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Commemorating the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Civil

Rights Laws
Catherine Lee1

The United States passed a number of historic laws in the 1960s to address civil rights and racial equality on
matters ranging from employment to voting, housing, and immigration. This special issue commemorates the

fiftieth anniversary of these legislations' passage. Articles in the issue assess the historical events, political
goals, and consequences of the civil rights era laws.2
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INTRODUCTION

On April 10, 2014, President Barack Obama spoke at the Civil Righ

at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library to celebrate the fiftiet

sary of the legislation of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Remarking upo

Johnson's political achievements in passage of the Civil Rights Act, the 19

Rights, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, the 1968 Fair H

and Great Society programs, President Obama declared, "I have l

promise of LBJ's efforts. . . . Half a century later, the laws LBJ pass
fundamental to our conception of ourselves and our democracy as the
and the Bill of Rights. They are foundational; an essential piece of th
character" (Obama 2014). As the nation's first black president, utter
words, President Obama struck an inspiring tableau of the realization

civil rights laws.
Of course, the image of a black U.S. president and what it means for c

goals of justice and racial equality are a more complicated matter (Bo
son 2009; Bonilla-Silva 2013). Likewise, our assessment of those 1960s
laws is perhaps less celebratory and more complicated than Presiden

words as well. Hindsight of 50 years provides us with many reasons for a

ber evaluation. They include successful efforts to roll back crucial fea
of these legislations. Perhaps most significantly, the Supreme Court
key element of the Voting Rights Act in its 2013 decision in Shelby Coun
In addition, recent racial unrest and protests following the killing of a yo
American named Michael Brown by Darren Wilson, a white police officer,
son, Missouri, illustrate the continued sense of racial injustice for many A

department of Sociology, 26 Nichol Ave, New Brunswick, New Jersey 089
clee@sociology.rutgers.edu.

2 Other authors include Andrews and Gaby (2015), Bonastia (2015), Lee (2015), Massey
(2015), Pettit and Sykes (2015), Santoro (2015), Valdez (2015), and Whitlinger (2015).
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generally held view that family reunification, as the cen
tion Act, is emblematic of immigration expansion and d

how family reunification can be part of exclusionary

of meaning construction around family to understand im

The next two articles examine the political history

enforcement of desegregation laws of the era. Bonastia e
tories of school and housing desegregation in the United
Act of 1964 and explains that no single act could undo th

temic nature of segregation and inequality. School seg

when there was residential segregation. In addition, he a

has largely ignored all but the most flagrant violator

choosing to sidestep enforcement that may be too costly

Massey finds a similar lack of enforcement in hou
the hope that the 1968 Fair Housing Act would lead t

American society, residential segregation remains deeply

moving closer to the ideals of the Fair Housing Act c

through greater enforcement of fair housing and lendin
mentation of affordable housing programs.
If the goals of these civil rights laws have not been f
evaluate their impact on society, particularly on the live
the second half of the issue, articles by Becky Pettit and

Wayne Santoro, and Claire Whitlinger address this qu

that researchers' efforts to assess the laws' impact have
about progress made since the 1960s. They explain that f
lyzing economic, political, and social well-being of the A

prison inmates. The disproportionately high concentr

low-skill black men and their exclusion from federal dat
and politicians to overstate civil rights gains, fueling the

Examining continuing, and in some instances, wo
inequalities, Valdez also concludes that the gains of t
exaggerated. Using a critical race perspective, she ar

helped to justify persistent racial inequality. Valdez expl
the impact of the civil rights laws requires a rejection o
tioning of whether racial progress and democracy are "e

Santoro considers the meaning of civil rights gains

ary" blacks believed the civil rights movement to be suc
on the civil rights movement are a living memory that

rary developments. As such, he claims conceptualiza
grounded in how movements impact the everyday lives

Memory, meaning, and commemoration are crucial
ate the 1960s civil rights laws but also to how commu
lence of the era can reconcile and move forward. Whi

and fortieth anniversary commemorations of the killing

Philadelphia, Mississippi, in 1964. Breaking silence ab

black and white residents came together to remember th
and growing interest in acknowledgment.

This content downloaded from
95.183.180.42 on Tue, 23 Nov 2021 10:56:18 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

484

Lee

Taken
of
the
criticis

interpr

racial

j

before
He
rem
tion

Pr

equality

less

th

progre
the
pas

CASES CITED
U.S. Supreme Court. Shelby County v. Holder , 570 U.S. 133 S. Ct. 2247 (2013).
REFERENCES

Andrews, Kenneth T. and Sarah Gaby. 2015. "Local Protest and Federal Policy: The Imp
Rights Movement on the 1964 Civil Rights Act." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 509-527.

Bobo, Lawrence D. and Michael C. Dawson. 2009. "A Change Has Come: Race, Politic
to the Obama Presidency." Du Bois Review 6: 1: 1-14.

Bonastia, Christopher. 2015. "Low-Hanging Fruit: The Impoverished History of Housi
Desegregation." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 549-570.
Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. 2013. Racism Without Racists: Color- Blind Racism and the Persi
Inequality in America , 4th edition. New York: Rowman & Littlefield.

Graham, Hugh Davis. 1990. The Civil Rights Era: Origins and Development of Nationa

1972. New York: Oxford University Press.
Lawson, Steven F. 1991. Running for Freedom: Civil Rights and Black Politics in Amer
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.
Lee, Catherine. 2015. "Family Reunification and the Limits of Immigration Reform: Impa
of the 1965 Immigration Act." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 528-548.
Massey, Douglas S. 2015. "The Legacy of the 1968 Fair Housing Act." Sociological Forum
McAdam, Doug. 1982. Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930
IL: University of Chicago Press.

McAdam, Doug. 2015. "Be Careful What You Wish For: The Ironic Connection Betw

Rights Struggle and Today's Divided America." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 485-508.
Morris, Aldon D. 1984. The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities
Change. New York: The Free Press.
Obama, Barack. 2014. "Remarks by the President at LBJ Presidential Library Civil Rights
White House, Office of the Press Secretary, April 10. Retrieved December 22, 2014 (http

house.gov/the-press-office/2014/04/10/remarks-president-lbj-presidential-library-civil-righ

Pettit, Becky and Bryan L. Sykes. 2015. "Civil Rights Legislation and Legalized Exclusi
ceration and the Masking of Inequality." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 589-61 1.
Santoro, Wayne A. 2015. "Was the Civil Rights Movement Successful? Tracking and U
Black Views." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 627-647.
Updegrove, Mark K. 2014. "Marking the 50th Anniversary of the Civil Rights Act at the
tial Library." The White House Blog, April 10. Retrieved December 22, 2014 (http:/

house.gov/blog/20 1 4/04/ 1 0/marking-50th-anniversary-civil-rights-act-lbj-presidential-li

Valdez, Zulema. 2015. "The Abandoned Promise of Civil Rights." Sociological Forum 30
Whitlinger, Claire. 2015. "From Countermemory to Collective Memory: Acknowledging
Burning' Murders." Sociological Forum 30: SI: 648-670.

This content downloaded from
95.183.180.42 on Tue, 23 Nov 2021 10:56:18 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

