
African American history 
Some details 

 

• Prominent figures 

Civil Rights Movement: 

- Rosa Parks 

- Claudette Colvin 

- Martin Luther King Jr 

- Malcolm X 

2000s: 

- Barack Obama 

- Kamala Harris (Sen., contender in the 

Democratic primaries) 

- Oprah Winfrey 

• Demographics and inequalities 

- Feel more likely to be discriminated against1 

 

- Poorer (2018 data): 

 African Americans Whites Asian Americans 

Share of the 
population 

12.3% 60.2% ~5.5% 

Share of the poor 
population 

17% 47.7% 3.7% 

 

- Police brutality (cf Black Lives Matter2 after the shooting of Trayvon Martin and the acquittal of the police 

officer responsible for his death, echoes the shooting of Michael Brown in 2014 which led to the Ferguson 

riots3) 

  

 
1 https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/10/24/559116373/poll-most-americans-think-their-own-group-faces-
discrimination 
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/06/568593799/poll-asian-americans-see-individuals-prejudice-as-big-discrimination-problem 
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/11/01/561185815/poll-1-in-3-latinos-report-discrimination-based-on-
ethnicity 
https://www.npr.org/2017/10/24/559604836/majority-of-white-americans-think-theyre-discriminated-against  
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Lives_Matter 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ferguson_unrest 
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• Coping mechanisms/Solutions: 

o Black pride: 

- Liberia (settled by Africans from the US in 1822, independent since 1847) → quite violent: Liberia has one of 

the highest incidences of sexual violence against women in the world. Rape is the most frequently reported 

crime, accounting for more than one-third of sexual violence cases. Both male and female homosexuality are 

illegal in Liberia. No action taken to punish violations of human rights 

- 1968: Black Panthers’ black power salute at the Mexico Olympic Games (Black Panther Party) 

o Educating 

- Boosting opportunities:  

o busing (practice of assigning and transporting students to schools within or outside their local school 

districts in an effort to reduce the racial segregation in schools4) 

o leg-up programmes (Head Start for instance which applies to low-income families: criticised for 

working for only as long as it lasts – only for kindergarten5) 

- Creation of black colleges during the Jim Crow era to offer former slaves and their descendants the possibility 

to get a proper education6. 

o Reparations 

- Affirmative Action: Affirmative action policies focus on improving opportunities for groups of people, like 

women and minorities, who have been historically excluded in United States' society. The initial emphasis 

was on education and employment. President John F. Kennedy was the first president to use the term in an 

Executive Order (1961) 

- Growing call for reparations (cf article given in class) 

 

• Affirmative Action 

- Issue has been taken with the fact that it is often presented as aiming at diversity and not reparations. 

Furthermore, affirmative action is said to have served its purpose and be out of place in today’s America → 

Trump rescinded Obama-era guidance, urging schools to adopt a race-neutral approach in 2018. 

- Consequently, affirmative action is increasingly criticised:  

o favourable to middle- and high-income African Americans and Hispanics, not to low-income Whites 

and Asians at top schools because limited number of blacks and Hispanics  

o too hard to determine who should be chosen if other factors are not taken into account7 (cf 2014 

Harvard lawsuit, filed by Asian Americans rejected from top US colleges, denouncing de facto racial 

quotas but lost by the plaintiffs) 

o does not take into account socio-economic differences between African Americans as it should 

(somewhat favours affluent minority students over the disadvantaged ones) 

o encourages universities to use race as a factor in the admissions process (racial quotas are 

unconstitutional though – minorities considered altogether)  

 
4 Even though school districts provided zero-fare bus transportation to and from students' assigned schools, those schools were 
in some cases many miles away from students' homes, which often presented problems to them and their families. In addition, 
many families disliked having to send their children miles away to another school in an unfamiliar neighborhood when there was 
an available school a short distance away. The movement of large numbers of white families to suburbs of large cities, a 
phenomenon known as white flight, reduced the effectiveness of the policy. Many whites who stayed moved their children into 
private or parochial schools; these effects combined to make many urban school districts predominantly nonwhite, reducing any 
effectiveness mandatory busing may have had. 
Overall, desegregation measures have been made inefficient by people’s refusal to accept them. Many think that the quality of 
public schools has collapsed because of desegregation. Consequently, high-income and middle-class white parents have moved 
to suburban school districts that are outside the reach of desegregated districts, thereby using the housing market to buy 
education for their children. Other affluent families have quit the public system entirely, and use private schools instead. 
Thus some neighborhoods and schools are exclusively white while others are exclusively black. 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Head_Start_(program) 
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historically_black_colleges_and_universities 
7 The university said more than 8,000 of those applicants had perfect grades, and more than 5,000 had a perfect math or 
verbal SAT score. Considering things like a student’s extracurriculars, volunteer work, and race in addition to their grades, the 
school argued, is necessary to achieve a more diverse class than it could get through test scores alone. 
https://www.vox.com/identities/2019/10/2/20894934/harvard-admissions-case-affirmative-action 



- A 2017 New York Times analysis found that even with race-conscious admissions policies in place, black and 

Hispanic students are actually less represented at America’s top colleges now than they were 35 years ago8. 

- Affirmative action is currently banned in 8 states: California, Arizona, Washington, Florida, Michigan, 

Nebraska, New Hampshire, Oklahoma (Texas tried to ban it but the decision was overruled). 

- Yet the problem is not just ethnic – it is also economic. In fact, when ethnic difference creates inequality in 

wealth and political power it fosters resentment and racial hatred. For the time being, minorities are still 

disproportionately represented at the bottom of the social ladder because of poverty and lack of education. 

• Honouring the memory of African Americans 

- National Museum of African American History and Culture (2003) 

- Black History Month (February in the US) 

- Juneteenth (19th June) 

• Controversy 

- Kanye West: 400 years of submission sounds like a choice 

- Barack Obama not seen as an African American president because did not really help their cause 

 
8 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/24/us/affirmative-action.html 


