
American Government In Black And White 1

American
Government In Black
And White

American
Government
In Black And
White

Downloaded from
everybodystreet.com

by Spence &
Huffman

THE DICHOTOMY
OF AMERICAN
DEMOCRACY:
UNDERSTANDING
GOVERNMENT IN
BLACK AND WHITE

The  phrase  "American
Government  in  Black
and  White"  conjures
multiple  images.  On
the surface, it suggests
a  clear,  unambiguous
depiction  of  how  the
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
governing  system
operates—a  textbook
diagram of checks and
balances, separation of

p o w e r s ,  a n d
constitutional  ideals.
Yet,  for  mil l ions  of
Americans,  the phrase
carries a deeper, more
painful  resonance.  It
evokes the stark racial
divisions  that  have
shaped  Amer i can
p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  f o r
centuries.  From  the
d r a f t i n g  o f  t h e
Constitution  to  the
modern  debates  over
vo te r  access  and
representation,  the
story  of  Amer ican
g o v e r n a n c e  i s
inextricably  woven
with  the  threads  of
race.  Understanding
this  narrative  is  not
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merely  an  academic
exercise; it is essential
f o r  g r a s p i n g  t h e
t e n s i o n s ,
contradictions,  and
possibilities  that  define
the  nation’s  political
present  and  future.

THE ORIGINAL
COMPROMISE:
RACE EMBEDDED
IN THE
CONSTITUTION

T h e  f o u n d i n g
documents  o f  the
United States were not
colorblind.  In fact,  the
U.S. Constitution, often
celebrated as a beacon
of  liberty,  contained
several provisions that
explicitly  recognized
and  codified  racial
hierarchy.  The  most
notorious of these was
t h e  T h r e e - F i f t h s
Compromise,  which
counted  ens laved
African  Americans  as
three-fifths of  a  person
f o r  p u r p o s e s  o f

representation  and
t a x a t i o n .  T h i s
arrangement  gave
S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s
disproportionate power
i n  t h e  H o u s e  o f
Representatives  and
the  Electoral  College,
profoundly shaping the
e a r l y  A m e r i c a n
government .  The
Const i tu t ion  a l so
mandated the return of
fugitive  slaves  and
p r o t e c t e d  t h e
international  slave
trade until 1808. These
compromises  ensured
that  the  new  republic
would  be  built  on  a
foundation  of  racial
inequality,  embedding
a  "black  and  white"
dichotomy  into  the
very architecture of the
federal government.

The
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Legacy of
the
Founding
in
Political
Represen

tation
The  consequences  of
t h e s e  e a r l y
compromises persisted
long after the abolition
o f  s l a v e r y .  T h e
a d d i t i o n a l
representation granted
to  Southern  states
through  the  Three-
Fifths  Clause  meant
that  a  white  planter
elite  wielded  outsized
influence,  while  Black
Americans—free  and
enslaved alike—had no

voice.  Even  after  the
C iv i l  War  and  the
R e c o n s t r u c t i o n
Amendments  ( the
13th,  14th,  and  15th
Amendments),  which
abolished  slavery,
guaranteed  equal
p r o t e c t i o n ,  a n d
granted  voting  rights
regardless of race, the
g o v e r n m e n t ' s
relationship with Black
cit izens  remained
fraught. Reconstruction
saw the election of the
first  Black  members  of
Congress,  including
figures  like  Hiram
Revels and Blanche K.
Bruce.  This  period
represented  a  brief
moment  when  the
American  government
began  to  reflect  a
broader  demographic
reality.  However,  the
violent  backlash  of
Redemption  and  the
subsequent rise of Jim
C r o w  l a w s  s o o n
reversed  these  gains,
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replacing  inclusive
governance  with  a
s y s t e m  o f  r a c i a l
apartheid  enforced  by
the state.

JIM CROW AND THE
FEDERAL
GOVERNMENT:
COMPLICITY AND
RESISTANCE

The  early  twentieth
century  witnessed  the
federal  government
actively participating in
the  maintenance  of
racial segregation. The
S u p r e m e  C o u r t ' s
decision  in  Plessy  v.
F e r g u s o n  ( 1 8 9 6 )
legitimized  "separate
but  equal"  doctrine,
providing constitutional
c o v e r  f o r
discriminatory  state
laws .  Meanwh i le ,
Congress failed to pass
a n t i - l y n c h i n g
legislation  repeatedly
blocked  by  Southern
s e n a t o r s .  T h e
executive  branch  was

a l s o  c o m p l i c i t :
President  Woodrow
Wilson  oversaw  the
segregation  of  federal
offices  in  Washington,
D . C . ,  r e v e r s i n g
decades of  integration
in the civil  service. At
the  same  time,  the
g o v e r n m e n t
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
e x c l u d e d  B l a c k
Americans  from  New
Deal programs, such as
Social Security and the
G.I. Bill, by catering to
t h e  d e m a n d s  o f
Southern  Democrats
w h o  i n s i s t e d  o n
excluding  agricultural
a n d  d o m e s t i c
w o r k e r s — s e c t o r s
where  Black  workers
were  overwhelmingly
employed.  This  policy
c rea ted  a  l as t ing
wealth gap, reinforcing
t h e  e c o n o m i c
dimension of the black-
and-white divide.
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The
Federal
Bureaucr
acy and
Systemic
Inequality
The  impact  of  these
g o v e r n m e n t a l
dec is ions  was  not
merely  symbolic.  The
F e d e r a l  H o u s i n g
Administration  (FHA),
for  example,  adopted
redlining practices that
den ied  mor tgage
insurance  to  Black
n e i g h b o r h o o d s ,
effectively  segregating
cities  and  preventing
Black  families  from
building  home  equity.
T h e  A m e r i c a n
government,  in  black
and  white  terms,  was

actively  drawing  lines
t h a t  d i v i d e d
communities  by  race.
Y e t ,  a m i d s t  t h i s
institutional racism, the
federal  government
a l s o  b e c a m e  a
battleground  for  civil
rights.  The  NAACP's
l e g a l  s t r a t e g y ,
culminating in Brown v.
Board  of  Education
( 1 9 5 4 ) ,  u s e d  t h e
federal courts—an arm
of the government—to
dismantle  segregation.
This  tension  between
the  government  as
oppressor  and  the
g o v e r n m e n t  a s
liberator  defines  much
of the American racial
narrative.

THE CIVIL RIGHTS
ERA:
GOVERNMENT AS
AGENT OF CHANGE

The  mid-twentieth
century  marked  a
transformative  period
when  the  American
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government,  under
pressure from the Civil
Rights Movement, took
decis ive  act ion  to
a d d r e s s  r a c i a l
inequality.  The  Civil
Rights Act of 1964, the
Voting  Rights  Act  of
1965,  and  the  Fair
Housing  Act  of  1968
represented  landmark
legislation  that  aimed
to  dismantle  legal
s e g r e g a t i o n  a n d
protect  voting  rights.
These  laws  were  not
self-executing;  they
r e q u i r e d  f e d e r a l
enforcement,  often  in
the  face  of  violent
resistance  from  state
and local governments.
The  Department  of
Justice  and  federal
courts  played  crucial
roles  in  registering
B l a c k  v o t e r s ,
integrating  schools,
and  prosecuting  hate
crimes.  For  a  brief
t ime ,  the  federa l
government acted as a

guarantor  of  equal
citizenship, moving the
nation  from  a  system
o f  e x p l i c i t  w h i t e
supremacy  toward  a
more  inc lus ive ,  i f
imperfect, democracy.

The
Voting
Rights
Act: a
Victim of
Its Own
Success?
The  Voting  Rights  Act
w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y
powerful  because  it
t a r g e t e d  t h e
mechan i sms  tha t
Southern  states  used
to disenfranchise Black
voters—poll  taxes,
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l i teracy  tests,  and
intimidation.  Section 5
r e q u i r e d  c e r t a i n
jurisdictions  with  a
h i s t o r y  o f
d i sc r iminat ion  to
obtain federal approval
before changing voting
laws. This preclearance
prov i s ion  worked
effectively for decades,
l e a d i n g  t o  s h a r p
increases  in  Black
voter  registration  and
e l e c t o r a l
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .
However, in 2013, the
S u p r e m e  C o u r t ' s
decis ion  in  Shelby
County v. Holder struck
down the formula used
to  determine  which
jur isdict ions  were
covered,  effectively
gutting  Section  5.  In
t h e  y e a r s  s i n c e ,
numerous  states  have
passed  voter  ID  laws,
purged voter rolls, and
closed  polling  places,
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
affecting  Black  and

minority  communities.
This rollback illustrates
how the government's
role  in  safeguarding
racial equality remains
c o n t e s t e d  a n d
reversible.

CONTEMPORARY
REALITIES:
REPRESENTATION,
POLICING, AND
POLICY

Today,  the  American
government  in  black
a n d  w h i t e  i s
characterized by stark
d i s p a r i t i e s  i n
representation  and
outcomes.  Afr ican
A m e r i c a n s  h o l d
increasingly  visible
p o s i t i o n s  i n
government,  including
the  Vice  Presidency
under  Kamala  Harris,
as well as in Congress,
state  legislatures,  and
city  halls.  Yet,  this
representation has not
fully  translated  into
proportionate  political
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p o w e r  o r  p o l i c y
r e s p o n s i v e n e s s .
Studies  show that  the
preferences  of  Black
constituents  are  often
less  reflected  in
legislation  than  those
of  white  constituents,
even  when  controlling
fo r  pa r t i sansh ip .
G e r r y m a n d e r i n g ,
particularly the packing
of  Black voters  into  a
s m a l l  n u m b e r  o f
districts,  can  dilute
their  influence  even
w h e n  t h e y  e l e c t
candidates  of  their
choice. The result is a
political  system  that
appears diverse on the
surface  but  remains
structurally  biased.

Policing
and

Criminal
Justice:
The
Governm
ent's
Most
Visible
Arm
Perhaps nowhere is the
b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e
dichotomy more visible
than  in  the  criminal
justice  system.  The
American  government,
at  federal,  state,  and
local  levels,  continues
to  enforce  drug  laws,
impose sentences, and
administer  policing  in
w a y s  t h a t
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
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t a r g e t  B l a c k
communities.  The War
on  Drugs,  launched
under  President  Nixon
and  expanded  under
Reagan,  militarized
local police and led to
mass  incarceration,
w i t h  B l a c k  m e n
incarcerated  at  rates
more  than  five  times
that  of  white  men.
Police  shootings  of
u n a r m e d  B l a c k
i n d i v i d u a l s  h a v e
sparked mass protests
a n d  d e m a n d s  f o r
reform,  yet  legislative
action  at  the  federal
level has been stalled.
The  government's
response—sometimes
promising  reform,
sometimes  doubling
down on law-and-order
rhetoric—reveals  a
deep  ambivalence
about  racial  justice.
The phrase "defund the
police"  emerged  as  a
ca l l  to  rea l locate
resources,  but  the

federal  government
has  largely  increased
p o l i c e  f u n d i n g ,
h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e
ongoing  struggle  to
redefine  public  safety
in  racial  terms.

Economic
Policy
and the
Racial
Wealth
Gap
Economic  policy  also
reflects  the  persistent
black-and-white divide.
Whi le  the  federa l
g o v e r n m e n t  h a s
enacted  some  race-
conscious  programs,
such  as  affirmative
action  in  contracting
and  education,  many
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economists argue that
broad-based  policies
like the 2017 tax cuts
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
benefited  the  wealthy,
w h o  a r e
overwhelmingly  white.
B l a c k  w e a l t h ,
historically  suppressed
b y  r e d l i n i n g ,
e m p l o y m e n t
discrimination,  and
unequal  access  to
education,  remains  a
f r a c t i o n  o f  w h i t e
w e a l t h — r e c e n t
estimates  suggest
about  one-tenth.  The
government's response
t o  t h e  C O V I D - 1 9
pandemic  offered  a
mixed  picture:  relief
programs  l ike  the
Paycheck  Protection
Program  and  stimulus
payments  he lped
m a n y ,  b u t  i n i t i a l
distribution  favored
b u s i n e s s e s  w i t h
ex i s t i ng  bank ing
relationships,  again
leaving  many  Black-

owned  businesses
behind.  The  American
government,  in  its
economic  functions,
often  perpetuates
inequality even when it
intends to be neutral.

THE ROLE OF THE
SUPREME COURT
IN SHAPING
RACIAL
GOVERNANCE

T h e  j u d i c i a r y ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e
Supreme  Court,  has
been  a  critical  arena
for  defining  the
g o v e r n m e n t ' s
relationship  with  race.
From  Dred  Scott  v.
Sandford (1857), which
denied  citizenship  to
Black  Americans,  to
Brown  v .  Board  o f
Educat ion  (1954),
which  overturned
segregation,  the Court
has  both  entrenched
and broken down racial
barriers.  In  recent
years,  the  Court  has
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taken a more skeptical
view of race-conscious
policies.  Decisions like
Parents  Involved  in
Community  Schools  v.
Seattle  School  District
No.  1  (2007)  limited
the  use  o f  race  in
school  integration
plans, and Students for
Fair  Admissions  v.
H a r v a r d  ( 2 0 2 3 )
effectively  ended
affirmative  action  in
higher  educat ion.
These  rulings  reflect  a
s h i f t  t o w a r d  a
"colorbl ind"  legal
doctrine  that  often
ignores  the  ongoing
reality  of  systemic
racism. The black-and-
wh i te  v i ew  o f  the
Constitution—either
r a c e  m u s t  b e
considered  or  it  must
not—polarizes  legal
d e b a t e ,  b u t  t h e
practical  effects  fall
along  familiar  racial
lines.

AMERICAN
GOVERNMENT AS
A MIRROR OF
RACIAL STRUGGLE

Ultimately,  the  phrase
"American Government
in  Black  and  White"
can  be  understood
both  l i te ra l ly  and
metaphorical ly.  I t
describes  the  reality
that  racial  identity
strongly correlates with
political  affiliation,
policy preferences, and
trust  in  government.
Black  Americans,  for
example,  consistently
express  lower  trust  in
institutions  like  the
police and the criminal
justice  system,  while
white Americans often
report higher trust. Yet
the phrase also points
to  the  possibility  of
seeing the government
c l e a r l y — w i t h o u t
romanticism—as  a
flawed  but  malleable
i n s t r u m e n t .  T h e
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American  government
h a s  b e e n  u s e d  t o
o p p r e s s  a n d  t o
liberate,  to  segregate
and  to  integrate.  The
dualist  nature  of  this
history  challenges
citizens and leaders to
choose which legacy to
continue.

MOVING
FORWARD:
TOWARD A MORE
INCLUSIVE
DEMOCRACY

Understanding  the
government's  role  in
black and white is not
a call for despair. It is
an invitation to engage
with  the  complexities
o f  A m e r i c a n
democracy .  Many
c o n t e m p o r a r y
movements—from  the
push for reparations to
the  fight  against  voter
suppression  to  the
demand  for  pol ice
reform—seek  to  push
the government toward

its  more  egalitarian
p o t e n t i a l .
Policymakers, activists,
and  ordinary  citizens
are grappling with how
to dismantle structural
r a c i s m  w h i l e
p r e s e r v i n g  t h e
democratic  institutions
t h a t  h a v e  a l s o
advanced racial justice.
Electoral  reforms such
as  automatic  voter
registration,  ranked-
choice voting, and the
restorat ion  of  the
Voting  Rights  Act  aim
to  make  government
more  representative.
Community  policing
i n i t i a t i v e s  a n d
sentencing reform seek
to heal the wounds of
mass  incarceration.
Each  of  these  efforts
acknowledges that the
American  government,
w h i l e  b o r n  i n
compromise  w i th
racism,  is  not  fixed.  It
can  be  remade.



American Government In Black And White 13

13

Conclusio
n: The
Unfinishe
d Work of
Democra
cy
T h e  n a r r a t i v e  o f
American  government
in  black  and  white  is
not  a  simple  tale  of
villains and heroes. It is
a  story  of  systemic
choices, hidden biases,
a n d  o n g o i n g
resistance.  From  the
T h r e e - F i f t h s
Compromise  to  the
Civil Rights movement,
from the Voting Rights
Act to its  erosion,  the

government  has  been
both a wall and a door.
Recogn i z i ng  th i s
duality  is  the  first  step
toward  bu i ld ing  a
governing system that
tru ly  respects  the
dignity and equality of
all its people. The work
of democracy is never
finished;  it  requires
constant  scrutiny,
a d v o c a c y ,  a n d
par t i c ipa t ion .  By
understanding  where
we have been, we can
better  chart  a  path
forward—one  where
t h e  A m e r i c a n
government lives up to
its  highest  ideals,  not
just  for  some,  but  for
everyone, regardless of
race. Only then can the
phrase  "in  black  and
white"  come  to  mean
clarity,  justice,  and
truth,  rather  than
division and disparity.


