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Stark contrasts between the black middle class and ghetto poor have raised important 
questions among scholars about what influences the status of African-Americans. 
Scholars ask whether a new system of stratification is evolving in labor market to 
respond more to class, that is, sociocconomic status and attainment than to racial 
factors. While most studies use aggregate data, this article uses in-depth interviews. 
Also, while most studies concentrate on the disadvantaged, this study focuses on those 
African-Americans who have attained some measure of economic success to explore 
this issue. Thcse interviews reveal that black employment in high-status occupations is 
partially dependent on an organization of jobs that mediate racial pressures, such as 
affirmative action jobs. They also indicate that this structure of opportunity is unstable 
because it fluctuates in response to race-conscious political conditions. Therefore, 
black attainments are not necessarily evidence of deracialization in the labor markct. 
At least partially, they indicate a dependence on (versus autonomy from) employment 
practices that are sensitive to the politics of race. 

Since at least the 1960s, a significant number of blacks appear to be entering the middle 
class via mainstream avenues to economic success and well-being (Freeman 1976; Farley 
1984). Yet, the position of economically disadvantaged blacks has deteriorated during the 
same time period (Jaynes and Williams 1989). Stark contrasts between blacks in the 
middle class and the ghetto have raised important questions among researchers about what 
influences economic opportunities for black Americans. Researchers ask whether a new 
system of stratification in thc labor market is evolving to respond more to attributes 
associated with class (such as education and family background) than to racial attributes. 
Most studies look at overall trends or concentrate on the black underclass to address this 
issue. In contrast, this article cxplorcs the relationship between race and economic oppor- 
tunity by examining the careers of blacks in white corporate management. 

Seventy-six of the highest level black executives employed in major Chicago-based 
white corporations were interviewed to analyze the characteristics of managerial jobs. 1 
distinguished two type of jobs: racialized jobs and mainstream jobs. Racialized jobs are 
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jobs in white-owned companies that were created or reoriented during the 1960s and 
1970s to carry out pro-black governmental policies and mediate black- related issues. 
Affirmative action and community relations jobs are examples. Mainstream jobs are line 
and support jobs that lack racial implications in a company. Since racialized jobs in white 
companies evolved to address black-related political issues more than profitability, I 
explore the impact of racialized versus mainstream jobs on these managers’ current status 
in white companies. For example, the decline of black protest and federal government 
support for race-based social policy during the 1980s may undermine the rational for 
racialized positions. Moreover, since racialized jobs implement political requirements and 
mainstream jobs do not, I examine the implications of filling these jobs for attaining 
mainstream corporate assignments. 

PERSPECTIVES ON RACE A N D  ECONOMIC ATTAINMENT 

In both theoretical and practical viewpoints, scholars increasingly view socioeconomic 
attributes associated with class, that is, family background and educational attainment, as 
more influential than racial discrimination in mediating black economic opportunities. 

Some scholars maintain that discrimination remains an obstacle to blacks’ full econom- 
ic participation regardless of human capital and related advantages (see Jones 1986; 
Lazear 1979; Zweigenhalft 1987; Zweigenhalft and Domhoff 199 1). However, others 
argue convincingly that blacks’ econoniic chances more likely are mediated by “nonra- 
cial” factors (Featherman and Hauser 1976; Hout 1984; Smith and Welch 1983, 1986). 
Researchers advance the perspective that black job opportunities are not anchored to racial 
discrimination per se (Wilson 1978, 1987). 

The idea that racial barriers are eroding presumes that as blacks in the middle class 
attain quality educations and ascend occupational ladders they are assimilating into the 
economic mainstream. It is a view in which culture and macroeconomic factors increas- 
ingly restrict opportunities available to disadvantaged blacks (see Becker 1981, ch. 1 I ;  
Harrington 1984; Murray 1984; Wilson 1978, 1987). Simultaneously, these factors-in 
the form of valued human capital and the expansion of skilled and high-paying jobs in 
service industries-benefit better educated blacks in the middle class. Put another way, 
the same macroeconomic trends that elaborated the underclass (e.g., shifts in technology 
and the increased numbers of white-collar jobs generated by service industries) created 
new and better opportunities for blacks to become middle class. Growth market factors 
combined with improvements in the supply of black labor to erode long-standing racial 
barriers to blacks with skills. 

In this perspective, the structure of occupations has become increasingly color-blind. 
Black social dysfunction fed by welfare dependence, family background, and limited job 
skills explains race-related job inequality and low status. Conversely, the increased acqui- 
sition of marketable work skills and quality education explain blacks’ better ability to gain 
middle-class lifestyles and successfully compete with whites. 

Nonracial explanations for blacks’ economic status not only shape theoretical issues; 
they also justify strategies for practical solutions to current economic problems. In partic- 
ular, they rationalize dismantling race-specific programs, although visions for future 
federal strategies vary among potential advisors. For instance, researchers have argued 
that many of the contemporary problems of blacks are unresponsive to race-based govern- 



Blacks on the Bubble 43 1 

mental interventions. Moreover, many argue that black leadership and misguided govern- 
ment actions actually have fostered black problems (Wilson 1978, 1981, 1987; Loury 
1985; Murray 1984; Sowell 1983; and Williams 1982). 

Race-specific programs and policies are under attack and their future is in question. 
However, a consensus seems to be building that color-blind labor markets, not race- 
conscious policies, will protect and sustain black gains in jobs once closed to them. 

THE PROBLEM OF RACE AND ECONOMIC ATTAINMENT 

Theoretical and practical perspectives on racial inequality in the contemporary economy 
hinge on the ability of some blacks to make occupational advancements. However, char- 
acteristics associated with the jobs blacks hold-which might shed more light on the role 
of race and public policy-remain out of focus. Only two sets of researchers (i.e., Brown 
and Erie 1981; Collins 1983, 1989) incorporate the possibility that a by-product of race- 
conscious policies and programs was a new employment structure in which highly edu- 
cated blacks could be of value. I In addition, cxisting research fails to look closely at the 
ways in which blacks earn income because such research is not easily accessible. I based 
my study of black executives on the idea that the lack of these data may obfuscate ways in 
which race-specific programs expanded economic opportunities for blacks. A related idea 
is that blacks might partially depend on these programs to secure their economic oppor- 
tunities. I suggest that better jobs for blacks may not just be a factor of education or, even, 
the effect of affirmative action. Better jobs may depend also on substantive changes in the 
organization of jobs, changes growing out of employers’ need to appease black constitu- 
ents and obey government regulations. This article explores the notion that political 
pressures on white employment and social institutions produced a new source of economic 
opportunities for middle-class blacks. Demands for black-oriented programs and employ- 
ment policies altered the organization of jobs and institutions to distribute more services 
and financial resources to blacks. That is, during the 1960s and 1970s administrative 
functions and race-specific programs essentially were created, expanded, or reinterpreted 
to respond to black needs. In this perspective, the expansion of programs that targeted 
blacks increased the number of professional and administrative jobs available to middle- 
class blacks. More significant is that opportunities for good jobs in white-dominated 
settings emerged in a race-oriented delivery system. Blacks, therefore. remained “func- 
tionally segregated’ in the labor market. By this, 1 mean that black professionals in white 
institutions were ghettoized to the extent that they filled roles tied to black-related demand 
factors versus the demand of total, or predominantly white, constituencies. Evidence that 
illustrates this idea of functional segregation in various employment sectors can be seen in 
a different analysis of data (Collins 1983). In this conception of how the middle class 
grew, better employment opportunities for blacks result in part from the reorganization 
and addition of jobs to address racial pressures. Employment opportunities expanded as 
political demands produced mechanisms, that is, institutions and jobs, to address racial 
inequality. Thus, even if the black middle class-more so than the underclass-benefited 
economically from political demands, these benefits remain limited because of their 
political dependency. The federal government and private employers are not always 
responsive to the particular needs of the black population. When pressures abate, organi- 
zations can cut back race-conscious services and the people who administer them. In this 
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article I explore the possibility that black managers filled segregated functions in white 
corporations that emerged during the racially tumultuous civil rights period. I also explore 
the related possibility that some of these managers’ attainments are tenuous because the 
need for racialized functions would vary in tandem with political conditions. 

METHODOLOGY 

Between May 1986 and January 1987, I specifically sought to identify and interview 76 of 
the 87 highest-ranking black executives working in Chicago-based Fortune 500 compa- 
nies.2 I set this goal since when researchers, public policymakers, and the general public 
talk about black breakthroughs, these are some of the people they are talking about. In 
focusing on this group, I studied people at a level where conformity to corporate cultures 
and personal networks are key factors in individual mobility. So, too, is skill a key factor 
for success. Therefore, I conceive these people to be at a level of attainment where the 
influence of race appears to be absent or to not matter anymore. These executives exem- 
plify black middle-class beneficiaries of the civil rights movement and seem clearly to 
have broken racial barriers.3 

To locate these managers, I used Chicago Reporter (1983, 1986) “Annual Corporate 
Survey” lists citing the 52 largest white-owned industrials, ut es, retail companies, 
transportation companies, and banks in Chicago. I then asked knowledgeable informants 
familiar with the white corporate community in Chicago to identify black officers in these 
firms. These same informants also identified employees of the targeted companies who 
might be able to provide names of higher-level black officers. I asked these new “in- 
house” informants to identify blacks at the selected levels of management. Finally, I asked 
black executives who participated in  the study to identify other top blacks in the selected 
Chicago firms. 

I sought out black executives at the highest levels in companies and information from 
informants and articles in the press suggests I found them. Knowledgeable sources, such 
as executive headhunters, confirmed that I defined and located nearly the entire population 
of senior-level black executives employed in Chicago. However, it is difficult to specify 
the exact number of blacks who met the study criteria. Nevertheless, publications such as 
Dollars and Sense (e.g., 1985) highlight the nation’s top-ranking black executives and the 
people I interviewed routinely appear in these accounts. 

The executives hold some of the more desirable and prestigious positions in Chicago 
corporations. About two-thirds (56 of76) had the title of director or above, including two 
chief officers, 30 vice-presidents, and 24 unit directors. (The total includes three people 
with the title of “manager” whose rank within the organization was equivalent to vice- 
president or director.) In addition to being the top people in Chicago, participants in this 
study were among the highest-ranking black executives in the country. Five of them were 
the only blacks in the nation to have achieved their level in a company. Almost half (32 of 
76) were the highest-ranking blacks in a company’s nationwide management structure. 

Using vitae respondents sent to me prior to the interview, I conducted semi-structured 
interviews in which respondents were asked to describe, in detail, each job they had held 
over the course of their careers. I differentiated the “racialized” and “mainstream” tasks 
for each job held by a manager. I considered jobs racialized when the description of a job 
showed a substantive or a symbolic connection to black communities, to black issues, or 
to civil rights agencies at any level of governments4 
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While obviously there are a variety of jobs in management, I propose that it is not just 
color-blind skill and economic shifts that support the position of these managers in 
corporations. I believe these managers also benefit from filling jobs created by race- 
specific programs that grew out of civil rights demands and the ensuing legislation. 
Therefore, the first question asks whether their relationship to the economy became 
functionally segregated over the course of their careers. That is, did the managers I 
interviewed fill corporate slots that are distinguishable along racial lines?5 

PLACEMENT IN RACE-BASED JOBS 

Figure 1 shows that one-third of the people I interviewed (25 of 76 managers) never 
performed a rdciahzed job. Their corporate careers were completely in the mainstream. 
Conversely, two-thirds experienced some functional segregation in a company by having 
had one or more racialized jobs. Managers in the mainstream of a company have careers 
made up of jobs interfacing with total constituencies. They do not act in an intermediary 
role presiding between white corporations and black consumer, manpower, or political 
issues. The career of a vice-president and regional sales manager for a Fortune 500 
company in the manufacturing and retail food industry provides an illustration. This 
manager was hired as a market researcher for a Fortune 15 east coast oil company in 1961 
where his job involved marketing only to the total (predominantly white) consumer 
market not to “special” (predominantly black) markets. In 1968, this manager accepted a 
position as a salesman with his current employer and, again, reported he was never 
assigned a black territory, although sales territories in his current company were seg- 
mented by race. He said: 

Those kinds of things even happen now, so that . . . in New York . . . especially in 
Harlem, the Bronx, Brooklyn, you would basically have black sales reps or Hispanic. 
At that time [in 19681 . . . it happened a lot [but] I happened not to get caught in that 
because I lived in New Jersey and they want your territory to be closer to home . . . 
there were no blacks. 

Figure 7 .  Percent of 76 Managers Who Had Racialired jobs. 
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The manager moved up through the sales hierarchy from salesman to sales manager, from 
zone manager to district manager, from area manager, to division manager, finally to his 
present job in the company as an officer in the firm. He was not assigned to black 
territories as a salesman nor as a sales manager, neither was he responsible for a predomi- 
nantly black sales force nor for strategic marketing to the black community when he 
managed geographical areas. 

A heavily recruited vice-president of investor relations with an MBA from the Univer- 
sity of Chicago is a similar example of upward mobility within the mainstream job 
structure of companies. In 1968, this manager entered the white private sector and worked 
her way up in banking until, in 1984, she was recruited by a major food manufacturer in 
Chicago to become an assistant vice-president and director. After a brief tenure, she again 
was recruited, this time by her current employer, and became a full vice-president and 
officer. At no point did her jobs with these three firms link her to blacks or to issues 
relating to blacks. She was not used by firms to give financial advice primarily to black 
organizations, nor was she the interface between company and black consumers or inves- 
tors. Neither did she work on any federally funded loan programs administered in the 
private sector targeting minority constituencies, such as Small Business Administration 
(SBA) programs. Although firms she worked for had affirmative action, manpower, and 
community affairs programs she was never approached to manage, nor did she ever 
administer, programs of this kind. 

Black executives with mainstream careers are the successful products of moral and 
legislative commitments made to incorporate blacks into the higher-paying occupations in 
white-dominated institutions. However, Figure 1 also shows that most managers (55 of 
76) had racialized jobs. Twelve of 76 managers had held one job created by companies to 
respond to black protest and goGernmenta1 requirements. Over half the managers (39 of 
76) had held two or more jobs produced by social policy mandates and protest. 

The account of a vice-president and director of urban affairs is one example. This 
manager moved up in the white banking sector through a series of newly-created commu- 
nity relations and corporate affairs jobs. Throughout, this man was a company ombuds- 
man whose task was to “promote the visibility and good name” of the bank in the black 
community in Chicago. 

Similarly, the career of a senior vice-president o f  sales for a Fortune 500 printing and 
publishing company was interspersed with black community relations jobs that “devel- 
op[ed] a good corporate citizenship image among blacks and . . . workled] with . . . local 
[black] agencies. ” 

A senior vice-president and zone manager wfho works for a major firm in the fast-food 
industry and who is, nationally, one of highest-ranking black executives in the white 
corporate sector, also spent part of his tenure in an “urban affairs” job. He said: 

After the civil disorders, the riots . . . there was a tremendous movement . . . to have 
black ownership in [black] communities around the country. Basically [myj job was to 
work with the licensee dcpartmcnt and coming up with minority candidates around the 
country to become licensees. 

Racialized functions showed up in the range of jobs held by respondents. People em- 
ployed in operations took on racialized functions managing predominantly black work- 
forces and mediating black-white relationships in racially volatile employment settings. 
Public relations executives took on racialized functions in which they interacted predomi- 
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nantly with black comniunity organizations for white corporations. Sales executives be- 
came involved in helping white corporations orient product advertisements specifically to 
black markets and developing socially sensitive corporate programs to project positive 
images to black consumers. Personnel managers helped companies in the recruitment and 
training of blacks and in tasks otherwise designed to ease the entry and promotion of 
blacks within white-dominated institutions. 

Racialized jobs show up in most of these successful managerial careers and a question 
naturally arises: what caused employment opportunities to be skewed this way’? One 
explanation would be that jobs tied to blacks are part of the ordinary make-up of corporate 
operations. They do not indicate racial divisions. For instance, it would be difficult for 
black managers employed in personnel in major metropolitan areas not to be in jobs tied to 
concentrations of blacks. Blacks make up a large proportion of blue-collar workers. 
However, having blacks in racialized jobs implies more than this routine involvement. 
Racialized jobs have political goals that evolved because of pressures on companies to 
ameliorate black problems and administer government regulations. I suggest that careers 
took this course because black activism and governmental regulations provoked an admin- 
istrative crisis in businesses’ operating environments. Corporations solved their problem 
with blacks by funneling race-specific policy through these managers. 

The career of a black director of testing for an educational test and supply company 
shows this. In 1965, this manager was promoted from an entry-level customer- 
representative job to become manager of community relations. During this period, his 
company was in jeopardy of losing a lucrative market in a New Orleans public school 
district. The year 1965 was in the middle of an era when blacks were demanding more 
representation and community control, and a change of school district management put 
blacks in key buying positions. The manager stated flatly that he was promoted because 
“the company was abruptly shut out land] they needed somebody black to represent [it]” 
to this sales constituency. A new political mandate emerged in his company to pacify 
blacks in a militant consumer population. The movement of this manager into community 
relations was a response to political demands. 

Similar dynamics can be identified in his promotion to personnel manager in the same 
company. He explained that, at the time, the company was one-third black and most were 
“secretaries and [office] administrative types.” Top white management explicitly stated the 
purpose behind this second promotion. Because blacks were ghettoized, within the low- 
paying jobs in the company he explained: 

I was told that there was a lot of dissatisfaction in the ranks [and] there was a dcfinite 
need for someone [black] to be visible in personncl. [My job was] to make blacks in 

the company fed they were being related to . . . to present a positive image to the staff 
[and] to show them they could make i t .  

An executive for a major steel company provides a second illustration of black-related 
crises faced by white-dominated environments. This man shifted from construction pro- 
ject manager to a public affairs job in 1974 when a major construction project came under 
attack by the Chicago Defender, a black newspaper. He said, “[The company] wanted me 
to get them out of trouble . . . big trouble. [Blacks] were threatening to picket . . . the 
minority community . . . was threatening the project.” The black media-as well as the 
black community which surrounded the construction site-criticized the company’s lack 
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of black suppliers and contractors. This manager’s job in public affairs was created to 
develop a minority procurement program to put this public protest to rest. 

Figure 2 shows the total number of people who were ever employed in major fields 
(i.e., in personnel, public relations, sales, production, and technical fields). Figure 2 also 
shows the proportion of blacks who filled at least one job, while in a field, which targeted 
black consumers, black labor, or black constituencies. Figure 2 shows that managers had 
racialized jobs in each area. The largest number of people had at least one racialized job in 
public relations and personnel areas.The large presence of managers in racialized person- 
nel and public relations jobs is consistent with the idea that good jobs for blacks emerged 
or expanded because of political pressures on corporations. The federal government and 
black communities demanded accommodations which increased the need for companies to 
have blacks visible in these key departments. In public relations, for instance, corporate 
giving programs needed broadened initiatives because of increasing pressures from black 
communities and from changing urban environments. Even more distinctively, personnel 
departments underwent dramatic transitions to address hiring priorities established by the 
government. 

Political pressures on corporations were great which created a demand for blacks in 
these areas. Forty-five of the 56 managers who had racialized jobs specifically had person- 
nel and public relations jobs managing affirmative action and urban affairs programs. 
Twenty-two of these 45 managers (49 percent) were working in mainstream areas and 
were approached by company management to take these jobs. Twelve of these 22 ap- 
proached managers (55 percent) were personally solicited for these jobs by senior-level 
management. Senior vice-presidents and chief executive officers asked them to take these 
jobs. Nine of these 22 managers (41 percent) turned these jobs down and were approached 
a second time by top management. Eleven of the 22 approached managers (50 percent) 
were given salary increases, more prestigious job titles, and promises of future rewards. 
One respondent commented somewhat ironically: 
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It was during the early 1970s, and there weren’t very many peoplc around that could 
do anything for minorities. . . . I mean, they were really, all the companies were really 
scrambling. . . . All you saw was minorities functioning in that . . . and it doesn’t 
take much brain power to figure out that that’s where most of us were going to end up. 

Both economic and political demands of consumer constituencies can produce employ- 
ment opportunities. Employment opportunities tied to economic mandates occur in re- 
sponse to consumer preferences and buying patterns, and demands that stem from the 
marketplace create these opportunities. Employment opportunities resulting from political 
mandates are tied to protest and pressure; they are outgrowths of social policy and 
governmental intervention. The data I use above highlight the segment of black oppor- 
tunities that are protest related and result from political influences on labor-market de- 
mand. Such labor-market demand benefited blacks to the extent that it created and ex- 
panded black opportunities in higher-paying and previously-closed positions, such as 
managerial jobs. On the other hand, if this demand responds to the disruptiveness and the 
pervasiveness of black protest, then as political pressures abate, this demand will decline. 
Therefore, do racialized jobs become expendable’? 

STATUS OF CURRENT JOBS 

This section of the article asks: is this system of opportunity within white corporate 
environments vulnerable to changing political conditions? I explore the possibility that the 
attack on race-based programs and the reduction of black community pressures contribute 
to a race-based vulnerability in these managers’ corporate careers. 

In the 1980s, the federal government’s 20-year commitment to policies and practices 
that assisted blacks to compete economically experienced a dramatic reversal. Throughout 
the decade, a clear message was sent of White House opposition to race-based policies 
and protections, particularly the policy of affirmative action (Hudson and Broadnax 1982). 
Similarly, a decade of U.S. Supreme Court appointments and decisions also signaled a 
retreat from the endorsement of the principle of race-based remedies to overcome historic 
discrimination (Wilson et al. 1991).6 (Although the court did twice endorse affirmative 
action policies during the decade’ the majority of decisions clearly indicated that the use 
of preferential hiring policies was now on soft ground.) 

The attack on race-specific programs reduced the role of the federal government as a 
strong advocate of black employment. If federal policies assisted in the creation of jobs 
for middle-class blacks, then a retreat from racial policies may undermine blacks’ gains in 
the labor market. For instance, a race-neutral federal stance would cause employers to 
retreat from past affirmative action (i.e., numerical) commitments. Of interest in this 
article, however, is whether there are substantive characteristics that make black jobs 
particular targets to be let go in companies. The hypothesis here is that because of the 
race-specific focus of these jobs, this administrative structure will fluctuate along with 
political conditions. 

Managers were asked if their jobs had changed in title, scope of responsibilities, 
budget, or functions since 1980. I asked, for example if  any of their responsibilities had 
been increased, reassigned to other managers, or dissolved. I also asked about departmen- 
tal changes, that is, if budgets and staff had increased or decreased. Racialized jobs in 



438 THE SOCIOLOGICAL QUARTERLY Vol. 34iNo. 3/1993 

lZO 1 N=30 N=46 

Racislized Mainstream 

Lsst Job in Company 
Figure 3 .  Changes in Mainstream and Racialized jobs Since 1980. 

corporations were the most recent employment for over one-third (30 of the 76)  of the 
managers I interviewed. Figure 3 compares the reports of 45 mainstream managers with 
these 30 managers in racialized jobs. One chief executive officer was excluded from this 
summary since CEOs might be fired by a corporate board but the job itself would not be 
increased, downsized, or eliminated. 

This figure conforms to what my hypothesis would predict. Black executives in 
racialized jobs (50 percent versus 11 percent) reported the company had eliminated, 
reduced, or redistributed some of their functions to managers in other areas of a company 
much more than did black executives in mainstream jobs. 

An example is a vice-president of urban affairs who began his career in the financial 
industry in the early 1970s in affirmative action. Due to the intensity of racial pressures in 
Chicago, his job evolved into a community liaison position that primarily focused on 
placating blacks. He summarizes his job this way: 

I kept my hands on the pulse of the [black] community-I sold the bank’s story out to 
the community. 1 conducted the social audit, finding out where the bank was deficient, 
where they could come up to speed. 

In the next quote, this manager makes explicit the different futures of the two tracks of 
functions in public relations, mainstream and racialized (i.e., black). The mainstream 
functions are responsible for maintaining traditional, that is, white, civic contributions. 
The black function, for which this manager was responsible, was essentially an appease- 
ment role. In the late 197Os, the rationale for appeasement was undermined by an atmos- 
phere in which pressure from blacks was absent, and the black community affairs function 
was cut back. He said: 

They kept talking, they had this term “the long hot summer” and up to about 1976 [or] 
1977, they were talking about the long hot summer [but] nothing happened. [So] they 
just cut the money. 1 mean, their traditional lines of support . . . for the [Chicago] 
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symphony, and the [Chicago] Art Institute and those kinds of things, they were still 
maintaining a level. But no [money for] community groups, grass-roots types. There 
was just a withdrawal. 

It can also be seen in Figure 3, however, that mainstream as well as racialized jobs 
experienced vulnerability. Therefore, job vulnerability cannot be viewed merely as a 
product of racial inequality in the job structure. Stories 01 white-collar workers. including 
middle managers and financial-industry employees, illustrate that job fragility is also a 
feature of macroeconomic changes such as greatly diminished growth in service-sector 
jobs (Forbes 1991; Hertz 1990). Indeed, in the post-1980 era of corporate mergers and 
economic restructuring, news reports indicate that both white and black managers have 
been victims of job loss in major corporations (New York Times 1987; U.S.  News & World 
Report 1987). Job insecurity confronts individuals who are in high-status occupations, not 
blacks per se. However, are there substantive differences within this strata of jobs that 
make black fragility in management a somewhat different phenomenon? 

The next series of quotes illustrate how politically uscful jobs in white companies 
become economically expendable, particularly in a context of corporate buyouts and 
economic reorganization. A director of community affairs and public affairs managed the 
black component of public relations for a major retail firm in Chicago. Since 1972, this 
respondent was charged with “keeping [up] the image” of the company in the black 
community and represented the company at conventions, on community boards, and on 
the committees of black community organizations. Between 198 1 and 1982, the company 
began streamlining the workforce to maximize profits and, in a way similar to the case just 
recounted, when pressure waned the company image among black consumers became less 
important. During this period, the respondent reported, his job in community affairs ‘tjust 
wasn’t important to them-they just didn’t want to spend money on that any more.” The 
manager reported, “they wanted to cut the job, they just didn’t want to cut me” and the 
black component of community affairs was dismantled completely. Throughout, managers 
in racialized jobs told similar stories. For instance, I spoke with a 20-year manager of 
corporate contributions and community relations for a steel company who was “looking 
for opportunities elsewhere.” He reported that the programs he ran were funded by 
company reserves set aside during the 1960s and 1970s following black riots in Chicago. 
These reserves were once large but project funding diminished as company profits dimin- 
ished in the comparatively calm racial atmosphere of the 1980s. He said, “[The depart- 
ment] will have a totally different look. . . . [Itlwill honor the commitments we made for 
this year and phase out. That includes me and part of my staff.” 

Even managers who have not experienced immediate reductions say that racialized 
functions are easy targets because of the political climatc and corporate reorganization. 
An example is a manager who designed a minority purchasing program for his company. 
This program identifies minority businessmen and helps them compete to supply goods 
and services to the company via contracts that ordinarily went to larger white firms. This 
manager was considering retirement, and he indicated that although his program budget 
had increased over the years, the company would probably cut his job when he resigns. 
The company began streamlining in 1984, reducing purchasing requirements and its base 
of minority and majority suppliers. He said: 

They haven’t tried to cut back my program, my budget grows every year. But they’re 
trying to eliminate the supplier base. . . . They reduced it by half between last year 
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and this and they want to reduce it again by half next year. [Do you think the company 
will fill your job once you leave?] No. When I leave I’m not cvcn grooming anybody to 
take my job. As far as I know, I don’t think the company is [grooming someone] either. 

The job was created in a highly specialized area to assist black and other minority 
businessmen gain company contracts. The mainstream, less specialized, counterpart is 
in the area of purchasing. The mainstream purchasing functions, although vulner- 
able,will remain. But the respondent’s part of the purchasing function-which is 
oriented toward blacks-apparently will be allowed to dissolve. 

The apparent explanation is that racialized jobs were created when economic expansion 
and race-specific employment demands converged. In the 1980s, these trends reversed. 
Political pressure placed on employers by government and black publics weakened, at the 
same time as competition for market share intensified. Racial functions, therefore, have 
greatly reduced value. 

JOB SECURITY 

The hypothesis indicated that these jobs would vary according to conditions. It therefore 
suggests that a race-based structure of job opportunities actually works both ways. Where 
pressure declines jobs become unstable, but where pressure is stable so are these jobs. 
Race would make blacks in these jobs vulnerable, but these jobs can also protect blacks 
from job loss. 

Not all managers who have racialized responsibilities expressed concern about their 
future in a company. Half of the managers (15 of 30) reported that their jobs had been 
downgraded or cut and half reported that their jobs had not (see Figure 3). Does variability 
in the reports of these managers undermine my thesis that fragility is a component in 
racialized careers? It does not if managers’reports of greater relative job security coincide 
with areas where remnants of political pressure remain on employers. 

Figure 4 summarizes reports ofjob changes that have occurred among the 30 respondents 
in race-relations areas. The jobs of these managers are sorted into two fields, affirmative 
action and community relations. I classified managers with equal employment opportunity, 
personnel, and staff-training functions as affirmative action, and managers with urban 
affairs, corporate contributions, marketing, and public relations functions as community 
relations. People who filled affirmative action jobs reported fewer cuts than those filling 
community affairs jobs. About one-third of the managers (four of 13) in affirmative action 
reported job cuts compared to two-thirds of the managers (1 1 of 17) in community relations. 

Although the numbers arc admittedly small, black jobs in community relations espe- 
cially have been cut. These data support linking political pressures to job vulnerability 
since variability in political pressure can be located here. Affirmative action jobs are 
produced from a less volatile source of political pressure than community relations jobs 
since they are tied to government requirements. Thus, it is reasonable to presume that 
affirmative action jobs are less vulnerable because of the regulatory environment. For 
instance, two affirmative action managers who reported that their responsibilities had 
increased also reported that their current employers were under consent decrees. Obvi- 
ously, the rationale that created these jobs still remains, even if attenuated. Even if a 
company wished to cut affirmative action slots, it would still have visits from compliance 
officers and government regulations to contend with. 
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Affirmative Field Community 

Action Relations 
Figure 4.  Job Changes Since 1980, by Field. 

Black community-relations jobs, on the other hand, were created in response to com- 
munity pressures and a need for visibility among black constituencies. A recent model for 
this phenomenon is a major consumer goods company in Chicago. This company was 
negotiating with a grass-roots group of black activists who targeted the company because 
of its poor performance in minority hiring. As a result, a mainstream company job in 
corporate giving was transformed into a community affairs job and a new (black) commu- 
nity affairs manager was hired. Given this context, it seems reasonable to argue that as 
pressures from the government abate (as have pressures from the black community), 
affirmative action jobs will al\o become increasingly expendable in companies. 

Overall, this pattern is one in which relatively stable positions are grounded in the 
residuals of political pressure. Therefore, these managers’ reports concerning job stability 
do not undermine the,thesis of political dependency. They appear to be the exception but 
they are part of the rule. Political conditions erode these managers’ jobs and, conversely, 
protect them. Job security is anchored to the governmental and black community pressures 
that remain in place today. Moreover, this pattern supports the idea that job security is 
contingent on racial factors. Under conditions in which racial pressures abate, the vul- 
nerability of these positions would increasingly emerge and these jobs would be 
eliminated. 

ATTEMPTS AT JOB ENHANCEMENT 

Having shown that the racialized structure of jobs is distinctive, the next question is 
whether taking these jobs marginalizes blacks in companies. During post- 1980 cutbacks, 
some managers made attempts to break out of racialized slots and into the mainstream of a 
company. Did the degree to which they succeeded hinge, at least in part, on their previous 
work experience? That is, is racialized human capital a factor perceived to limit managers’ 
value in mainstream corporate functions? People whose careers incorporate some, but not 
a majority, of racialized jobs are coded as having “mixed” careers. People who had a 
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majority of racialized jobs are coded as having “segregated” careers. Although illustrative 
rather than conclusive, the following comparisons of segregated and mixed careers sug- 
gest that career segregation makes black managers dependent on racial politics because 
they lack requisite experience in core corporate areas. 

The experience of a past community relations manager fo r  a major electronics corpora- 
tion highlights that the skills that once were in demand now are a contributing factor to 
these managers’ economic vulnerability. This man reported that his company’s commit- 
ment to urban affairs began to decrease and, observing the handwriting on the wall” as he 
put it, he made multiple attempts to get out of urban affairs. He reported: 

I was just not able to make that break. 1 talked to [people] in various divisions that I 
was interested in, and 1 got the lip service that they would keep [me] in mind if 
something opened up. A5 it happened, that just did not develop. I can never remember 
being approached by anyone. Nothing [happened]-that I can really hang [onto] as an 
offer. People would ask, “have you cvcr run a profit and loss operation?“ 

Finally, he described himself as taking “hat in  hand” and approaching senior management 
in 1982 to request duties he knew to be available in a general administrative area. He said: 

Frankly, this was an attempt to seize an opportunity. This time I went and I asked for a 
[new assignment]. We had some retirement within the company and some reorganiza- 
tion. I saw an opportunity to help myself. The urban affairs was shrinking. A number 
of jobs we created [in urban affairs] were completely eliminated. It just happened that 
the opportunity [to pick up administrative services] was therc. It had a significant 
dollar budget and profit and loss opportunity. . . . It was concrctc and useful. So 1 
asked for it. 

He was only temporarily successful in his attempt to exchange urban af‘airs for a more 
stable assignment in administrative services. One year later. he was invited to resign from 
the company because of poor performance. 

An urban affairs manager who tried to move to warehouse distribution in a retail 
company was similarly constrained. This manager constructed a successful career, but the 
trade-off for rising in a company in race-oriented jobs was that he became cut off from 
mainstream areas. He failed in his shift from what he termed the “money-using” to the 
“money-producing” part of the business: 

I was too old to do  what you had to do to compete. . . . I was competing with 21- and 
22-year-olds to get into the system. They couldn’t charge [my salary1 to a store and 
have me doing the same thing the others [were] doing [for much less money]. You need 
the ground-level experience. When I should have gotten it ,  I was busy running an 
affirmative action department. 

I explored with him possibilities for placement in other areas of the company. I asked why 
he didn’t expand his job into mainstream public relations, an area he was (apparently) 
more qualified to pursue. He responded: 

I thought about it very scriously. I wondered where 1 was going with thc system. It 
came up quite often. 1 talked about it when I first accepted this job. And at the end, 
they told me,“We don‘t know. We’ll h a w  to get back to you.” They never did. 
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That his superiors never got back to him may result from the fact that the organization 
needed him precisely where he was placed. Or, it may result from senior management’s 
perception that he lacked the necessary skills to compcte with younger mainstream man- 
agers who had moved up through that field. In either event, these people identified two 
routes to buffer their position in a company. One was to move laterally into an entirely 
different corporate area associated with mainstream planning, production, or administra- 
tion. The second was to move laterally to the mainstream component of the racialized 
area. These quotes illustrate that people who specialize in affirmative action and commu- 
nity relations are stymied in both routes. In exchange for establishing an expertise in 
racialized functions, these managers’ value is reduced in other areas. Because of limited 
skills and career “track records,”people who were concentrated in racialized roles lacked 
the human capital to compete in mainstream company areas. The same skills that made 
thetn valuable later constrained them. 

A director of affirmative action in his mid-40s talked about this dead end when he said, 
“Nobody ever told me . . . that if you stay in [this] job you’d be in [this] joh forever. You 
don’t move to vice-president of personnel from manager of EEO.” 

People with mixed careers, in contrast, had more flexibility. They could enlarge their 
roles within core areas in the company. For example, a director of community affairs and 
area personnel manager with a major Chicago retailer had a 19-year career which alter- 
nated between personnel and labor relations, and urban affairs and affirmative action. In 
1985, he was appointed as the replacement for an exiting black vice-president of commu- 
nity affairs. His new position in community affairs was a downgraded version of the old 
job; his title was director of community affairs. In 1986,the community affairs staff and 
budget once again were reduced. In the next quote, he explains how he aggressively was 
able to enlarge his role, which had become a meaningless position: 

I went into my boss and told him 1 could do it with one hand tied behind my back. 1 had 
a director title for something that took one day a week to do. 1 told him that he had to 
give me some more responsibilities in personnel. So that’s how I got that. [The 
commitment to affirmative action had] gotten so bad, the firm moved its headquarters 
from O’Hare to Salt Lake City. 1 guess that’s one way of getting the monkey off your 
back. 

The fact that company headquarters moved out of Chicago, which has a highly politicized 
urban black environment, to a much less confrontational and predominantly white envi- 
ronment, may indeed be partially the reason for reducing the budget for community 
affairs. To protect his future in the company, this manager asked for, and received, more 
responsibilities in mainstream personnel. Had he not had critical experience in personnel 
functions, it is likely that continuing cutbacks in community affairs eventually would have 
placed him in the ranks of vulnerable managers. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this article I have illustrated that mobility within the black middle class since 1960 may 
be tied to a racial division of labor that emerged as a result of civil rights initiatives. I used 
interviews with highly successful and apparently fully assimilated black executives in 
white corporations. I then showed that many of these executives are utilized in a racialized 
niche of managerial jobs that are linked to black needs. Blacks who occupy this job 
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structure experience double jeopardy-the threat of downward mobility comes from 
changes both in the structure of the economy and in the public policy agenda. Twenty 
years ago, affirmative action and community relations jobs represented a new source of 
corporate management jobs for blacks. Ironically, however, these avenues of upward 
mobility also infused a race-based fragility into black managerial gains 20 years later. 
Corporate affirmative action, Community relations, and other “black” jobs are administra- 
tive outgrowths of specific political conditions. The decline of protest and governmental 
support for race-based social policy during the 1980s undermined the rationale for 
racialized positions. 

My data on black managers both support and differ from current views of growth in the 
black middle class. They support the idea that race-specific programs and higher educa- 
tional attainment enabled blacks to climb occupational and income hierarchies historically 
closed to them. But they do not support the assumption that mobility within the middle 
class is a sign that blacks are assimilating into a color-blind labor market. Rather, the data 
suggest that governmental solutions to racial inequality have been resisted and not incor- 
porated into the workplace. Interviews are from blacks who have “made it” by most 
standards, yet they illustrate that careers in management have race-regulated ceilings and 
systems of mobility. Broad occupational titles and income alone do not necessarily tell the 
story. Indeed, they may overstate the case for black advancement. 

I speculate that gains blacks have made over 25 years may be in jeopardy. The biggest 
industrial corporations are slashing workforces with a vengeance. General Motors, for 
example, announced plans to reduce costs by cutting 20,000 white-collar workers. More- 
over, there has been a rapid decline in service-sector employment growth as companies in 
the United States face global competition. Cutbacks in white-collar jobs would mean 
that middle-class blacks would compete less successfully in a labor market unprotected by 
public policy and, further, one that is also undergoing dramatic transitions. Well-educated 
workers who perform the core activities at the heart of a company will fare relatively well. 
After all, firms cannot eliminate these positions without eliminating the firms’ purposes. 
However, workers employed in affirmative action, community relations, and other sup- 
port jobs dealing with the federal government will find little demand for those talents. 

Even thought the Democrats have regained the White House, it is doubtful that federal 
advocacy of race-based programs will rebound to pre-Republican levels. If the federal 
government dismantles race-specific programs and affirmative action mandates, the effort 
to create and maintain equal employment opportunities in companies may shrink 
accordingly. 

The problem of blacks that once occupied the nation has given way to a job problem 
that threatens the lifestyles of the general population. As job competition intensifies, civil 
disorder within the black community may erupt again. The economic gap between haves 
and have-nots is wide, greater than it was ten years ago, and may get even wider. At the 
same time, blacks at every level feel that social justice is limited and that leaders, laws, 
and policies do not help them. Most blacks interpret the Los Angeles riots as an event 
caused by increased feelings of helplessness similar to the sense of deprivation that caused 
cities to explode in the 1960s. Indeed, if government efforts abate and opportunities for 
good jobs decline, black community protest may erupt to 1960s levels. If this occurs, the 
problem of blacks will re-emerge near the top of the national agenda. Roles that can 
explain and help calm black disruptive elements will gain prominence, and blacks willing 
to fill these roles will again be in demand. 
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Employers should recommit to a proactive recruitment strategy and have in place a 
sufficient organizational structure to implement it. For instance, companies need to reward 
officers and managers for the recruitment and development of a diverse workforce. More- 
over, affirmative action and human resources development as it relates to minorities 
should not be dismantled. These functions should not be viewed as a marginal activities. 
Instead, recruitment and development should be viewed as a job that, if done well, will 
increase company profitability at every level. Similarly, community relations departments 
are also in jeopardy because they are seen as peripheral in white companies. But commu- 
nity enhancement, in the form of training programs, corporate donations, and minority 
business partnerships, should also be seen as having an important purpose. Pro-active 
involvement in urban communities is a way of developing a work force the company may 
draw from in the future. 
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NOTES 
1. Rescarch tends to take a narrower view of the employmcnt effects of policics such as 

affirmative action and fedcral contract compliance than the one expressed in this article. See, for 
example, Leonard (1984) and Heckman and Payner (1 989). 

One person declined to be interviewed; ten people did not interview because of logistical 
reasons or they did not meet my criteria. 

1 considered blacks to be “top executives” if: ( 1) they were employed in a banking institution 
and had a title of comptroller, trust officer, vice-president (excluding “assistant” vice-president), 
president, or chief officer; or (2) they wcre employed in a nonfinancial institution with a title of 
department manager, director, vice-president, or chief officer. 

For example, one manager was hired by the chief executive officer of a major retailer in 1968 
specifically to eradicate discriminatory employment practices uscd in the personnel department to 
exclude blacks from higher-paying positions in the company. 1 coded this job “racialized” since it 
was designed to improve black opportunities in the company at a time when the federal government 
increasingly was requiring it. Jobs that were described in a way that revealed neither explicit nor 
implicit connections to blacks were labeled “mainstream.” When a managers’ description left me 
undecided about the nature of a job or when it was not feasible to examine careers on a job-by-job 
basis, I asked respondents a broad question to identify jobs that were racialized. Specifically, I 
asked, “During the 1960s and the early 1970s, social programs such as EEO, manpower training, 
and community affairs were hot items in some corporations. Did you ever have a job in any of these 
areas?’’ 

5.  
6. 

2 .  

3 .  

4. 

The role of gender in this context is not discussed; only eight of 76 were women. 
Memphis Firefighters v. Stotts (19841, Wygant v. Jackson Board of Education (1986), and 

J .  A .  Croson Company v. City ofRichmond (1989) are examples of key decisions in which the 
principle of racial preferences in employment were undermined. 

In 1986, the Supreme Court in Local 93 v. Ci& uf Cleveland held that local courts can 
approve settlements that involve the preferential hiring of blacks, in the same year. the decision in 
Local 28 v. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission approved a lower-court order requiring a 
union local to hire a fixed quota of blacks. 

7.  
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