cate-
gories raise uestions about how they came into being. Understanding
racial classification systems requires analysis of the historical context in
which they arose: processes of codification. reification. and legitimation;
and problems of politics reflected in social movements. on the one hand.
and the “race relations industry™ on the other.22 For example, the color
caste system in Brazil makes it nearly impossible to decide who should be
eligible to receive racially based preferences. This conundrum may extend
to the United States as it becomes increasingly diverse. In other words. the
growing population of multiracial individuals and families increases the
confusion of determining who should benefit from affirmative action pro-
grams =21

Wilson did not address these issues in a systematic way. Rather, he
argued that affirmative action programs likely will improve the opportuni-
ties of the advantaged. but not the opportunities of the disadvantaged. if
they are proffered on the basis of racial- -group membership. The problems
of the disadvantaged require “*nonracial solutions™ that address fundamental
causes—in other words, a “social democratic policy agenda that highlights
macroeconomic policies™ and is promoted by a “progressive coalition for
change.”>22 In this context. comprehensive rescarch on the impact of affir-
mative action programs is hard to find. Affirmative action programs
increased access to the professional and administrative positions that are
crucial to the black middle class. However, they also increased access to
the blue-collar and government jobs that are crucial (o the black working
class.22% On a limited scale in the early 1970s, programs such as the
Philadelphia Plan were implemented that opened the building trades to
blacks. In the late 1970s, programs were ¢ expanded to require minority par-
ticipation in major consiruction projects—for example. the Public Works
Employment Act of 1977 and the ensuing Fullifove v, Klumnick U.S.
Supreme Court decision in 1980 upholding “set-astdes™ for minority con-
tractors (however, it was reversed in the Court’s 1989 Richmond v. Croson
ruling).22

Shortly alter The Declining Significance of Race was published. the
U.S. Supreme Court ruled that affirmative action programs whose intent
was to improve the skills of black workers with low seniority were legal, as
were racial preferences in hiring in occupations such as sheet metal fabrica-
tion and state and local police forces. Wilson was correct to arguc that attir-
mative action programs are of little value for less-skilled blacks in
bluc-collar industries that have experienced massive layoffs, such as the
U.S. automobile and rubber industries. However. in his overemphasis on
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the black middle class, he overlooked the fact that some blue-collar occu-
pations, such as the construction industry and state and local police forces.
are not declining. Here. the contributory potential of affirmative action pro-
grams for blacks without advanced degrees may be significant.22s

Wilson was aware that as long as affirmative action is framed as a
race-targeted, outcomes-equalizing program. opposition will continue, The
degree of opposition hinges on the explicitness of race-targeting and on
whether the program’s goal is equality of opportunity or equality of
results.220 On the basis of rescarch that shows that whites will support affir-
mative action programs that “enhance opportunity™ vis-a-vis establish pret-
erential quotas. Wilson?27 envisioned programs guided by a principle of
equality of life-chances. wherein programs would be applicable 1o all of the
truly disadvantaged regardless of their race or ethnicity: he referred to this
principle as “affirmative opportunity.” Affirmative opportunity is not a
guarantee of equal results: it avoids the negative connotations of preferen-
tial quotas, lowered standards, and reverse discrimination. This principle
would not require reference to past discrimination as a justification. Rather.
it would attempt to overcome the disadvantages of lower-class background
through programs such as compensatory schooling and job training, income
redistribution. and special medical services. These programs would not be
mistargeted o those who are relatively affluent. Wilson argued that only
programs such as these are capable of simultancously helping the truly dis-
advantaged and achieving public support. His qualified support for race-
specitic programs reflects their major flaw: they ignore class deprivations
among poor whites, 228

In this context, Wilson acknowledged that blacks would disproportion-
ately benefit from affirmative opportunity programs intended to redress
environmental disadvantages because they disproportionately suffer from
the effects of such environments. Nevertheless. these programs would be
available to disadvantaged whites as well. defraying some opposition.229
However. Americans as a whole have not rejected the view that individuals,
regardless of race. are responsible for their plight. Committed to meritocri-
cy and fair play, denying structural limits on opportunitics. and opposed to
governmental intrusion, they are more likely to stigmatize the poor than
defend their citizenship rights.2% In this context. Wilson's belief that affir-
mative opportunity is more likely 1o succeced than affirmative action may be
little more than wishful thinking.

Contrary to the claims of some of his critics. Wilson did not advocate
climinating race-targeted programs altogether, However, Wilson did not
address the fundamental justifications for affirmative action: whether affir-
mative action should be limited to hiring or should include promotions and
terminations: whether a less-qualitied member of a beneficiary group
should be selected over a better-qualitied member of the dominant group
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{in contrast to selecting the beneficiary-group member from among equally
qualificd candidates): whether affirmative action ought to take the form of
quotas or goals: or what characteristics a group would have to have in order
1o warrant awarding its members preferential treatment.2*! Wilson could
have. but did not, make a case tor affirmative action programs buased on
inadequacies in the merit system. which should work rationally and objec-
tively to allocate rewards and privileges. In fact, the merit system contains
a variety of nonrational and subjective components that prejudice results in
favor ol some groups and against others23——g point that is apparent in the
promotional practices of major corporations discussed above.

According to Wilson. even though affirmative action programs may be
useful in a delimited sense. they have fragmented the liberal coalitions cru-
cial to his social-democratic policy agenda. The Republican Party has capi-
talized on public opposition by criticizing affirmative action programs and
promoting policies that benefit whites in the upper reaches of the U.S.
social-class structure. Thus, Wilson saw a need to deemphasize divisive
programs that target particular racial groups in favor of inclusive programs
that target all groups. Race-targeted programs would be considered an oft-
shoot of, und secondary to. universal programs.>** Social-democratic poli-
cies requiring (unspecified) “macroeconomic changes™ to promote bal-
anced economic growth and public-sector employment would benetit the
disadvantaged. regardless of race, while attracting and sustaining the sup-
port of more advantaged groups from different racial and socinl-class back-
grounds.>

Balanced economic growth is a popular idea. If the economy expands
at a sutficient pace. profit and wage rates should increase and the unem-
ployment rate should fall. For these reasons, racial disparities in socioeco-
nomic status attainments should also decrease. This expectation explains
why policies to promote cconomic growth are popular substitutes for affir-
mative action as the most appropriate way to reduce disparities between
blacks and whites.?% However, the post-1982 experience challenges this
expectation, suggesting that Wilson's emphasis on policies to promote eco-
nomic growth may be misplaced. The impact of economic growth may be
mediated by other factors. such as reduced enforcement of antrdiscrimina-
tory laws during the Reagan administration, 236 Particularly. in The
Declining Significance of Race Wilson claimed that government interven-
ton in U.S. labor markets between 1930 and 1980 promoted opportunities
for blacks und decreased racial disparities in educational, occupational, and
carnings attainments: others237 argued that the government’s retreal from
cqual opportunity employment and affirmative action programs in the
1980s reversed the trend. That is, the 1985 ¢ohort of young blacks compet-
ed in a labor market that had become less sympathetic to achieving racial
equality than was true a decade earlier.
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Data analyzed by Fossett et al.238 suggest that economic growth is less
consequential than “strategies of social intervention™ for promoting the
movement toward racial equality. When they examined the period 1940-
1980, they found that the correlation between economic growth and reduc-
tions in racial inequality is inconsistent at best. Civil rights legislation,
judicial decisions, and other social interventions contributed much more
toward reducing disparities in educational, occupational. and earnings
attainments. According to Fossett et al .23 the claim that reductions in racial
disparities would have occurred in the absence of social interventions—that
is, an activist state-——cannot be supported on the basis of available evidence.
Furthermore, given deindustrialization and disinvestment, the economy
may not have the capacity to absorb a significant part of the black popula-
tion in other than low-paying service-sector jobs that offer few prospects

for socioeconomic advancement.2#

In Summary

Without a doubt, Wilson’s contribution to the sociology of race relations
ranks as extraordinary and productive. Nevertheless. I have to conclude
that his attempt to bridge the racial divide through affirmative opportunity
and balanced economic growth falls short. An explicit recognition of the
state’s role in structuring life-chances in the industrial and modern industri-
al periods is missing—apparent in U.S. Supreme Court decisions: housing,
mortgage-lending, and insurance practices; low-income housing and com-
munity development initiatives: zoning and land-usc policies: tax incentive
programs; interstate highway construction projects: and local control
issucs.2* The evidence evaiuated here suggests that Massey was right: the
housing market plays a crucial role in the sociocconomic well-being of
blacks. Given substantial evidence of discrimination in the housing and
lending markets, its significance as a determinant of racial disparities in
sociocconomic status attainment outcomes cannot be dismissed.>** The
high level of black segregation cannot be explained by improper relational
contexts or by blacks™ objective socioeconomic characteristics. their hous-
ing preferences. or their (limited) knowledge of suburban housing markets.
Rather. it is linked empirically to the “web of discrimination”—the combi-
nation of banking. finance. insurance, real estate, and government practices
that structure life-chances. 43

Supply-side economic policies {e.g.. urban renewal. tax incentive pro-

grams, and free enterprise zones) have done little to redress the inequalities

that result from private investment practices. This fact has led to calls for

strengthening enforcement of fair housing and credit laws at the national,
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state. and local levels; revising the mortgage practices of the FHA and the
Veterans” Administration: increasing oversight of landlords: expanding rent
subsidies to allow lower-income blacks to move into higher-quality hous-
ing: increasing the stock of affordable housing: developing regional plan-
ning agencies with sufficient authority to implement metropolitan-wide
land-use and transportation policies: restricting plant closures: makinge
available investment monies for community-owned and worker—owne[i
enterprises: and encouraging unionization in the service sector,

Most of these proposals, as well as others. are controversial. Those
whose material interests are threatened. and those whose cultural reper-
toires do not acknowledge (or exclude before the fact) the grounds that
resulted in these proposals. will protest. Cultural repertoires play an impor-
tant role in how people explain. and propose solutions to, racial inequities.
These explanations may not be only or even primarily about race. Inferring
meanings. attributing motives, and predicting outcomes have become diffi-
cult because today ambiguity. mconsistency. hesitation. and avoidance arc
common in all spheres of social life, not just race relations.> Nevertheless.
these explanations provide insights into how people connect themselves to
cach other. Cultural repertoires may mitigate, sustain, or intensify contlicts.
Because these repertoires vary widely across the white population. it is dif-
ficult to accurately predict how whites will react 1o proposals intended to
redress racial inequities. ™ However, if racial disparities in educational.
occupational. and earnings attainments are the consequence of complex
political economic and social relations. then no proposal compatible with
the maintenance of the prevailing relations will have much impact on
reducing these disparities. 247
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