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Involve Community to Ensure Equitable Treatment

By Julie Schwietert Collazo

Throughout several years of American history, the feder-
al government has made multiple attempts to ensure eq-
uitable treatment of all Americans. These efforts have of-
ten been enshrined through Civil Rights Acts, legislation
intended to dismantle systemic race-based discrimination.
While some acts have been ambitious in intent and scale,
they have only been partial in achieving their goals. The
main reason, say some scholars, is that while legislation
may prohibit practices like voter suppression or redlining
(withholding services for residents of certain communities
based on race), it does not eliminate underlying racism
informing such practices.

The first Civil Rights Act was passed in 1866, a signifi-
cant—and contentious—victory during the post-slavery
Reconstruction era. This act was a milestone; however,
as scholar George Rutherglen noted in Civil Rights in the
Shadow of Slavery: The Constitution, Common Law, and the
Civil Rights Act of 1866 (2013), “We should look to the Civil
Rights Act of 1866 as a locus of disputes of continuing sig-
nificance rather than as a source of solutions.” The decla-
ration of equal rights was crucial, but not definitive; the
work of this Civil Rights Act struggled in embodying Civil
Rights Acts’ ambitious declarations.

In the following years, nearly a dozen Civil Rights Acts
were passed and enacted by Congress, including a raft of
laws that do not carry the name “Civil Rights Act” but em-
phasize equity and equality; these include the Voting
Rights Acts of 1965 and amendments in 1970, 1975, and
1982. Nonetheless, as many historians and activists point
out, the full promise of these acts has rarely been fulfilled.
If future Civil Rights Acts are to overcome this weakness,
the intent of the acts must move beyond Congress and
into the community.
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Legislation Must Be Paired with

Informational Campaigns

A primary reason why civil rights legislation falls short,
says scholar Heather McGhee in The Sum of Us: What
Racism Costs Everyone and How We Can Prosper Together
(2021), is because policies to ensure equity for people of
color are often understood by White people as policies
that will take something from White citizens. McGhee calls
this “the racial zero-sum story”; until new narratives are
written, it will continue to be deployed and will under-
mine intended gains of Civil Rights Acts.

With this in mind, new legislation must be paired with
informational campaigns that reinforce the purpose and
spirit of Civil Rights Acts. McGhee suggests that can only
occur by writing a new shared story, one that emphasizes
a “Solidarity Dividend” theme—that equality and equity
for all means just that—rather than a zero sum. Without
mass support, civil rights legislation will always face re-
sistance that will undermine its positive impacts for all
people.

Advocacy Groups Must Activate People
Power

Civil Rights Acts have advanced rights and access for his-
torically marginalized people; however, experts suggest
that when legislation suffers from an ivory tower effect
(i.e., remaining within halls of government rather than
embodied among citizens where they live, work, and so-
cialize), it cannot achieve optimal effects.

To this end, informational campaigns must be accom-
panied by advocacy groups rallying people to support
Civil Rights Acts and to involve them in accountability
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Civil Rights Act of 1964, fiftieth anniversary commemoration held in Arizona, 2014.
US Department of Education, CC BY 2.0, via Flickr.

processes of implementing and upholding such acts. Civil
Rights Acts cannot exist merely on paper; they must be
enacted throughout the community so all citizens can
benefit.

State Governments Must Be Held
Accountable for Uniform Implementation and
Enforcement

One of the persistent challenges of Civil Rights Acts is that
federal legislation has been implemented and enforced
inconsistently by states. When a federal law with clearly
defined mandates has been enacted, states must comply.
Historically, carrot- and stick-style inducements have
been made by the federal government for states to com-
ply with Civil Rights Acts; however, this method often
hurts the very people whose equity is the goal of such Acts.
Penalizing a noncompliant state by withholding funding,
for example, ends up punishing already vulnerable com-
munities.
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The solution—uniform implementation and enforce-
ment—is challenging; however, experts suggest that pro-
viding clear standards and guidelines for implementation
encourages state compliance and avoids costly litigation
that can continue for years.
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