
civil rights act of 1968

The Civil Rights Act of 1968, also known as the Fair Housing Act, stands as a landmark piece of

legislation in the United States' ongoing struggle for equality. It was enacted to address systemic

discrimination, particularly in housing, and to further the principles of civil rights established in prior

legislative victories. This comprehensive act aimed to dismantle barriers that prevented individuals

from securing housing and participating fully in public life based on their race, religion, national origin,

and sex. This article will delve into the historical context, key provisions, impact, and enduring legacy

of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, exploring its multifaceted role in shaping a more just society. We will

examine the specific protections it offers, the challenges it faced, and its continued relevance in

contemporary discussions about equality and civil liberties.
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Historical Context and Legislative Journey

The Civil Rights Act of 1968 did not emerge in a vacuum. It was the culmination of decades of

activism, legal battles, and incremental legislative progress. Following the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and

the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the focus of the civil rights movement began to broaden, addressing



persistent inequalities in areas beyond public accommodations and voting. Housing discrimination, a

deeply entrenched issue, became a primary concern. Tactics such as redlining, restrictive covenants,

and discriminatory lending practices had created segregated communities and limited opportunities for

minority groups, particularly African Americans, to build wealth and achieve economic mobility. The

assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968 galvanized support for the bill, providing a

sense of urgency and moral imperative for its passage.

The legislative journey of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 was arduous. It faced significant opposition in

Congress, with lengthy debates and filibusters. Proponents argued that access to decent housing was

a fundamental human right and essential for achieving true equality. Opponents raised concerns about

states' rights and property ownership. Ultimately, the strong moral pressure and widespread public

support for civil rights, amplified by King's death, proved decisive. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed

the bill into law on April 11, 1968, marking a pivotal moment in the nation's commitment to civil rights.

Key Provisions of the Civil Rights Act of 1968

While commonly referred to as the Fair Housing Act, the Civil Rights Act of 1968 encompassed

broader provisions aimed at preventing riots and civil disorder, alongside its crucial housing

protections. Title I of the act dealt with prohibiting discrimination in employment, similar to the Civil

Rights Act of 1964, but with specific amendments. Title II addressed interstate commerce and provided

for the establishment of a Community Relations Service to assist in resolving disputes. However, the

most impactful and enduring part of the legislation is undoubtedly Title VIII, the Fair Housing Act.

The act also included provisions for jury selection and the prosecution of persons who obstructed or

interfered with civil rights. These measures were designed to strengthen the enforcement of existing

civil rights laws and to provide greater protections for individuals exercising their rights. The

multifaceted nature of the act reflected the complex challenges faced by minority groups in mid-20th

century America, requiring a comprehensive approach to achieving substantive equality.



Fair Housing Provisions

The Fair Housing Act, codified as Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, is its most significant

component. It prohibits discrimination in the sale, rental, and financing of housing based on race, color,

religion, sex, and national origin. This meant that landlords, real estate agents, developers, and

lenders could no longer refuse to deal with individuals or steer them away from certain neighborhoods

based on these protected characteristics. The intent was to ensure that everyone had an equal

opportunity to find safe and affordable housing.

The protections extended to various types of housing, including single-family homes, apartments, and

vacant land. It also covered discriminatory advertising and the actions of real estate brokers. The goal

was to dismantle the systemic segregation that had been perpetuated for generations, fostering more

integrated communities and providing greater access to better schools, jobs, and resources. This was

a direct assault on practices like redlining, where financial institutions would refuse services to people

in certain neighborhoods based on race or ethnicity, effectively denying them access to mortgages and

other financial tools.

Prohibitions Against Discrimination

The Fair Housing Act clearly delineated specific discriminatory practices that were outlawed. These

included:

Refusing to sell or rent a dwelling to any person because of race, color, religion, sex, or national

origin.

Discriminating against any person in the terms, conditions, or privileges of sale or rental of a

dwelling, or in the provision of services or facilities in connection therewith, because of race,

color, religion, sex, or national origin.



Making, printing, or publishing any notice, statement, or advertisement, with respect to the sale

or rental of a dwelling, that indicates any preference, limitation, or discrimination based on race,

color, religion, sex, or national origin.

Representing to any person that any dwelling is not available for inspection, sale, or rental, for

discriminatory reasons, when in fact it is so available.

Denying any person access to or membership in a real estate brokers' organization, multiple

listing service, or other similar organizations.

Discriminating in the financing of housing, including mortgage lending.

These prohibitions were designed to create a more equitable housing market, ensuring that individuals

were judged on their ability to pay and their qualifications, rather than on their protected

characteristics. The inclusion of "sex" as a protected category in 1968 was a significant step, reflecting

the growing awareness of gender-based discrimination.

Enforcement Mechanisms and Legal Challenges

The Civil Rights Act of 1968 established mechanisms for enforcing its provisions. Initially, enforcement

relied heavily on individuals filing complaints with the Department of Housing and Urban Development

(HUD). HUD would investigate these complaints and attempt conciliation between the parties. If

conciliation failed, individuals could pursue legal action in federal court.

Over time, the enforcement mechanisms have been strengthened. Amendments to the act have

expanded HUD's authority to issue charges of discrimination and to conduct administrative hearings.

Despite these provisions, the act has faced numerous legal challenges and ongoing struggles for full

implementation. Proving housing discrimination can be complex, often requiring sophisticated legal



strategies and the analysis of statistical data. Furthermore, subtle forms of discrimination, such as

disparate impact claims, continue to be a significant area of legal debate and advocacy.

Impact and Legacy of the Civil Rights Act of 1968

The Civil Rights Act of 1968, particularly the Fair Housing Act, has had a profound and lasting impact

on American society. It dismantled many of the legal barriers that had previously perpetuated

residential segregation. While it did not instantly erase all forms of discrimination, it provided a crucial

legal framework for challenging discriminatory practices and advocating for equal housing

opportunities. The act empowered individuals to seek redress when they were denied housing due to

their protected status.

The legacy of the act is evident in the increased diversity of many neighborhoods and the legal

precedent it set for combating discrimination. It fostered greater residential mobility for minority groups

and contributed to the desegregation of schools and communities. However, the fight for true housing

equity is ongoing. Persistent challenges remain, including issues of affordable housing, gentrification,

and subtle forms of discrimination that are harder to detect and prosecute. The act continues to be a

vital tool for civil rights advocates working to achieve full housing justice.

The Fair Housing Act Today

Today, the Fair Housing Act remains a cornerstone of civil rights law in the United States. It is actively

enforced by HUD and through private litigation. The scope of protected classes has also expanded

over time through judicial interpretation and subsequent legislation, now including familial status and

disability. This ensures that individuals with children and those with disabilities are also protected from

housing discrimination.

The principles enshrined in the Fair Housing Act continue to inform contemporary discussions about



fair housing, equal opportunity, and the creation of inclusive communities. Advocacy groups regularly

work to raise awareness about fair housing rights and to combat emerging forms of discrimination. The

ongoing evolution of housing markets and societal dynamics means that the interpretation and

application of the Fair Housing Act will continue to be relevant for years to come.

Conclusion: The Unfinished Work of Civil Rights

The Civil Rights Act of 1968 was a monumental achievement, a testament to the power of collective

action and the pursuit of a more just society. It codified fundamental principles of equality and provided

essential protections against discrimination, particularly in the realm of housing. The Fair Housing Act,

as the most enduring part of this legislation, has reshaped communities and expanded opportunities

for millions of Americans. However, the journey toward complete civil rights for all is a continuous one.

The ongoing challenges in achieving true housing equity, economic justice, and social inclusion

underscore that the work initiated by the Civil Rights Act of 1968 is far from finished. Continued

vigilance, robust enforcement, and persistent advocacy are necessary to ensure that the promises of

equality and opportunity are fully realized for every individual in the United States. The legacy of this

act serves as both an inspiration and a call to action.

FAQ

Q: What was the primary goal of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, also

known as the Fair Housing Act?

A: The primary goal of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, specifically its Fair Housing Act provisions, was to



prohibit discrimination in the sale, rental, and financing of housing based on race, color, religion, sex,

and national origin. It aimed to ensure equal access to housing opportunities for all Americans.

Q: What historical event significantly contributed to the passage of the

Civil Rights Act of 1968?

A: The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968 significantly contributed to the passage

of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 by creating a sense of urgency and galvanizing public support for the

legislation.

Q: Besides housing, what other areas did the Civil Rights Act of 1968

address?

A: The Civil Rights Act of 1968 also included provisions related to preventing riots and civil disorder,

jury selection, and the prosecution of individuals who obstructed civil rights.

Q: What specific discriminatory housing practices were outlawed by

the Fair Housing Act?

A: The Fair Housing Act outlawed practices such as refusing to sell or rent, discriminating in terms or

conditions of sale or rental, discriminatory advertising, misrepresenting housing availability, and

discriminating in housing finance.

Q: Who is protected from discrimination under the Fair Housing Act?

A: Under the Fair Housing Act, individuals are protected from discrimination based on race, color,

religion, sex, national origin, familial status, and disability.



Q: How is housing discrimination enforced under the Civil Rights Act of

1968?

A: Housing discrimination is enforced through complaints filed with the Department of Housing and

Urban Development (HUD), which investigates and attempts conciliation, or through private litigation in

federal courts.

Q: Has the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 been fully realized,

or are there ongoing challenges?

A: While the Civil Rights Act of 1968 has had a significant impact in dismantling legal barriers to

housing discrimination and promoting desegregation, there are still ongoing challenges such as

persistent residential segregation, issues of affordable housing, and subtle forms of discrimination.

Q: Can a landlord refuse to rent to a family with children?

A: No, under the Fair Housing Act, refusing to rent to a family with children is considered

discrimination based on familial status, which is a protected characteristic.

Q: What does "redlining" refer to in the context of housing

discrimination?

A: Redlining refers to the discriminatory practice by financial institutions of denying or limiting financial

services, such as mortgages, to individuals or businesses in certain neighborhoods based on their

racial or ethnic composition, effectively creating "red lines" on maps.

Q: How has the interpretation of protected classes under the Fair



Housing Act evolved since 1968?

A: Since 1968, the interpretation of protected classes has evolved to include familial status and

disability, expanding the scope of protection beyond the original categories of race, color, religion, sex,

and national origin, often through judicial interpretation and subsequent amendments.
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