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PROGRESS AND PROSPECTS FOR THE NEGRO WOFKER

by
Hermen P. Miller®*

Much as I am delighted to participete in this symposiuvm, 1 feel
obligated to warn you that I am no expert on Hegro affairs. Iy only
qualification for being here at all is that ¥ have speni more years
than ¥ care to count at the Census Bureau where many of the besic
statistics about Negro 1life are collected. It takes far more thar a
knowledge of statistics, however, to qualify as an expert on Hegi¢
affairs today. Tons of literature are produced each year about Negro
behavior, personality, culture patterns, the civil rights movement,
the Negro revolution, and many other aspects of Negro life about vhich
my opinions and sources of information are no more valid than your owe.

My presence here, 1 suppose, is Intendec. to provide a factual basa
for what might otherwise degenerate into an exchange of impressiors and
prejudices. As a statistician, I am often ceat in tae role of one of
these fellows who, in the words of Oliver Wendell Hclmes, "always have
an ill-conditioned fact or two that they leac after them into decent
company like so many bull dogs, ready to let them siip at every ingenious
suggestion or convenient generalizstion or pieasant fancy.” © do not

mind this role because I find that too often we are ruled by ;leasant

#4 talx by Dr. Herman P, Miller; Institute of Government snd Publiine
Affairs UCLA and U.S. Bureau of tiie Census et 2 symposium on Hegro History
Week held at the UCLA campus in February 1965.



iar-ieg rather than Dy brute facts., There iz room in cur lives for beih
fact ard fancy. Unfortunately, it often takes a very wise man ito know
th> difference.

i bhave decided to focus on the general area of employment in my talk
‘ere today because it is a subject of vital importance to the Negio and
it is siso one for which there is a vast storehouse of statistical data.
The particular aspect of the problem that I intend to explore is the
change in the occupational distribution of whites and Negroes during the
past 50 years. Census information on this subject goes back to 1910,
Thanks to the efforts of the Conservation of Human Resources Project at
Columbia University and the work of other research organizations in this
field we are now beginning to supplant impressionistic Jjudgments with
scholarly evaluations.

In any discussion of white and Negro differentials over time it is

important to distinguish between absolute and relative changes. Although

this distinction is very important, it is often overlooked. If you think
sbout the problem for a minute the difference between absolute and relativ
changes will appear quite obvious and you will recognize its importance.
There has been a general upgrading of occupational skills for both whites
and Negroes as the American economy has moved from agriculture and

become more complex and industralized. As a result, Negroes who were once
highly concentrated in sharecropping and farm labor have now moved up o
unskilled and semiskilled factory Jjobs. Appreciable numbers have even
moved into white~collar employment. This change has raised the skills of
the Negro labor force, it has increased thelr productivity, and it is in
large measure responsible for the vast improvement in their levels of 1livi
If we take what is perhaps the single most important aspect of life that w

attempt to measure, namely life expectancy itself, we find that the Negro



infent born in 1960 could expect to live 21 years longer than her mother
born in 1920. This vepresents a gain of nearly 50 per cent ir life expece
tancy in a relatively brief span of 40 years. Not cnly are Negrocs living
longer, but they are also living far better than ever before. Fegro
housing, for example, may still leave mich te be desired; but, the propor-
tion living in dilapidated homes was cut in half between 1950 and 1960.
The real incomes of Negroes have &lso shown a remarkable rise. Between
1940 and 1960 the wages and salaries of the average male Negro worker

rose from about $1000 to about $3000, both figures neasured in terms of
1960 dollars. In other words, there was a threefold increase in Negro
purchasing power during this period.

I could go on and on citing the gains that have been made by Negroes
in recent years. It would not take very long, however, before you would
begin to wonder why I fail to mention that there has been a parallel
upgrading of Jobs and levels of living for white workers as well. Here,
of course, we get to the relative aspects of the problem. It is not enough
to know how much or how fast the lot of the Negro is improving. The
critical question in many minds, particularly for Negroes and their leaders,
is whether the relative upward movement has been as great for Negroes as for

whites. Sometimes this focus on relative position blinds critics to the
fact that there has been an improvement in absolute status. For example,
Tom Kahn who was Bayard Rustin'’s assistant in organizing the March on
Washington recently wrote, "It takes a lot of running to stend still on
the ireadmill of this technologically advancing society. When you know
you’re running hard and everyone tells you you're moving at a fast clip,
and yet the scenery around you remains the same, the most appropriate word
to describe your reactions is...frustration.” Yet, the fact is that the

Negro has not been standing still and the scenery around him has been



changing most dramatically. He hes had tremendous increaszes iu life expec-
tancy, purchesing power, levels of living, occupational classification, =d-
ucational attainment, and significant improvements iln many other sspascis of
1ife for which objective measures are aveilable. The only reason mary Hegiaes
feel they are standing still is that the whites too have had these gal!ns and
in many areas the gap between the whites and Negroes does not appear i ve
narrowing. It is on these aspects of the problem that I will concentreve
today. How has Negro employment changed over the past 50 yeais? How ha:

it changed relative to the whites? What are the prospects for a narrowirn:

of white=Negro differentials in employment?

By 1910, the white labor force had already completed mich of the tran-
sition from agriculture to industry. In the census taken in that year, only
one=fourth of the white workers were employed in farming; another one=fourth
wvorked in white-collar Jobs; and the remaining one-half were more or less
equally divided among craftsmen, factory operatives,and nonfarm lsbors or
service workers. In that same year, 1910, the Negro labor force was split
50=50 between farming and nonfarm work. The farmers were, of ccurse,
largely southern sharecroppers or laborers working and living uader the
most miserable conditions, even by contemporary standards. Those who
were not working as farmers were employed largely as service workers
(1.e., domestics, walters, bootblacks and similar ,jébs) and as nonfarm
laborers largely on rallroads and construction gangs. Relatively few
(only 5 per cent)had even risen to the roint of semiskilled factory work
and even fewer (only 3 per cent) worked as craftsmen or as white-collar
workers.

The next 50 years witnessed a dramstic movement out of agriculture

for both whites and Negroes. This movement, by the way, must soon grind



¢ a ball for the very simple reason that we are runniig out of farmers .0
be moved. At preseni; only about 7 per cent of the white workers are
farmers as compared with 28 per cent at the turr of the century. Tae
tiggest increase is, of course, in white collar work. .learly one out of
tvc white vorkers is now employed in a white-collar job. At the turn of
the century, only one out of four white workers were in :his caiegory.

The shift away from farming was even more drematic . or Negroes
than for whites. As I mentionec earlier, in 1910 one-half of the Negro
wvorkers were employed in farming; in 1960, this proporticn dropped to
only one=tenth. The frequent cry of some economists for greater
mobility as a solution to rural poverty has certainly been heeded by
the Negro. He has shown tremendous mobility and energy i.n search of
economic opportunity often against overwhelming odds. Taie displacement
of Negroes from farming has largely been absorbed by the manusl and
service tredes. At present, about one=third of the Negroes are service
workers; another one-third are nonfarm laborers or sem.skilled factory
workers; and the remaining 20 per cent are craftsmen cr white~collar
workers. Until about 1940, the occupational shift fcr Negroes was
almost exclusively from farming into employment as domestic, factory
hands, and laborers. In recent years, opportunities in whiteecollar
employment bave been growing in importance.

A close examination of the decennial census data provides better
insight than we have ever had before of the way in which the transfor-
mation of the Negro labor force took place. In each decade, as new
industiries and occupations developed it was the white worker who moved in

first.



According to one analysis by Professor Hiestand of Columbia Universi:.r
{Economic Growth and Employment Opportunities for Minorities), "white

workers capture the newly growing fields in which labor resources are
gcarce, pay levels are good, prospects for advancement are bright, the
technology is most advanced, and/::;:ii:gions the most modern." They
leave in their wake jobs in the older industries which become less
desirable because the pay is not as good nor are the prospects for
advancement. Moreover, many of the jobs left behind by the whites
were in industries dominated by an old technology, which when replaced,
would be likely to require reduced manpower needs. Thus, in every
decade:,ﬁ' the nevest and best opportunities available to the Negroes
vere/:u:: vulnerable. The jobs deserted by the whites were invard-
ably better than the ones at which Negroes were employed at the time.
They were, nonetheless, not the jobs with the bright futures. This
pattern of occupational change is as ve shall soon see, of great
significance in assessing the prospects of the Negro for narrowing the
occupational gap between hiuelf and the whites. It suggests that if t
the Negro is ever to approach occupational equality with the whites he
must seek out and scmehow gain admittance to the "frontier area of
occuaptional expansi.on." - If he continues to get only those jobs that
the white has left over, he may never bridge the occupational gap.
'Indeed. some would argue that if the Negro follows the traditional
pattem of occupational mobility, he may find himself in a tighter ard
tighter Job squeeze because the employment that would have normally been
banded down to him is being automatated

It must be granted on the basis of the empirical evidence that the
absolute position of the Negro worker, with respect to employment, has
improved considerably in the past 50 years. The problem to which we ghall



now turn in an examination of the extent to which the relative gap between
whites and Hegroes has changed., JIn the work previously referred to,
Professor Hieatand of Colunbia University constructed an occupational
index which permits this type of comparison to be made. He first
separeted the vhite and Negro workers for each year into seven occupa-
tional groups: professional, mansgerial, clerical and sales, skilled,
semiskilled, unskilled laborers s and agriculturé'u A weighic was then
asslgned to each occupation that wes roughly indicative of the relative
earning power for that kind of work. The actual weights used were the
median incomes reported in the 1950 Census for workers who were employed .
through/o;;e vear. A weighted index for each year was then constructed by
multiplying the proportion of workers in each coccupation by the weight and
summning the results for all seven coccupation groups. This operation was
performed separately for white and Negro men and women. The ratio of the.
Hegro to the vhite index which was computed for each year shows the relative
occupational position of Negroes to whiltes.

In the case of men, the index shows no significant change between 1910
and 19L0. There was some slight improvement in the relative occupational
position of Negro men during th#ast 20 years; but this is entirely due to
their movement - out of the South. Indexes which have been constructed
oo 8 state-~by-state basis show that there were very few siguiiicant changes
in the occupsticnal distribution of Negro males reletive to whites in the
past 20 years.

The reletive occcupational distribution of Negro women relative to
whites was about the same ia 1940 as it was in 1910. As in the case of the
males, there appears to have been some inxprofrement in the relative occupa~

ticnal position of Negro womean during the past 20 years, but this change may



also be pr:marily due to their movement. of of the South with its very limited
opportunities for Negro emp.oyment, rather than to any general upgrading

of the kinds of jobs open to Negroes. The weight of the evidence therefore
is strongly in support of the view that although there has been considerable
occupational lmprovement foirr Negro workers during the past 50 years in an
absolute seneds,the position of Negroes relative to whites has not changed
mich.

Having established these facts, we may not turn to an examination of
their meaning, particularly with respect to assessing their significance for
future trends in Negro employment. Here we must tread with care because, as
50 many forecasters have discovered to thelr regret, pest is not necessarily
prologue. The Roman empero:r Constantius made a law forbidding "anycne to
consult a soothnsayer, a mathematiclan, or a forecaster-=<May curiosiiy to
foretel {the future be silenced forever," proclaimed the emperor. So be it;
but X doubt very much that even the penalty of death dampened the enthusiasm
of forecasters in ancient Rome. There is even less hope of stopping them
today when so many economists and statisticians have been drivea to earn
their living by this viclous practice.

The weight of the statistical evidence 1s that the fate of the Negro
worker is very much tied in with the fste of the economy as a whole. Diring
previous perlods of vigorous economic growth white workers moved shead very
rapidly and Negro workers followed in their wake, generally picking up the
Jjobg what were left behind. There was some movement of Negroes into the
expandiag sreas of the economy, but the numbers were small relative to the
totsl . Boin groups moved ahead more or less proportionately as a result of
the job woportunities madé avallable by the process of growth. It is

=
4

ifficcdl o sey at thls point in time whether this patiern would continue



i¥ we w2re once again to enter on an extendad perici of vigorous econcuic
growin. O course, one ndght say that we are now going through such a
period neving experienced growth rates in our national product of about
5 per 22t Tor the pest three years. Although these growth rates
considarsbly in excess of our long-run national average, they are
associated with painfully high unemployment rates for Negro workers
suggesting that thers 1s a shortage of job opportunities. The evidence,
however, 15 by no means conclusive. There are msny who would argue that
it 18 still to soon to judge whether a more repidly growing economy can
provide full employment for Negroes {without inflation) despite the
elimination of huadreds of thousands of unskilled and semiskilled Jjobs
they formerly manned. The point bhas been made that it may take several
years of vigorous growth to absord the manpower slack that developed
during the slow years since 1957. Moreover, the blind forces of the
economy may have to be helped along by manpower training programs which
will fit the Negroc {and the displaced white workers) for aew types of work.

It is understandably of great importance to the Negre not only to
improve his situation, but slso to narrow the gep between himself and
the whites., This feeling must not be ascrived 4o any special perversity
on tre pari of the Negro worker. Rather it is a reflecticn of a
prevaleat attitude in our society which has ieng been reccgoized by
econrmists and teken into account by them ia explaining economic behavion.
Whe Critish economist, Pigou, described the metter rather weil around. the
Tturn o ibe century whem he wrobte that "men do not desire to be vich, ut
o be vicaer thau other zen,”

dnat s the lizelihood that the Negre will in Fact be able o pareow

the covuratlonsl gap between himself and the whitves? This guestion is
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difficult to answer. The one thing that seems clear from the data is that
the gap will not be narrowed if the traditionael pattems of occupational
change are maintained. In order to catch up with the whites, Negro
workers will have to be propelled Into promising new Jjobs in new industries
instead of drifiing into the old jolLs in the dying industries, as they have
done in the past. This change will come ebout for Negroes only if two
conditions are met. They must obtain the educatlon and training required
for the new jobs and the barrlers to their entry into the better-paying
fields must be lowered. The prospects that both of these conditions will
be met in the near future are not very good. It is unrealistic to telk
about bridging the occupational gap in the modern world when one~fourth of
the Negrc youth in thelr early twentles have not gone beyond the eighth
grade and over half have not completed high school. There is not much
that people with so little education can be iralned to do in our complex
economy. Even if the Negro showed more Iinterest in educaticn than the
above figures imply, there is little evidence that society is willing to
make the huge investments in education and training that are required 4if
the Negro is ever to be able to compete on equal terms with the white in
the labor market. Most altempts, to provide effective schpol integration
have met with hostility and "foot-dragging."” Even in the prosperous

North there has been more lip service than action in the improvemeat of
the quality of education in deprived areas. Finally, we come to Just plain
discrimination which may be the hardest of all obstacles to overcome
becsuse it is so deeply imbedded in our culture. We sometimes forget that
sbout €0 per cent of the Negroes still live in the South and according to
eny rcasonsble assumpticns regerding rates of out-migration, nearly half
of them will still be in that vegion by 1960, In view of the intensity of

1.

Teelling tlat hes heen manifeected by the southern whites on pyacial matters
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it is hard to believe that Negroes in this region will recelve to any great
extent elther the training they need or the opportunity to move into the
more promising jobs. &n view of these and many other factors, I see little
reason to be optimistic about the possibility of narrowing the occupaticnal
gap between the races in the foreseeable future. Taere are, however,
offsetting forces which provide some hope,

£t present; there is probebly less discrimination against Negroes
than at any previous time in our history. It is aiso likely that discrim-
inatlion will tend to decrease with time because of the strong pressures
being exerted by the Federal Government. These efforts should create new

opportunities for Negro employment in Federal, State, end local
goveruments, in private companies dolng contract work for the ¥Federal Govern-
ment, and in other companies that will be under social pressure to liberal-
ize their employmeni practices.

At the same time that the prospects for Negroes tc obtain skilled
exployment has been increasing, the attitudes of thz Negrc leaders have
beer undergoing & change. In the past, the clvil rights movement focused
attention largely on efforts designed to publicize the plight of the Negro
and to prcumote integration. This emphasis led to the March on Weshington,
demonstraiions, sit-ins, picketing, and other activities that were
instrumental in promoting passage of the civil rights and aati-poverty
legisiaticn. Partly as a result of tThis success, but also because the
Negro leadership may feel that the end of the iine has been resched with
this kind of effort, attention is now shifting to the fight for better
Jdobe, ecducation,; and housing with only secondary emphasis on integration.

fhis attitude was clearly expressed by Bayard Rustin when he said recently,
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"We have got to 1ift the school problem from integration to that of
quality schools; which has to include, we say, integration secondarily."
Implicit in a remark such as this is recognition of the importance of
developing the skills and qualities that are needed by Negro workers in
order to take full advantage of the job opportunities that may arise. As
Nathan Glezer has polinted cut very efiectively in a recent article in
Commentary magazine, the legislative geins that have been made by Negroes
in the past few years make it possible and perhaps even necessary for
contemporary leaders of the civil rights movement to return to the
fundamental policles cutlined by Bocker T. Washington at the turn of the
ceptury. According to Glazer, Booker T. Washington "saw that the Negro
had been denuded by slavery of the qualities necessary for building an
iudependent and satisfying life. Primarily what concerned him «we»syas
the develuation of work produced by slavery, for he felt that imdependent
gad productive work was the basis of racial respect. But Washington also
assumed that the Negroes, as they galned in education and income, would
be enfranchised and would be able to play a major role in pclitics and
in the sheping of thelr own fate. He fought desperately against <the
movement to disenfranchise Negroes in the South in the 1860°s. When this
movement succeeded, and Jim Crow begar to fasten its bonds cn the Negro
people, he was left with half a program. The other half became the

program 2i° 'protest.’" Glazer ther goes on to state that "we now have
a situaticn which corresponds«««= to the one Booker T, Washington first
saw a8 hir major task, the building up of the econcmic and soclal

foundatiors of the Negro commumity.”



The point is that so long as the Negro could see no reascnable
prosiect for advancement beyond the most menial Jobs, he was behaving
more or Less raticnslly ia assigning e low value to education, saving,
and the other frultful avenues to advancement. Limited opportunities
for empicyment in the professional fields forced Negroes 4o concentrate
on those areas where there was a Negro market for their services=presching,
teaching and scocilal work. Because of thelr concentration in these low-paid
fields the average Negro college graduate, even today, can expect to earn
less over e lifetime than the white who does nolt go beyond the ejghth
grede, In view of facts such as thuse who could argue with the young
school dropout who might feel what James Baldwin hes expressed so well
in the following words: "It is not to be wondered at that if -e=w=-
studying 1s going to prepere him only to be a porter or an eievaitor
boy «~ or his teacher - well, then, to hell with it."

But, we now havz & chance to chenge all of this. Whether in fact
we will depends upon two things: the extent to which our sosiety opens
up and tekes the Nes-o in as full-fledged participsting member; and the
extent tc which ihe Negro is prepared to move in should the opprortunities
present themselves. Only time will telil whether or not we can succeed in
getving tolh <1 thees forces (o move in the right directicn at the right



