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This book will concentrate on five areas where racial inequality persists and continues 
to devastate: 1. Education, 2. Business/Economics, 3. Housing, 4. Criminal Justice, 
5. and Health Care 

We will also look at one commonly misunderstood, pro-active social mechanism for fighting
racism: affirmative action.

This is not to say these are the only avenues of American life race affects.  In fact, it is difficult
to find ones that race does not affect.  The right to vote—obtained through bloody sacrifices—is
still violated every election season.  Voter suppression, through onerous laws requiring hard to
obtain IDs, or illegal action at polling stations or in Secretary of State offices, must be moni-
tored and advocated against.  Race has a place in environmental issues, as poor people of color
are subjected to air and water issues that wealthy white communities would never have to
endure. The list is endless, but the theme is that we must preserve the gains of the
Civil Rights movement, while being creative in the ways that we advance justice and
progress. 

As Cornel West simply declares, “Race matters.”  No activist can read this book and believe there is little
they can do to work for a better America. This Little Black Book will strengthen your understanding
of issues that you may or may not know about.  From there, the ball in is your court to get to work
in your communities to create change. 



0302

tAffirmative Action 

Affirmative action is a set of public policies designed to pro-
mote diversity and assist in the elimination of past and present
inequalities such as discrimination based on race, color, reli-
gion, sex, or national origin.

The policy was born in the Johnson administration and grew under
President Nixon. When California, Florida and Texas banned the prac-
tice in the nineties, campuses took a staggering step back in terms of
reflecting society’s demographics.  Fortunately, in Grutter v. Bollinger

(2003), the Supreme Court upheld affirmative action programs. With a new
composition of Justices on the court since that ruling, however, its standing is
in jeopardy. Such a threat demands that we organize nationally for its affirma-
tion.

Conservatives are already organizing. On college campuses around the coun-
try they have held events such as, “Affirmative Action Bake Sales,” where peo-
ple of different groups are charged different amounts of money, and “Whites
Only Scholarships.”  In the face of such demagogy, we must educate people to
fight back.  



2 There is an even stronger form of affirmative
action when it comes to the children of alumni
being admitted to colleges.  Because of
America’s educational and racial history, this
has and will overwhelmingly favor white male
students. 

2 Our American history means that many come
from difficult environments and lesser schools.
Affirmative action is meant to expand the idea
of merit to encompass more than just a test
score.  

2 In the working world, affirmative action coun-
ters the favoritism towards white males—con-
scious or unconscious—that we continue to wit-
ness.  Studies have shown that equal resumes
are treated differently depending on the sound
of the name attached, especially if they sound
more typically Black or Latino. 

2 The United States is competing in a global econ-
omy and can only be its best if all its citizens are
offered the best equal opportunities possible.  

2 Emphasize your school’s scholarships and
minority-outreach programs. Conservative
groups are putting pressure on many schools to
end them.  We must fight back.
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Here are some things you can explain to educate your community:

2 Affirmative action means creating diversity, something that benefits us all.
Isn’t that the kind of campus we all want?

2 Affirmative action is not about preferences or quotas, but instead about look-
ing at race and gender among the litany of other factors considered in appli-
cation decisions. The policy considers just a couple of categories important to
the diverse make up of a person and of a student body.  It is not about
rewarding unqualified people, but helping to level the playing field and to
choose between many qualified people for a limited number of spots.  If you
happen to be a tuba player and the band needs one, that’s the same principle.

Colin Powell 
has said that
“Affirmative Action
in the best sense pro-
motes equal consid-
eration, not reverse
discrimination.”
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Brown v. the Board of Education (1954) was supposed to end segregation. Yet
today, the desegregation of black students is at its lowest rate in three
decades.1 While the average white child attends a school that is 80 per-
cent white, 70 percent of black children are at schools where minorities
are the majority.  A third of black children are in schools more than 90
percent black.   

America’s generally under-funds schools are attended by poor minorities
because of the pay-scheme in place. Most public school funding comes from
property taxes, so when a municipality is wealthier, they will have more
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Public Education
United States schools are separate and unequal 

1. Erica Frankenberg, Chungmei Lee, and Gary Orfield, A Multiracial Society with Segregated Schools: Are We Losing
the Dream? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2003). t
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money for their schools.  The city determines lines to divide the school dis-
tricts and our children’s quality of education.  

All of the twenty-five largest city school districts in the country 
are surrounded by metropolitan areas that are majority white, 
yet eighteen of these districts have a less than twenty percent 
white school population.2

The United States public education system is in constant reform.  Some public
charter schools, which operate outside of the traditional educational bureau-
cracy, are developing innovative and promising models.  There are creative
magnet schools and programs that bring children of different backgrounds
together to learn.  Also, places with the will power to reduce class sizes, train
teachers better, and start education earlier often see encouraging results.

The No Child Left Behind legislation has changed the educational landscape.
It is an initiative to bring public schools up to the expectations of the public
and the government that relies heavily on testing.  Many people believe it has
not helped educational equality, but that it unfairly promotes teaching to the
test and hurts schools that do not reach the high standards.

2. Peter Irons, Jim Crow’s Children (New York: Viking, 2002), 118-19.



Issues of equity are a consistent social problem in modern times. The United
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Some major issues in the public education system are:
• autonomy
• efficiency
• and equal opportunity 

The current public education system is generally under the control of the indi-
vidual states. This means the states decide the school policies and the overall
curricula. 

When a state is lacking tax revenue, the students in the schools 
suffer with a lack of monetary support.

For example, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, Latinos
make up 15 percent and blacks are almost 13 percent of high school dropouts
in New York.

New York City, which is the largest school district in the country with over 1
million students, graduates less than 40 percent of their students on time.
Where there is a large gap between the wealthy and the poor there will be
gaps in achievement. Also, examples  such as these can help us examine our
own communities and determine why some students succeed at higher levels
then others - all based on where they live in a community.

Reforming public education needs to be a public effort bolstered by high
community involvement, support and recognition.  There is a long way to go,
but with community support and public engagement in public education,
reform and positive changes may be underway.



young people in the Washington Heights area in New York City, a predomi-
nantly Dominican community.  EEI reports on their website that they are
teaching “children and adults the basics of money management and linking
participants to community institutions that are geared to meet their needs.”

These types of programs are geared towards working with individuals to make
change through families and upcoming generations.

The National Urban League’s (NUL) history of partnering with corporate
America to improve the economic conditions of African Americans was noted
in Black Enterprise: it urges African Americans to lessen their dependence on
a weekly paycheck by saving and pooling their individual and collective
resources and investing them wisely. The league’s agenda for economic
empowerment can be seen as a model for all communities. Specifically, it tar-
gets individuals of all ages in African American communities and focuses on
jobs and job training, home ownership and affordable housing, financial litera-
cy, technology training, and entrepreneurial growth and opportunity.

It has been argued that the struggle for economic empowerment for people of
color and women has turned into a battle for self-sufficiency. Many civil rights
organizations work for economic empowerment using a number of different
tactics. Although their activism has not always gained desired results, their
goals remain the same.
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The United States is unique in the fact that economic empowerment is a part
of our Constitution; all people are entitled to the pursuit of happiness.

Thankfully, there are many organizations across the country working for eco-
nomic empowerment. Over recent decades, its issues have turned into a mat-

ter of civil liberties and civil rights for all people.
Its goals tend to be similar for poor communities,
middle class communities and minority groups;
they include economic stability for the individual,
family and the ability to save and/or invest (i.e.
economic justice).

The economic climate and state of economic jus-
tice available either limits or heightens a communi-
ty’s ability to create change on a local, state,
regional, or national scale. Like any other subject
of social change affecting large groups of individu-
als, it, too, must be understood at a basic level. 

One program of immense importance in the field is the Economic
Empowerment Initiative (EEI) of the Children’s Aid Society, launched to aid

Economic Empowerment
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The importance of economic empower-
ment and stability can not be realized
by communities if people do not see the
benefit and “big picture.”



The center also reported that imports from China bought by Wal-Mart lead to
overall job exports. This is attributed to the low cost of labor and materials in
other nations. In addition to Wal-Mart, many corporations participate in this
sort of business practice. The center argues the job export policy is neither just
nor wise for our economy.

Another issue that is important to every community’s economic empowerment
is national macroeconomic policy. National policy adjustments and broader
changes are sometimes made largely to benefit companies and the market itself
rather than to benefit the greater populace. Macroeconomic policy leaves many
people without access and perplexed about how to make the best of our eco-
nomic system and provide economic security for themselves and their families.

The NUL is a leader in using macro policy and lobbying efforts to push the
government for economic empowerment. According to their website, in 2005
the NUL helped 200,000 people secure jobs, housing, new business opportuni-
ties and financial literacy. It also assisted 26,000 people with job training and
career counseling. They also funded over $60 million in economic empower-
ment programs. This was reported to be in conjunction with financial institu-
tions, lenders, corporate partners and the government.

All groups of people deserve some level of economic empowerment and
economic justice. Both offer social, cultural and political stability. In order to
realize a true democracy, the opportunities that arise as a result of both and the
potential they unleash in all people must be acknowledged and made available.

Fifty years ago, an African American, Latino, or Asian-American might apply
for an apartment in a certain neighborhood and have a door shut in their face.
Today, that man or woman’s child might still be rejected, but with a polite
smile and a disingenuous excuse.  
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According to another article in the Black
Enterprise, “the NAACP, for example, is seek-
ing economic reciprocity agreements from
industries and is acting as a consumer advo-
cate; Rainbow/PUSH is applying pressure to
corporate American through Wall Street and
the media; and the SCLC continues to threat-
en direct action to force corporate commit-
ment to the black community.”

A report compiled by the Center for Economic
and Social Justice said, “a new paradigm based
on the expansion of equity ownership opportu-
nities for working and poor people is beginning
to emerge around the world. The paradigm
envisions a private, free market economy that
genuinely empowers every citizen.”

These seven issues are real economic con-
cerns in the United States for every type of
community. The two most important issues
that seem to have an overarching affect on
the economic state of America, however, are:

2globalization and
2national macroeconomic policy. 

The broadening of our nation’s economy has created more competition and in
some cases led to a shortage of jobs. When competition rises for individual job
seekers, competition naturally rises for those hiring as well. Indeed, according
to the Center for Economic and Social Justice, “in 45 states, jobs have shifted
away from industries that provide health insurance to their workers.”

12

Karl N. Stauber

Karl N. Stauber, who wrote the Rural

Development Overview in 1994 and then

worked for the United States Department of

Agriculture,  reported that there were seven

key forces in the world that attributed to the

condition of rural communities. He argued

that they apply to urban and rural communi-

ties alike. He lists:

1. metropolitan influences, 

2. globalization, 

3. transportation and communications 

technology, 

4. economic restructuring, 

5. workforce quality, 

6. shifts in intergovernmental relations, 

7. and national macroeconomic policy.



To understand how important fair housing policy is, we must also look to
other issues.  If our communities were more diverse, children of different
races, religions, and socio-economic status would learn together, good health-
care facilities would be more wide-spread and available, health-foods stores
would be more prevalent, job opportunities more diverse, and environments
more safe.  

Where we live makes a huge difference in our lives and race plays a
huge role in that decision.  

We do not openly admit that public officials have acted to isolate and restrict
poor racial minorities in certain areas and away from others, leading to the
current state of ghettos and barrios. Fair housing legislation was passed in
1968 in the wake of Dr. Martin Luther King’s death, who was a major propo-
nent of such reform.  It was a landmark law, but to this day, communities
zone their land to minimize the affordable housing they would have to host
that might change the color and socio-economic strata of their community.  In
addition to zoning laws, too many rental agents, mortgage brokers and other
members of the realty industry discriminate without right or cause. 

The National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) is a coalition of housing centers in
hundreds of communities that do testing to make sure people and companies
are following the laws that prevent discrimination against minorities.  You can
get involved in your community by volunteering to conduct testing, for which
they will train and pay you to apply for apartments, loans and houses so you
can gather information they need to find out whether a party is making differ-
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Housing 

Housing discrimination is widespread and has
devastating impacts on our lives as individuals
and as communities.  Sadly, most often have no
idea it is going on.   
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ent decisions based on race (or ethnicity, age, gender,
having children—these are all illegal to take into
account, though many Americans do not know that
and are taken advantage of).

In the organization’s vision statement, they begin with
recognizing, “the importance of ‘home’ as a compo-
nent of the American dream.”  Therefore, they envi-
sion “a country free of housing discrimination.”

This means, 
Every individual, group and community enjoys
equal housing opportunity and access in a bias free
and open housing market where 
integrated neighborhoods are the norm, and the
private and public sector guarantees civil rights in
an open, and barrier free community committed to
healing the history of discrimination in America.

Two things jump out from this vision statement.  One is how they effectively
frame fair housing issues as a large piece of the puzzle that would give us the
America that lives up to our ideals. A poor person or person of color who is
denied a house does not suffer an isolated injustice, but faces the barrier to cre-
ate the kind of country Dr. Martin Luther King challenged us to build.  In the
mission statement, they link the creation of integrated neighborhoods with
“healing the history of discrimination in America.”  They are optimistic that if
people of different races live near each other, they will together change seeming-
ly intractable American problems.  

It is interesting that the NHFA mentions the need for both the “private and pub-
lic sector” to assure civil rights.  This illustrates how they advocate in a variety
of ways for their goals.  Traditionally, civil rights advocates have petitioned the

public sector to change the laws that govern the way the private sector must
treat individuals.  However, in fair housing, you must work with the private
sector, using a gambit of tactics ranging from negotiating to suing them, to
change the way they do business.  

From their inception, the NFHA knew it would take a number of different
approaches to accomplish the changes they wished to see.   In the last seven-
teen years, they have investigated over 100,000 claims and won hundreds of
millions from the housing industry for victims of discrimination and to pay for
their continued labor. Their work has included investigations of rental, sales,
lending, and insurance practices, all of which you can help with.  

There is plenty of work for young activists to do with regards to housing, not
the least of which is to educate people about this relatively unknown issue.
This way, if people are rejected from an apartment application, they will be
better equipped to ask questions and make a challenge if necessary. 
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fled to all over the country. 
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A blindfolded figure may be the symbol for justice in America, but it is not a
reality.  We have not arrived at a day when everyone who steps into a court-
room is judged with “equality before the law.”  Instead, lives are ruined and
our values are threatened by the way in which race affects the justice we
receive. 

Racial Profiling
Racial profiling means disproportionably targeting a segment of the population
for criminal enforcement. It happens on a macro level, as politicians and
police leaders fashion different policies and strategies for different neighbor-

tCriminal Justice
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hoods and citizens based on their race or socio-
economic status.  It also occurs on a micro
level, on the streets, when individual officers
make their own decisions.  Statistics show
more arrests of minority citizens not just
because of actual criminal activity, but because
they are more likely to be arrested.  

Death Penalty
Black people are more likely to receive longer
sentences for the same crime and to be given
the death penalty. Eighty percent of people on

death row in America are minorities.4 The color of one’s skin and the skin
of a victim are remarkable predictors of whether the death penalty will be
utilized in particular cases.  This difference is immoral, especially consider-
ing the number of innocent people on death row who were wrongly con-
victed.  A program at the Northwestern University School of Law saw stu-
dents free five wrongly convicted men on death row.  Such small acts beg
the question as to how many more are deserving of court reversals?  Race is
part of this equation.  

Drug War
However noble the intentions of the Drug War were, it became a war
against urban minority communities. This is why more than half of
Baltimore’s black men are incarcerated, paroled or on probation.  It is also
why one in three black men in America will go to jail in their lifetimes.5

It begins with a dysfunctional juvenile justice system where minority chil-
dren are more likely to be arrested and spend long stretches of time in

detention facilities.  This can begin a path that leads to federal and state peni-
tentiaries.  While a small drug sentence may yield a young man time behind
bars, institutions characteristic of violence, rape and little effort towards edu-
cation produce hardened citizens likely to commit more crimes.  More than
half of the people who walk out of penitentiaries everyday with the possibility of a
new life will end up returning within three years.6 This is why citizens need to
not only advocate to change these failed policies but also to create and partici-
pate in positive programs in our prisons that prepare people for jobs.  

We must pressure federal and state government to reduce mandatory mini-
mum sentences, which require judges to give certain drug-related crimes long
sentences and to erase sentencing disparities that mean a white person with
the same amount of cocaine will do far less time than a minority with crack.  

20

3. http://www.naacp.org/advocacy/justice/
4. http://www.naacp.org/advocacy/justice/
5. David Kennedy, “The Neighborhood War Zone,” The Washington Post, August 13, 2006; Page B01

6. http://www.naacp.org/advocacy/justice/
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While broader social determinants like residential segregation and occupational
discrimination must be addressed, it is critical to make health empowerment an
integral part of the progressive agenda.  More importantly, eliminating health
inequalities is an integral part of improving the overall quality of care for all and
securing the prosperity of our nation.  

Strategies To Abridge Health Inequalities
Below are four recommendations for ameliorating health disparities among
minority groups:

1) Expanding  Health Coverage and Improving Access:
As the employment-based health insurance system continues to erode and
businesses shift more of the costs of care to their employees or drop their
health insurance plans altogether.  Minority Communities, and their activists,
must play an active role on putting universal health coverage on the political
agenda, and ensure that addressing health equalities is an important compo-
nent of this movement.  Moreover, funding cuts to vital social safety net pro-
grams like Medicaid, which provides health coverage to low-income popula-
tions, a significant number of whom are minorities, threaten to further deterio-
rate health services within underserved communities.  These communities
already disproportionately lack health care resources and access to the best
quality facilities, care, and professional staff.  As such, more needs to be done
to address broader policies that segregate communities and perpetuate sepa-
rate and unequal health care.  As all other industrialized nations have done,
Americans are coming to the realization that health care is a necessity and not
a luxury, and that health is fundamental to the pursuit of happiness.  

2) Health Empowerment: 
Minorities who do have health coverage must be encouraged to take full
advantage of their benefits and increase their utilization of preventive care
services such as mammograms, glucose and cholesterol testing.  This effort

tMinority communities continue to lack health insurance coverage and face
unequal access to health care in the United States.  According to a number of
studies, even minorities who have health insurance receive lower quality care
than their similarly situated non-minority counterparts.  

As highlighted by the 2002 Institute of Medicine (IOM) Unequal Treatment report,
these disparities are part of broader social and economic inequality experienced by
minorities in many sectors of American life.  Among the factors cited by experts for
the perseverance of health disparities is a lack of awareness of the problem—both
within minority and non-minority communities.  Furthermore, there is a lack of
leadership among public leaders in implementing an “action-oriented” agenda to
bring about policy change and improve the quality of care provided to underserved
communities.  

Health

For instance, an October 2006 Brown and Harvard Medical
Schools study found that racial disparities are widespread even
within high-performing Medicare managed care plans, leading to
significantly fewer blacks meeting important benchmarks for con-
trolled cholesterol, blood pressure, and blood sugar levels.  

Health disparities result from:
2 a disproportionate lack of health insurance among racial and eth-

nic groups, inadequate access to quality health care resources, 
2 and a lack of representation at all levels within the health care

delivery system.  

22
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must also emphasize healthier diets and lifestyles, and take place within the
family and cultural framework that is so crucial in minority communities.  To
accomplish this, minority communities should have greater access to culturally
competent nutritionists who can provide information on healthier cooking
practices, and practical advice on how to prepare healthier meals within their
budgets and with foods and ingredients that form part of their customs.
Educating and engaging minority youth would assist with the dissemination of
this information to parents and other older members within their group, and
increase the chances that future generations will live healthier lives.  Healthier
diets coupled with information and training on ways to incorporate physical
activity in their lives could improve disease management within these popula-
tions, and help reduce the costs of treating preventable diseases and emer-
gency interventions.  

3) Representation In Health Professions:
Insufficient opportunities and support for minority youth to attain high levels
of education, particularly in math and science, continues to prevent many
from entering health related professions.  Efforts must be made to encourage a
greater number of minorities to pursue careers in health, and provide ade-
quate support once they are in those fields.  In addition, more needs to be
done to address cultural and language barriers which prevent racial and ethnic
minorities from seeking and receiving quality health care.

4) Be A Healthy, Health Conscious Advocate:
Leading by example and empowering yourself on your own health is the most
effective way to build awareness about the challenges that racial and ethnic
minorities still face with respect to health care.  The vitality of the progressive
movement depends on the health of its members who must have the strength
and energy to make a positive difference in our nation and across the globe.

24
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The 2004-2005 George Washington University NAACP Chapter showed that
fighting for Civil Rights is a pursuit that can involve everyone.  We rejected
the idea that these are “black” issues, because equal schools, voting rights,
housing and so many other issues are matters that concern so many people.
The key is making people feel comfortable in a diverse, supportive environ-
ment of people working for change.  

2 One of the main reasons I was elected President was because of the organ-
izing I had done around the issue of affirmative action.  We organized a
debate with representatives of the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund

26
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2 Along the same lines, the approach we took to the criminal justice was to
educate the GW population on racial disparities.  A forum on this issue was
held and eventually led our chapter to involve itself with a program in
Alexandria, Virginia. There, we worked with local young people with a pas-
sion for the issue.  

2 A workshop was held especially geared towards African-American students
on personal finance and smart investments.  Even people attending college
are making financial choices that will cost them later. This was an attempt
to ameliorate the problem.  With the wealth disparities we face in this
country, it is an issue that a civil rights organization must confront.  

2 We also held a workshop at the headquarters of People For the American
Way.  Elliot Mincberg, Senior Vice President, General Counsel and Legal
Director, educated us on court nominees most dangerous to Civil Rights
from the Supreme Court on down.  This proved valuable to members who
lobbied their Representatives on voting against these types of judges.  

2 We lobbied and then turned out a large portion of our chapter to a Student
Association Senate meeting to encourage that body to pass an important
bill. It supported the creation of an Africana Studies major at George
Washington and more African studies opportunities in our International
Affairs program.  Considering the amount of resources directed at various
parts of European History, this was a disparity that needed addressing.  

2 It was also important to inspire students with historical figures who came
before us.  Representative John Lewis, a Freedom rider and younger col-
league of Martin Luther King, addressed our chapter.  Also, Donna Brazil,
political strategist and one of the most powerful African-American women
in politics, graced us with her advice.

and the Cato Institute speaking for and against it.  Hillary Shelton of the
NAACP Washington office trained us on lobbying and organizing, the later
of which proved very useful when the Supreme Court heard a case that
was deciding the future of affirmative action.  We were able to rally fifty
students in front of the court demanding that this practice be allowed to
continue.

2 We worked hard on voter registration and voter protection issues.  Helping
to lead a coalition of dozens of campus organizations, we canvassed the
rooms of every dorm on campus registering people to vote and then using
simple CDs the coalition created to print out absentee ballot requests from
whatever state the student was from.  “GWVOTES” was able to register
almost 100% of the student body.  

2As the election approached, we held a forum on how the political parties
were approaching civil rights issues.  We didn’t just want voters, we wanted
educated voters.

2 On Election Day, 2004, we formed teams of four from forty students to
head out into the poorest parts of Washington to educate people on their
rights when they step inside a voting booth so that no one could be disen-
franchised.  We were also encouraging people to vote and telling them
where their polling places were.  All of this is vital work in a country
where African-Americans are still being robbed of their right to vote and
are voting at lower levels than their white counter-parts.

2 On housing issues, we put on a forum to educate people on the ramifica-
tions, negative and positive, of the gentrification in neighborhoods of this
city.  It featured a video some of our members had been working on which
drove home the human impact of these changes.
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All of these efforts came from the initiative of different members of our chap-
ter.  In college organizations, people want to have their talents utilized
and be put in leadership positions. Our Board meeting became large, but
it was worth it because more people felt invested.  These people may have
been from different backgrounds, but believed in the same future for our
country.  

We worked hard, but our organization was not unique; others can do these
same things and more if they are bold enough to commit to their mission and
actively recruit the best people to bring it to life.  
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