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Everything Changed & Everything Remained the Same: 

Reflections on the 1968 Watershed in US and Black History 

 
 The year 1968 was a watershed in U.S. and Black History.  Issuance of the Kerner Report 

on Civil Disorders, along with the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and passage of 

landmark civil rights legislature ended the Civil Rights Movement.  Many pundits would refer 

to the period following 1968 as the Post-Civil Rights Era, and some folks would even argue that 

the United States had moved from civil rights to colorblindness.  Yet, when we fast forward 

fifty years to 2018, we find that everything has changed & everything has remained the same.  Of 

course, some black and brown folks have done well; we even elected a black president of the 

United States, as well as a host of black and brown elected officials, including the current mayor 

of Buffalo, Byron Brown.   

Today, across the United States, we have many black faces in high places.  But the poet-

activist, Amiri Baraka [LeRoi Jones] warned us that black faces in high places don’t mean a 

thing, “if you got the same rats and roaches, the same slums and garbage, the same police whip-pin your 

heads, the same unemployment and junkies in the hall mugging old ladies…” So, everything has 

changed; but everything remained the same.  This brings us to two interrelated questions: what 

socioeconomic forces derailed the hope and possibilities spawned by the Civil Rights Movement, and what 

do we need to know in 2018 that can guide our struggle for racial, social and economic justice over the 

next fifty years? 

My argument is the Kerner Commission and others incorrectly formulated the problem 

facing Black America. They said the goal was black inclusion as equal citizens in American society, 

and that this could be accomplished without fundamental transforming the nation’s institutions, and the 

systems undergirding them. Harold Cruise, and other black radicals said this was impossible.  

Blacks could never be fully integrated into American society without fundamentally altering 

U.S. institutions, and greatly modifying its market-centered, capitalist economy. 

White elites, and their black and brown collaborators, rejected the advice of Cruse and 

others on the black left. Instead, they doubled-downed on the “inclusion and full equality theme” 
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by building the carceral state, intensifying neoliberal economic policies, developing the class 

and race segregated knowledge city, and creating collaborations with black and brown elites.   

So, within this context, what do we need to know to guide the freedom struggle over the next fifty 

years? There are two things I want to mention in my remaining time. To start, we must develop 

strategies, programs and activities to defang, regulate and control market dynamics. Market-

centric city building combined with white racism is toxic and must be stopped.   

One key to grappling with this issue is to solve the low-income rental housing problem and 

the problem of under-developed neighborhoods of colour. Most low-income blacks and people of color 

reside in poorly maintained, privately-owned rental properties, where they many pay 50% or 

more of their income on housing. The rule of thumb is that housing-cost burden increases as 

household income goes down.  Thus, in most places, the unaffordability and quality of housing 

are major disrupters in people’s lives—a point stressed by Matthew Desmond in his book 

Evicted. The location of these poorly maintained rental properties in under-developed neighborhood 

exacerbates the situation.   

The neighborhood effects literature says that housing and neighborhoods matter because they 

are the prime determinants of people’s life chances and socioeconomic outcomes. Thus, without 

solving the problem of low-income rental housing and radically transforming the under-developed 

neighborhoods, where they are located, the next fifty years will likely to be same as the last fifty 

years.   

There are three keys to solving this problem.  First, we need to develop radical housing 

code enforcement strategies that make it possible for residents to seize ownership of properties, 

which owners refuse to upgrade and keep affordable (2) Community land trusts need to be 

developed, which have the capacity to manage and rent these proprieties, and (3) we need to 

repurpose public dollars to provide an resource base for these low-income rental housing 

initiatives.  In a study of public sector spending in Buffalo, we identified millions of public sector 

that could be repurposed for these activities.  In closing, to build a society based on racial, 

economic and social justice, we must defang the market, solve the problem of low-income rental 

housing and under-developed neighborhoods, and change the way we build cities and 

metropolitan regions. 
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