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Desegregating Public Schools in the Northern Cities: In the Case of
1960s Chicago
Hiroshi Takel

This paper examines the public school desegregation movement
in Chicago during the 1960s. This paper focuses on the differences
between the two major African-American communities: the South
Side and the West Side. In so doing, it identifies the historical
context in which the desegregation movement developed in
Chicago, and the significance and weaknesses of the movement.

The local reform movement among African Americans in Chicago
developed through the interaction with the historic Brown decision
of 1954 and the Civil Rights Movement in the South. Many African
Americans in Chicago perceived the Civil Rights Movement not as a
distant phenomenon in the South, but as a movement applicable to
problems of the public school system in Chicago. The significance of
the reform movement in Chicago lies in the direct action strategy
through which African Americans successfully proved the potential
of their collective power. African Americans organized school
boycotts, an anti-Willis campaign, and forced the Chicago City hall
to take some actions to improve race relations. However, the
reform movement among African Americans in Chicago was never
a monolithic entity. Reflecting the class difference and impact of
urban renewal on their neighborhoods, African American residents
in the South Side and the West Side developed their own separate
strategies. In the South Side where whites constituted a majority of
the residents, the influx of middle-class African Americans was
perceived as the invasion of the community. School integration
became a major concern as African American children tried to

transfer to a public school whose student body was largely white. In
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the West Side where the population of African Americans exploded,
overcrowded schools became a serious problem. Thus, school
desegregation had different implications in the South Side and the
West Side.

The weakness of the reform movement in Chicago lies in its
inability to integrate public schools. Although African Americans
managed to call on the federal government to intervene in the public
school problem in Chicago, the powerful Chicago mayor, Richard J.
Daley, negotiated with Lyndon B. Johnson and the movement came
to deadlock. This event made many African Americans in Chicago
realize their weak political power and seek for greater political

influence.
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