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ABSTRACT 

This study of the lack of African-American political participation is 
based on several decades of research. Its main point is to recall political 
participation of African-Americans in the '60s and '70s and compares its 
parallelism to contemporary political participatory behavior. This research 
focuses on the politically implemented systematic obstacles to 
participation, the family's role in political socialization, the environment's 
role in political socialization and the ways in which these three entities 
nurture the current participatory enigma. The results of this study show 
that without a high level of education, blacks cannot obtain high 
socioeconomic status, which is needed in order to enhance and sustain 
their political participation.  

Introduction 

Before any Civil Rights bills were passed, long and exhausting 
debates over civil and human rights among politicians lingered until the 
1948 Democratic National Convention. It was at this convention that a 
brave Hubert Humphrey introduced an amendment to the Democrats' 
minority plank that would divide the party's delegates. 

President Harry Truman, in his short term in office, had failed to 
pass a successful civil rights program because of the feared gridlock in 
Congress. When the convention began and reelection was at stake, 
Truman's aides made deals with Northern and Southern delegates. As 
Robert Mann explains, Truman dropped the offshore oil revenues from the 
convention plank for the Southerners and added language to the plank that 
would encourage a strong U.S. relationship with Israel for the Northern 
delegates. These deals were made so that talk of civil rights could be 
"shoved under the rug" until after the election. The other incentive for these 
deals was the fear that Truman would not be reelected because of the 
"absent harmony over civil rights" (Mann, 1996).  

Humphrey was determined to amend the plank. The only obstacle 
was the feared reaction of the Southern delegates. Blatant advocacy of civil 
rights would have meant the end of Truman, and Humphrey would have 
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become the "laughingstock of the convention" (Mann, 1996). The proposed 
amendment of the minority plank at the convention included (1) the right of 
full and equal political participation, (2) the right of equal opportunity of 
employment, (3) the right of security of person, and (4) the right of equal 
treatment in the service and defense of our nation. Mann insists that 
Humphrey knew that there was no middle ground. He was either going to 
prevail with much success, or he was going to lose not only his 
endorsement for U.S. Senate, but his entire political career would be over. 

When Humphrey took the platform, seated next to him was Ed 
Flynn, a powerful political boss from New York. According to Mann, 
Humphrey slipped Flynn a copy of the amendment, and asked Flynn if it 
was too much, but Flynn responded, "We should have done this a log time 
ago. We've got to do it...we will back you." That was the last piece of 
assurance that Humphrey needed. Flynn then gathered the leaders from 
Illinois, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey to encourage them and their 
delegates to vote for the amendment. In a short speech, Humphrey very 
carefully switched to a soft, yet persuasive mode to rally the convention: 

 
It seems to me that the Democratic Party needs to 

make definite pledges of the kind suggested in the minority 
report, to maintain the trust and confidence placed in it by 
the people of all races and all sections of this country. Sure, 
we are here as Democrats, but my friends, we are here as 
Americans; we are here as the believers in the principles 
and the ideology of democracy, and I firmly believe that as 
men concerned with our country's future, we must specify 
in our platform the guarantees which we have mentioned in 
the minority plank. 

Yes, this is far more than a party matter. Every 
citizen in this country has a stake in the emergence of the 
United States as a leader in a free world. That world is 
being challenged by the world of slavery. For us to play 
our part effectively, we must be in a morally sound 
position. 

We cannot use a double standard. There is no room 
for double standards in American politics. For measuring 
our own and other people's policies, our demands for 
democratic practices in other lands will be no more 
effective than the guarantees of those practiced in our own 
country. 

We are God-fearing men and women. We place 
our faith in the brotherhood of man under the fatherhood of 
God. 
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Friends, delegates, I do not believe that there can 
be any compromise of the guarantees of civil rights which 
we have mentioned in the minority report. In spite of my 
desire for unanimous agreement on the entire platform, in 
spite of my desire to see everybody here in unanimous 
agreement, there are some matters, which I think must be 
stated clearly and without qualification. There can be no 
hedging—no watering down. The newspaper headlines are 
wrong. 

There will be no hedging, and there will be no 
watering down, if you please, of the instruments and the 
principles of the civil rights program. 

My friends, to those who say that we are rushing 
this issue, I say we are 172 years late!  (Mann, 1996) 

 
At this moment, according to Mann, Humphrey had the delegates 

ignited and cheering after every phrase. 
 

To those who say the civil rights program is an 
infringement on states' rights, I say this, that the time has 
arrived in America for the Democratic Party to get out of 
the shadows of states' rights and walk forthrightly into the 
bright sunshine of human rights. 

People, human beings, this is the issue of the 
Twentieth Century, people of all kinds, and these people 
are looking to America for leadership and they are looking 
to America for precepts and example.  

My good friends and my fellow democrats, I ask 
you for a calm consideration of our historic opportunity. 
Let us forget the evil patience and the blindness of the past. 
In these times of world economic, political, and spiritual –
above all spiritual – crisis we cannot, and must not, turn 
from the path so plainly before us. 

That path has already led us through many valleys 
of the shadow of death, and now is the time to recall those 
who were left on that path of American freedom. 

To all of us here, for millions who have sent us, for 
the whole two billion members of the human family—our 
land is now, more than ever, the last best hope on earth. I 
know that we can, I know that we shall begin here the 
fuller and richer example of that—that promise of land 
where all men are free and equal, and each man uses his 
freedom and equality wisely and well. 
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My good friends, I ask my Party, and I ask the 
Democratic Party to march down the high road of 
progressive democracy. I ask this convention to say in 
unmistakable terms that we proudly hail and we 
courageously support out President and leader, Harry 
Truman, in his great fight for civil rights in America. 
(Mann, 1996) 
 
At the conclusion of the speech, Northern and Western delegates 

erupted in cheers. Illinois delegate and soon after U.S. Senator Paul 
Douglas said, "The speech was the greatest political oration in the history 
of the country". The speech was even compared to Lincoln's Gettysburg 
Address and William Jennings Bryant's "Cross of Gold." Back in 
Humphrey's hometown of Minneapolis, political writer M.W. Holloran 
added that the speech was "the most remarkable accomplishment of the 
convention" and that it "lifted the Truman campaign out of the rut of just 
another political drive to a crusade" (Mann, 1996). 

The vote on the amendment called for by Speaker of the House 
Sam Rayburn was final: 651 1/2 to 582 1/2. The plank was amended. The 
South had not only been defeated but, according to former Georgia Senator 
Herman Talmadge, "They had been humiliated" (Mann, 1996). In 
opposition, Southern delegates from Mississippi and Alabama left the 
convention. Humphrey had now become the catalyst of the Northern and 
Western Coalition for a strong and robust civil rights program.  

At this point, according to Mann, the South was outraged. They did 
not want the civil rights program proposed by the Democrats, nor did they 
want to break from the party. Eventually, the South did break from the 
Democrats in 1948. Rebellious Southerners formed what was called the 
States' Rights Party, or the "Dixiecrats." The party needed a strong vigorous 
leader who could have a chance to defeat Truman. The first name that was 
polled was Senator Richard Russell of Georgia. Russell, though ignited by 
the opportunity, did not want to split the party's Southern Democrats. 
Therefore, then South Carolina Governor and current U.S. Senator Strom 
Thurmond, who was opposed of any laws that would desegregate the 
South, was the party's front-runner. According to Mann, when Thurmond 
was asked why he supported FDR's civil rights program and not Truman's, 
his response was, "But Truman really means it" (Mann, 1996).  

Although the States' Rights Party put up a fight in the 1948 
election, it was Truman who prevailed with 303 electoral votes. The States' 
Rights Party won electoral votes in only Alabama, South Carolina, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi. Thomas Dewey, the Republican candidate, 
scored 189 electoral votes. The civil rights plank prevailed. The Democrats 
won not only the presidency, but also both houses of Congress. They were 
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on their way to producing a successful civil rights bill and ultimately to 
create some dialogue to end racial tension in the South. This was the first 
step in recognizing the civil and political rights of African-Americans.  

The dilemma plaguing the black population in the contemporary 
state is their inability to participate in an effective manner. There are three 
factors hindering the black community in regard to their participatory 
behavior. Those factors are (1) the systematic obstacles to political 
participation; (2) the family's role in political socialization; and (3) the 
environment's role in political socialization. These factors will be explored 
in this study with research beginning in the 1960's through the millennium, 
documenting a pattern of political participatory behavior that appears 
nonexistent.  
 
Systematic Exclusion from Political Participation 
 

Why individuals participate or fail to participate in politics is a 
long-standing concern, and considerable efforts have been made to identify 
those factors that explain participatory behavior. While much remains to be 
learned in this regard, investigators have been able to demonstrate 
significant links between participatory behavior and socioeconomic, 
psychological, ecological, and political factors (Morris, 1975). Milton 
Morris offers three significant categories of these factors: (1) the higher 
one's socioeconomic status, the greater his or her tendency to participate in 
politics; (2) the stronger one's feelings are about his or her capacity to 
influence public policy by his or her activities, the more likely he or she is 
to participate; (3) where one lives, the size of the community, whether it is 
rural or urban or even the racial distribution affects participatory behavior 
(Morris, 1975). These findings, according to Morris, suggest directions in 
which we may look in examining some of the bases for existing patterns of 
participation within the black population. It is also necessary to examine the 
unique experience of blacks as victims of a pattern of deliberate, systematic 
exclusion from the political area over several decades, for clearly that factor 
has contributed to present participatory habits (Morris, 1975). The focus of 
this study is the belief that without a relatively high socioeconomic status, 
blacks cannot obtain political power, and their political participation will 
continue to fluctuate in its low percentage.  

Blacks were systematically excluded from participating in politics 
by six key politically implemented obstacles i.e., literacy tests, poll taxes, 
white primaries, social and economic injustices, and psychological 
conditions. For this study, however, since literacy tests, poll taxes and 
white primaries no longer exist, we will concentrate on the social, 
economic and psychological obstacles to participation. These obstacles to 
participation constitute only one of several sets of factors, which together 
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explain the pattern of black participation. In quoting James Q. Wilson, 
Morris notes that, "Even if discriminatory practices were ended, the low 
socioeconomic status of the Negro would result in relatively low 
registration and voter turnout figures" (Morris, 1975).  

The link between socioeconomic status and political participation is 
essential to this study. The tendency to participate in politics increases as 
one moves up on the socioeconomic scale. Verba and Nie extend this 
insight by stating, "Political participation is predominately the activity of 
wealthier, better educated citizens with higher status occupations" (Verba 
and Nie, 1972). This, in turn, means that the society with the lowest income 
and the lowest education practices the lowest level of participation. Olsen 
and Walker reflect on the impact of the socioeconomic factor: According to 
Morris, in his studies of Negro voting habits, "Olsen found that although as 
a whole blacks are less active as political participants, the difference 
between the two races virtually disappears when socioeconomic status is 
controlled." In an extension of Olsen, in a study in Atlanta, Walker found 
that when socioeconomic status is controlled, "Blacks exhibit a higher level 
of participation in every type of election" (Olsen and Walker, 1972). When 
we compare the net worth of blacks and whites in a 1995 census, we realize 
that virtually the same status that existed in the late '60s and throughout the 
'70s still exist in the mid-'90s. The U.S. Census Bureau determined that in 
wealth distribution in 1995, whites net worth was $45,000 compared to 
$5,000 for blacks (U.S. Census, 1995). James Burns notes that blacks are 
worse off than whites in the United States in economic terms. He continues, 
"African-American median family income is close to $30,000, compared to 
$49,000 for whites...more than one-quarter of African-American incomes 
are below poverty level, compared to 11 percent of whites" (Burns, 2001). 
These statistics, combined with the studies of Olsen and Walker, in turn, 
mean that if the socioeconomic playing field were leveled between blacks 
and whites, blacks would definitely exhibit greater participatory habits. 

Just as important as socioeconomic status in determining one's 
willingness to participate in politics are certain psychological or attitudinal 
factors. Morris explains: 

These have to do with the level of interest in politics, feeling of 
competence as a political actor, conviction that action can influence public 
policy, and faith and trust in government. The relationship of these 
psychological factors to political participation is clearly demonstrated in an 
extensive body of research and undoubtedly is of importance in accounting 
for the level of participation among blacks.  

Morris also observed from the psychological standpoint that blacks 
were "generally supportive of the political system, tended to be less trusting 
than whites, were less knowledgeable about politics, and were less 
confident about their capacity to influence government. Distrust or 
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alienation from government often leads to disinclination to participate, and 
in the case of blacks, appears to inhibit political participation" (Morris,  
1975). 
 
Political Attitudes and Knowledge 
 

Blacks have had to wrestle constantly with the question of the 
character of their status in American society and their place in the political 
life of the society. The political attitudes and values of individuals within a 
society are now of considerable importance. "This importance", Morris 
mentions, "derives from a fundamental belief that political behavior is a 
function of political attitudes and thus provides a reliable basis for 
explaining and eventually even predicting political behavior" (Morris, 
1975).  

Political scientists use the term political culture to designate the 
generalized political attitudes and values of a society. According to Sidney 
Verba, the concept refers to "the specifically political orientations, attitudes 
toward the political system and its various parts, and attitudes toward the 
role of self in the system" (Verba, 1963). Lucian Pie views it as: 

The set of attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments which give order and 
meaning to a political process and which provide the underlying 
assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the political system. It 
encompasses both the political ideals and the operating norms of the polity. 
Political culture is thus the manifestation in an aggregate form of the 
psychological and subjective dimensions of politics. A political culture is 
both a product of the collective history of a political system and the life of 
histories of the members of that system, and thus is rooted equally in public 
events and private experiences" (Pye, 1972). 

In attempting to identify some of the political attitudes of the black 
population, Morris observes three broad attitudinal dimensions widely 
utilized in the political science literature: (1) the cognitive dimension, 
involving knowledge or awareness of the political system and political 
issues; (2) the affective, involving feelings toward government such as 
support or hostility, trust or distrust; (3) the evaluative dimension, 
involving assessment of the performance of government (Morris, 1975).  

The link between knowledge and behavior in politics is obvious. 
Generally the level and character of an individual's participation in politics 
is affected by his or her knowledge about the political system. In spite of 
several studies of black participation, Morris explains that "there is virtually 
no concrete information about the level of knowledge blacks have about the 
political structure and processes" (Morris, 1975). We know that American 
society as a group is not very knowledgeable about government, although 
Verba reported that Americans exhibit a higher level of information than 
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individuals in other modern democratic societies (Verba, 1971). We may 
infer from this that blacks are also not well informed about politics because 
the level of information about politics is usually directly related to the level 
of education; we may assume that the black culture is less knowledgeable 
about politics than whites in view of the substantial differences between the 
two in educational levels (Verba, 1971). Matthews and Prothro further state 
that "the level of information about politics was generally low in the four 
Southern counties studied, and black respondents were decidedly less 
informed than whites" (Matthews and Prothro, 1966). 
 
Family and Political Socialization 
 

The role of the family is essential to political socialization and 
participation. James Davies writes: 

 
The family provides the major means for 

transforming the mentally naked infant organism into the 
adult, fully clothed in his own personality – his tendencies 
to think and act in particular ways – have been determined 
at home, several years before he can take part in politics as 
an ordinary adult citizen or political prominent (Davies, 
1975). 
 
In view of its power in the socialization process, Davies implies 

that substantial attention has been directed at the impact of the black family 
on the socialization of its youngsters. His findings suggest that (1) 
weakness in the structure of the black family limits its effectiveness in 
transmitting some generally desired political attitudes to its youngsters; (2) 
the different orientations to politics exhibited by black and white 
youngsters are traceable in large part to the family (Davies, 1975). In a 
controversial Commencement Address at Howard University, President 
Lyndon Johnson expresses his concern for the black family and the damage 
that it inflicts on black children: 

 
Only a minority – less than half of all Negro 

children – reach the age of 18 having lived with both of 
their parents. At this moment tonight, little less than two-
thirds are at home with both of their parents. Probably a 
majority of all Negro children received federally aided 
public assistance sometime during their children. The 
family is the cornerstone of our society. More than any 
other force it shapes the attitudes, the hopes, the ambitions, 
and the values of the child. When the family collapses, it is 
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the children that are usually damaged. When it happens on 
a massive scale, the entire community is crippled. 
(Monynihan, 1965) 

 
This condition of the black family is considered to have severe 

consequences for the security and stability of the home and the community, 
both of which contribute to political socialization. James Coleman furthers 
this notion adding, "The weakness of the conjugal bond among Negroes has 
consequences for the economic stability of the family, its ability to socialize 
the young, and the entire set of functions that the family provides for its 
members in a modern society" (Coleman, 1971).  

The other phenomenon plaguing the black family's political 
socialization is the absence of the black father. Gary Marx stated that, "the 
high percentage of black homes from which the father is absent is the 
structural characteristic that has been of great concern" (Marx, 1971). 
Kenneth Langton tested three hypotheses by which he tried to relate the 
family's lack of political socialization to the "absent father." Langton 
believes that (1) males from father-absent families are more likely than 
females to react to the anxiety of insecure paternal identification with 
compensatory closed belief systems as measured by the dogmatism scale; 
(2) the absence of a paternal political stimulant and role model is more 
likely to retard the political interest of males than of females; and (3) 
maternal dominance will have a more deliberating effect on the feelings of 
the male children than female. At the conclusion of Langton's study he 
found that, "Male children from 'fatherless homes' tended to exhibit more 
authoritarian tendencies, were less interested in politics and less politically 
efficacious than their counterparts from 'nuclear families' (Langton, 1968). 

Edward Greenberg produced a study of black and white children's 
attitudes toward authority figures and found that black children had a 
greater tendency than white children to idealize authority. The 
measurement of attitudes toward authority, especially among blacks in 
America, is highly problematic and may reflect attitudes toward specific 
individuals' occupying authoritative roles like the presidency, rather than a 
strong authority in general (Greenberg, 1970). For example, blacks would 
respond differently to questions about support for presidential authority 
during the Clinton administration than they would to the same questions 
during the Reagan, Bush I, or Bush II administrations. The combined 
studies of Davies, Marx, Langton, and Greenberg suggest that the style of 
family life within the black population is an important factor in shaping 
their political socialization.  
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Environment and Political Socialization 
 

The environment in which an individual lives is another important 
aspect of political socialization. Morris believes that it is reasonable to 
expect that the environment will affect the socialization process. He lists 
four reasons for this assumption: (1) it may provide an independent source 
of learning for youngsters as they observe political events and the 
performance or agents of government in their communities; (2) it may 
reinforce positive images of government presented in school by providing 
concrete evidence of the concern and benevolence of government regarding 
the community's well-being; (3) it may contradict the positive image of 
government inculcated by formal institutions like schools by providing 
evidence of governmental neglect and unconcern; (4) community 
institutions and traditions that are not explicitly political may directly or 
indirectly affect an individual's political attitudes and values (Morris, 
1975).  

Attention to the environment is very important to this study. Morris 
understands that the environment, especially the urban ghettos where a 
large portion of blacks reside, provides black youth with experiences and 
perceptions of self and government that are substantially different from 
their white counterparts. Morris further explains: 

 
In a sharp contrast to the mostly white-occupied, 

neat suburban communities with their many evidences of 
governmental attentiveness, the poverty and decay of urban 
slums and rural backwaters provide few indications of 
governmental concern for or involvement in the black 
child's world. Thus the image of government conveyed by 
the schools may be in such sharp contrast to reality as 
seriously to erode the trust in government that schools 
attempt to inculcate in black children (Morris, 1975). 
 
Coleman observes another aspect of the black community that 

affects political socialization. He discovered that in these communities 
there is a lack of social cohesion and trust in people that normally 
characterize communities (Coleman, 1971). "Lack of cohesion," Coleman 
suggests, "deprives the community of the capacity to make demands on 
external social institutions, to enforce internal constraints, and to protect the 
community from predators." It is Coleman's belief that the lack of trust in 
black communities results in part from absence of those cooperative 
institutions that normally facilitate development of trust among members of 
the community (Coleman, 1971). To magnify this notion on the lack of 
trust blacks have with institutions in the community, statistics have shown 
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that out of approximately 35 million blacks in America, only 500,000 are 
members of the NAACP (National Association of the Advancement of 
Colored People), the most recognized organization in the black community 
(U.S. Census, 2001). Without these cooperative institutions molding the 
black community into a state of awareness regarding governmental 
activities, the mindset of the black community will continue to generally 
and historically not trust the government, an attitude, which in turn 
alienates them from political socialization.  
 
Final Analysis 
 
The lack of African-American participation in politics is the combination of 
the systematic obstacles to participation, the family's role in participation, 
and the environment's role in participation. Since we now know that 
political participation is determined by one's socioeconomic status, the 
question now is "How can blacks climb the socioeconomic scale?" This 
question indeed has a one-word answer: education. Education is the only 
way blacks will obtain social and economic independence and it is the 
belief of this study that when this change comes about, political 
participation in the black community will vastly increase. Burns notes, 
"Most African-Americans remain behind whites in an economy that relies 
more and more on education and job skills." Burns also mentions that 
among 18-to-21 year-old high school graduates, 46 percent of whites go on 
to college, while only 33 percent of blacks do; and out of those who do on 
to college 25 percent of whites graduate and only 15 percent of blacks 
graduate (Burns, 2001).  

Blacks have to be accountable for the education and survival of the 
community. The catalyst to this effort should be facilitated by organizations 
like the NAACP. Burns explains that with the "white flight," in which 
whites in great numbers moved from the cities to the suburbs, caused the 
central cities’ tax base to decline because the wealthier people moved to the 
suburbs. "At the same time," Burns recalls, "service needs in the cities 
increased as the less-affluent remaining population must pay for education, 
police protection, and health care" (Burns 2001). This, in turn, means that 
poor blacks had to sustain the newly transformed urban cities with no 
monetary resources. Burns also noticed that the black population is much 
younger than the white population. Burns believes that the combination of a 
younger African-American population, a lower level of education, and their 
concentration in economically hard-pressed urban areas has resulted in a 
much higher unemployment rate for young African-Americans. Burns 
states, "Unemployment can lead to social problems like crime, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and family dissolution" (Burns, 2001).  
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On the reverse side of this dilemma, Burns notices that African-
Americans have become more important politically because of the 
increased voter participation in their concentrated population. In states like 
Mississippi, Louisiana, South Carolina, Alabama, and Georgia, blacks have 
elected a significant number of their own as state representatives. These 
educated individuals were elected because of their will to instigate change 
in the community. Statistics have shown that individuals with a post-
secondary education displayed an extremely high level of political 
participation (U.S. Census Bureau, June 2002).  

There will only be so many star athletes who will emerge from the 
urban ghettoes. The continued drive for post-secondary education must be 
facilitated by organizations in the black communities. This means that the 
family and the environment must band together as a cohesive unit to urge 
children to pursue post-secondary education. The sanctity and survival of 
the community is now in the hands of the youth to preserve, therefore when 
the educated youth become aware of their responsibilities to the 
community, the doors to political participation and power will open and a 
new revolution will begin.  
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