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                                    Dare to Dream Again

       (Delgado Community College Black History Month Inaugural Celebration, February 1, 2005 )


It was a beautiful Virginia Spring morning in 1865, and the bloody American Civil War was  drawing to a close. Although President Lincoln had issued the Emancipation Proclamation two years earlier, many slaves had remained on their home plantations, mostly out of fear being charged as runaway slaves.  As advancing Union armies reached their homes, many slaves, by the tens of thousands, began to flee their masters. Some still refused to leave until they had been convinced that they really were free.  Gradually, all but the most timid, decided to set out in search of "freedom."


One of these new freedmen was an old woman, now very advanced in years. While no one knew her exact age, because they failed to keep vital records on slaves, she had often heard that she was born about the time that George Washington had first become president.  She had lived a long time, a very long time for a slave woman. She had, in her earlier years, hoped to be free, but she had just about given up that hope a long time ago, especially after they sold the last of her nine children. But now it had finally happened. She did not have many days left, but now she dared to dream again at least, she'd be able to live out her few remaining years in freedom.


For the first time in her life she left the only home that she'd ever known; there she'd been born, gave birth to  nine children by two "slave husbands," both who had been sold away from her. She helped to raise three generations of white children, even as her own children were sold apart from her. Sadly, she had only seen two or three of her children once or twice, but never any of the grandchildren that she knew that she must have had. To be sure she had experienced a few good times, but there had been many more bitter ones. Over the years she watched  the same white children she had nursed become her owners. Seldom, it seems, did they ever remember or acknowledge her past acts of kindness. But now Thank God!  and "Massa Linkun," and "dem" good ole yankee boys, she was free.  She was so happy over her freedom, that she decided to leave her home on the outskirts of Washington to personally express her gratitude to her earthly emancipator, Abraham Lincoln, before she was called home to meet Jesus, her heavenly savior. She had no money, so she had to walk, but somehow, now that she was free, the miles seemed shorter, the rocky road smoother. When she finally arrived near the city, she was foot weary, hungry and tired, but jubilant. At first she wandered around Washington in a slow inquiring manner. Several times she stopped and always asked the same question: "You seen him, you seen him? you seen him?" Many people did not even bother to stop and talk to the old black woman. But because of her persistence, someone finally directed her to the White House. She arrived late at night and wrapped herself in the shabby coat she carried and took a nap under a bridge near the White House. But early the next morning she continued her  journey.


Despite the pangs of hunger, the soreness of feet and back-breaking toil that a lifetime of slavery had exacted from her body, her pace quickened, her old heart pounded with anticipation as she neared the White House. The old slave mother carried her frail frame in a proud erect manner.  Suddenly, before she got to the White House grounds, she noticed the large contingent of armed soldiers, they seemed everywhere. Several of them cried out, almost in unison, "stop!"  A young soldier demanded to know her purpose. She exclaimed loudly and excitedly, in an uneducated, but firm voice that she had "come to see him, to shake his hand and tell 'em how much she 'preciated being free!" Suddenly, the harsh frown on the guard's face softened into a sad  strange look, but before he could respond, she shouted again, "I wants to see Massa Linkun!"  The young soldier shook his head and tried to tell her that she couldn't see him. But before he could explain, she interrupted, "wot you mean, child, tell me whar he stay - so I can shake his hand." The guard, now speaking softly, and as deferentially as he would have spoken to his own grandmother, told her in a subdued tone which reflected his own sorrow, that President Lincoln was dead. Indeed the president, her emancipator, had just died from a gunshot wound he suffered the night before. The soldier tried to explain further, but the old black woman walked away.  


Suddenly, her dream of a freedom filled with bright sunshine had just turned into an awful darkness. Her earlier ecstacy proved to be merely euphoric. Her initial joy of being freed, had just as suddenly turned into a bitter frightening sorrow.  It was almost as if she could foresee not a dream of hope, but a terrible nightmarish future for her whole race. A future for her children, grandchildren and great grandchildren which would prove that freedom was merely a word. In a word, the black man was now a freedman, but in no sense was he really free. Tears streamed down her wrinkled dark face as she walked away; now appearing even older than her age. This time she moved even more slowly. The hunger within her had subsided and she lost her appetite. Imagine, if you can, the bitter and frustrating feelings that now tormented her. Try to imagine if you can, how heavy her feet must have seemed as she walked away, now almost blinded by her own tears.


When a sympathetic stranger offered a comforting arm, she drew back and cried, "Don't weep for me! Weep for my chilluns, and my chilluns' chilluns. Dey'se the ones! Soon I'se go to a much better freedom, but dey'se the ones!" And she kept on moaning to herself, "oomph! oomph! oomph! oomph! oomph! po chilluns, po chilluns, all dis talk bout freedom and dey ain't even free! Po chilluns! po chilluns!, all dis talk bout freedom and dey ain't even free!"  


Lincoln may have removed the physical chains from the black bondsmen, but he had not freed them from the racism that kept the chains in place, and continues to bind their descendants in so many ways, even today. Lincoln, like some of his contemporaries for a long time had opposed slavery because it forced black families apart, and forced slaves to work without compensation, but few Americans envisioned a society where blacks and whites lived together as equal. Indeed Lincoln had told a delegation of black ministers that “your people and mine cannot live together as equals in this country” and the president encouraged them to emigrate outside of the United States. He even sponsored transportation of about a thousand black men and women to Central America, but when he learned how badly they fared, that nearly half of them had died from disease and neglect, he was forced to bring them back, and shortly before his death he had changed his views telling a group of black men, “somehow, some way the two races will have to learn to live as equals. Unfortunately, Lincoln died before he got a chance to put this new policy into effect. 


Many slaves had walked off the plantations with little more than the clothes on their backs, but they were full of dreams about a better day in the future. Unfortunately, neither they, nor their former masters understood the enormity of the problems which many mistakenly viewed simply as a Negro problem. Seemingly, the great patriarch Frederick Douglass was one of a very few who understood the linkage between the legacy of chattel slavery and its twin companion, racism. Even before the Civil War had ended, Douglass warned "our work will not be done until we end racism. Ending slavery without ending racism will be as meaningless as a surgeon amputating only the foot from an entirely cancerous leg." Of course, Douglass's warning went unheeded. In fact, after a generation or so, many people cited innate black inferiority as the reason for the seemingly slow rate of black advancement.  Unfortunately, even some black leaders themselves accepted the racist view that the former slaves had been given every opportunity to exercise equality with the white race, but had failed because of their own ineptitude or weakness. Many subscribed to the new racial order of the late 19th and early 20th century, that the races were so vastly different in levels of intelligence and culture that one must always dominate; the other must always serve. Indeed the few educational opportunities allowed the former slaves must be limited to that which made them good workers, not economic competitors, and always in separate institutions from whites. This resurgence in racism forced black Americans to form racially identifiable alternative institutions, as they were frozen out of existing white ones. The aged and sage, Douglass warned, however, while present racist practices kept blacks out of the mainstream of American society, blacks had to guard against legitimizing that which was inherently illegitimate, the forced separation of the races in areas of public contact.                                                                


On the eve of his death in 1895, Douglass received a small delegation of young black men, most of whom had been born just before, or during the Reconstruction period. They were frightened, frustrated and disillusioned by the ever growing strength of racism, the increased number of lynching, the wave of new segregation laws and conservative supreme court decisions and the continuing success of the disfranchisement movement. They came to the venerable old black patriarch, hoping for a word of encouragement. After all, he himself, had been a slave, had faced the wrath of white mobs as an abolitionist, but he had lived to see the end of slavery, the election of black men to high political offices, and had served in the administrations of several presidents, himself.  Unlike, Booker T. Washington, the white-imposed spokesman, who spoke glowingly of a healthy Negro future during his "Atlanta Compromise," Douglass had no comforting predictions for the immediate future. Instead, he warned his young compatriots, that "things will get much worse before they get better." For the pessimist, this must have been a shocking blow because they would dwell on his prediction that things would get much worse. However, for the optimist, who dared to dream again they seized on his last words, "before they get better." At least there was comfort in his prediction that things would eventually get better. In the future when some of these young men helped to organize the Niagara Movement, NAACP and the Urban League they must have reminded themselves of Douglass's valedictory advice, "agitate! agitate! agitate!   


When one considers the many obstacles to racial equality in the early 20th century, we can only conclude what remarkable people these early civil rights leaders must have been: courageous intelligent black men  - and black women too! - brave and talented white men - and white women too! Imagine daring to dream again of freedom and justice and equality when black men and women and young children were being lynched and killed all across the country, but especially the South. How pathetic they must have seemed when they encouraged black citizens  to continue their fight for political equality when practically all black men had lost the right to vote in Mississippi, South Carolina, Louisiana, and Alabama during the last decade? How ridiculous they must have sounded when they advocated social equality at a time  when the wealthiest, best educated, best dressed and best behaved blacks could not secure first class accommodations in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Boston, let alone Richmond and New Orleans?  But lest we forget the dream of freedom and equality is a universal ageless dream. It was heard on the lips of the slaves who suffered under Egyptian taskmasters. “We just want to be free” were the last words of many Africans who jumped into the ocean rather than submit to slavery. But ironically, freedom is never far from the consciousness of those who themselves have never been enslaved. From the lowest animals to the highest forms of human life, freedom is an innate and continual instinct.


February, the month for lover, the birth month of two of the nation’s greatest presidents: George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. George Washington, “the father of our country.” I’ll let you in on a little secret. Washington is one of my heroes, as an historian he is one of  my favorite presidents. I admire his zeal and dedication for the cause of American Independence. The more I study him the more I realize that when you looked at Washington, you saw him exactly as he was, without hypocrisy or pretense. You saw a tall big-boned, athletic man. When he took up arms against the British it was largely to gain political independence from England for members of his class of well-to-do white men. Washington could never have imagined that the family squabble between England and her colonies would lead to a movement to end slavery, but during the course of the American Revolution the founding fathers adopted a document called the Declaration of Independence. And while no black men signed that document, we were around, perhaps if only as servants. Perhaps a trusted black servant  saw a discarded copy on the floor as he cleaned up after the delegates went home. We may not have been inside the room where the document was signed, but trust me, we were not far away, perhaps listening from an open window, or eavesdropping, or listening through a key hole, but we heard that claim of universal freedom. Thomas Jefferson did not know it but he had opened the bottle and the genie was out, and could never be put back in again. We read about it, listened to white men proudly boast “all men are created equal, endowed with inalienable rights from their creator, without admitting that he was our creator. But  we dared to dream that all meant every one, whether white, black, red, brown, yellow or creamy mellow, we too had a right to become free. Washington and other founding fathers were affected by those lofty words and he eventually freed all of his own slaves, although most of his slaves did not receive freedom until after Washington’s death. 


I often relate Washington belated actions to my students as an example  that people can change because as long as you are alive, it’s never too late to do the right thing. During and after the Revolution many slaves were freed across the northern states, and  more than  a few were freed even in the South, but for the most part Southern slavery continued and spread westward into new lands in Florida, Louisiana, and Texas. But even during the darkest days on the most remote plantations, dreams of freedom were never completely vanquished. The institution of slavery not only survived, but it thrived, due in part to the invention of the so-called cotton gin, which may have been invented by a slave. (Explain origin of term “gin.”) In any case many economic fortunes and political careers were made on the backs of slavery. For a time it appeared that practically all of the “best” people in the nation were slaveholders, including nine of the first fifteen presidents, numerous congressmen and federal officials. Slaves were not only laborers, but their bodies constituted a peculiar wealth. Did you know that a slave could be mortgaged, rented or leased, the way you used other property? Prior to the Civil War the wealthiest people in the country were slaveholders. It provided an opportunity for white men of modest means to become prominent as well as wealthy, but it also divided the country and was the primary cause of our Civil War. But throughout the darkest days of slavery there were always some who refused to give up hope. Undoubtedly some of them read of Biblical personalities such as Joseph, the dreamer. Remember Joseph’s own brothers sold him into slavery and his Egyptian master  put him into prison, but they couldn’t imprison or kill his dreams. Some would have heard about the Apostle St. Paul, who from prison  would  boast, although I am in bonds, the word of God is not in bond. And so these bondsmen and women persevered and endured the rigors of slavery and that’s why I’m so proud to be a descendant of those strong people. 


While I admire the courage of those Africans who jumped overboard the slave ships, I’m glad at least some of my ancestors didn’t jump, or otherwise I couldn’t stand here today to vindicate their dream. Although the majority who remained aboard the ship, suffered, and died, they never ceased to dream that life would get better for their descendants. Take a good look at one of those descendants standing before you today!   


I’m also proud to be a spiritual descendant of those founders of the civil rights movement at the turn of the century: DuBois, Ida Wells-Barnett, Carter G. Woodson,  Mary White Ovington, Moorfield Storey and many others. W.E.B. DuBois the intellectual giant of his age warned Americans that the problem of the 20th century was the problem of the color line. He said that Americans did not like to face tough challenges, but instead of solving them, often got rid of them by pretending they had no problems     (Pest we have no pest walls were crawling with roaches)    He dared to dream of an America free of racism and sexism too and accordingly called for the formation of the talented tenth where the best of the race would put their energies and resources at the disposal of the black  masses. 


Ida Wells-Barnett, began crusading against lynching at a young age in her own newspaper in which she promised to “tell the truth freely.” So provocative was she that her publishing house was burned down and her business partner killed. She was not allowed to return to Memphis. Instead she went to Chicago and married a wealthy doctor who supported another newspaper. If Ida had been a man, today her name would be as prominently mentioned as DuBois, Washington, MLK, and others.


Carter G. Woodson was another  young man who dared to dream again that the

the research and writing of the African American experience was important enough to warrant serious scholarship which was largely ignored by white historians. He thus became  the prime mover behind the formation of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History. Later he organized the observance of Negro History Week to celebrate and commemorate the achievements and experiences of people of color. Mary White Ovington was a white socialite who came from a privileged background, yet gave up a life of comfort to associate with and work on behalf of the least among us. She and Moorfield Storey, the founding president of the NAACP, gave a large measure of comfort and encouragement to black men and women who struggled everyday to make life a little better than the day before. Seemingly, for every step they moved ahead, they were pushed back too, but instead of complaining they continued to climb, though rocks were rugged, they unselfishly lifted others as they climbed.


Langston Hughes, a future leader, was born at the time the civil rights movement was beginning. Hughes had a thing a two to say about dreams. In one of his poems he encouraged others to “hold fast to dreams for if dreams die, life is a broken-winged bird that cannot fly.” His words may have been inspired by the life of Mary McLeod Bethune, who was born only ten years following the end of slavery and grew up in a community that didn’t have even one black high school. Yet she went on to become a great educator, established her own college which today bears her name. She was a close confidant of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. Dr. Bethune dared to dream: One day as she was entering a meeting hall, before she even got to the podium, she stopped and looked around and exclaimed, “Oh my brothers and sisters as I was riding across the country today, even in the Jim Crow car, it suddenly came to me, ‘as black as I am, the sun can’t shine one day without shining on me too.” You see she had learned a long time ago, “the eyes of the Lord are in every place beholding the evil and the good.” Dr. Bethune dared to dream of herself in the positive image God had created her.


Langston Hughes also wrote another poem about dreams, he posed it in the   form of a question: What happens to dreams deferred? and suggested several rhetorical answers. “Does it dry up like a raisin in the sun, or fester like a sore and then run, does it stink like rotten meat, or crust and sugar over like a syrupy sweet, maybe it just sags like a heavy load, or does it explode? Thank God many freedom fighters did not stop to try to answer the question, but continued to work untiringly toward the same goal, even when it appeared that victory was not easily attainable.  For a long time it was  difficult to determine if you were looking at a dried up raisin or a festered sore, but the dreamers  continued to dream and suddenly in mid century something began to happen. 


One night in 1955, Rosa Parks, local secretary of the NAACP decided that she had had enough and wasn't going to take it anymore. So she sat down - and black people all over Montgomery stood up for more than a year  until they could sit in any seat on the bus. One day in 1960 a handful of college students sat down at a lunch counter and while they were denied service and suffered physical abuse, sit-ins spread like wild fire all across the South, and before the movement had spent itself, Julian Bond, now NAACP National Board Chairman, John Lewis, later elected to congress, and Stokely Carmichael had been catapulted into national prominence. Soon the news media, religious, educational, and business institutions were forced to respond and society became more, although not completely, egalitarian.


L

et's us remember that the push for the end of slavery, women suffrage, gender equality, religious freedom and labor and environmental reform began as grass roots movements from ordinary people who dared to dream that they could do extraordinary things.  I remember in 1963 when I was president of the New Orleans NAACP Youth Council we began a boycott against 35 stores on Canal Street. We started with 11 members only and six dollars in our treasury. By the time the campaign ended two years later we had successfully negotiated settlements with each and every one of those stores! We increased our membership to more than 2500. Can you imagine  a youth council with more than 2500 members? It was not without struggle, however, we were criticized, vilified, spat upon, and occasionally we were attacked, but I confessed we did fight back. I greatly admired Dr. King’s nonviolent technique, but we defined it differently. We didn’t turn the other cheek if you hit first. We gave you one free lick, but we exercised our constitutional right to defend ourselves, and we won. And I’ll let you in on another little secret, we had fun. Eleven couples, including my wife, Inez and I, married out of the movement.


Dr. Martin L. King, Jr. ,God’s gift to mankind in the 20th century, a man among men. We fail to do honest justice to his memory. We don’t see him as he matured over  the last 12 years of his life. Do you realize that his entire civil rights career lasted a little more than 12 years? When people discuss him, they usually think about the Montgomery bus campaign, the 1963 March on Washington, where he first revealed his dream  and then later, his death in Memphis in 1968. Few people remember how much he had evolved from a hesitant Baptist minister pushing for civil rights for Negroes to a fearless advocate on behalf of the powerless of all races by the time of his death. He tells how he reluctantly assumed the leadership role in Montgomery and how frightened he became when someone planted a bomb under his house, he would have gladly sneaked out if he could, after being badgered by his father, and father in law, but as a result he met Jesus for the first time and commissioned as Paul was on the Damascus road. At the time of his death he was organizing this poor people’s campaign on behalf of the poor of all races, which made him all the more dangerous. And that’s why he was killed. 


Our struggle was a long and difficult one, but we made great strides, though we did not complete the race because we became divided as to the next goals we should pursue.  This allowed our adversaries an opportunity to regroup. Despite revelations of the continuing harmful impact of racism, many in our society continually place all of the blame on those who have most often been victimized by the forces of racism. With pious hypocrisy, many persons who never supported equal rights for black Americans, now attempt to use the very civil rights laws that they opposed, to justify their continued opposition to any remedial programs designed to help solve the problems. While sometimes avoiding the use of such blatant racist words, they often substitute code words such as reverse discrimination, busing, welfare queen, quota queen. While there may be some legitimate difference of opinion over the methods needed to eradicate the continuing effects of past discrimination, there can be no denial of the necessity  for some concerted, effective action. African-Americans, other racial minorities and women  still face subtle and often blatant discrimination trying to finding decent affordable housing, both rental and privately-owned. Many African-American entrepreneurs to this day face difficultly securing financial capital in starting up new business or acquiring corporate franchises.


Despite these challenges you must continue to dare to dream the dream of Martin L. king, who gave his life to make his dream, actually the universal dream of mankind, a reality. King’s life is a sterling example of what good people, students, faculty, administrators and staff, of good will from all walks of life can do. Dare to dream that men and    women of good will can create a society that looks beyond skin color and societal positions. Beginning today dare to dream that you can come together as a community united in commonalty of interests which bind us, while searching for solutions to those that separate us. 



We, assembled in this lovely facility here today, can begin to find answers to our common problems. First, painful as it may be, let's continue  dialogue. Let us, each of us, commit ourselves to the complete eradication of all forms of bigotry. Let us dare to expose and criticize bigotry no matter from whose mouth it emanates, no matter the color of the skin, the place where one worships, whether from a blood relative, close friend, or neighbor. Tell them, show them, that you believe in all of the words of our sacred national documents and you are committed to making them a reality for all people. Tell them your dream, dare to make it a reality. Hold fast to your dreams because if dreams die at Delgado will be like a broken winged bird that cannot fly. Dream the impossible and wake up to the reality of its promise. Let us dare to dream again, let us be free!


Ladies and gentlemen I'm both flattered and pleased to have an opportunity to discuss with you, a subject about which I've pondered and even agonized over for my entire adult life, the state of race relations in this community, a subject that the Times-Picayune has highlighted most recently. When I was contacted by the first of several Picayune reporters about serving as a resource person, I was at the same time, both encouraged and anxious. I was encouraged because finally someone was going to at least say, something about the changing state of relations among the races in metropolitan New Orleans, a subject that once dominated the news. Now, however one rarely publicly acknowledges it, almost as if we are in this continual state of denial, although racism continues to plague our community. Despite the strong following that David Duke attracted in successive quests for state wide offices, many in our community insisted his support was really as an aberration, or, they explained, those who voted for Duke did not really endorse his racist philosophy, they merely used him as a messenger who would discuss the important issues of the day including: crime, welfare reform, reverse discrimination, increasing levels of illegitimacy, etc. Additionally, despite the rise of, and attraction for "black only" institutions, many in the African-American community continue to talk and act as if only whites are capable of racist actions. 


My anxiety stemmed from my fear that the Picayune would only provide a sketchy, overly generalized, inadequate report based on many non related quotes from too many people, thus assuring that no one would learn any more than he already knew. I am pleased to say in this respect, at least, I was wrong. The almost-year-long series was overall a balanced and objective finding.                



"Together Apart, the Myth of Race," six simple words. But how shall we punctuate them? For those who would question the veracity or accuracy of the findings, let's put a question mark behind "together," and then divide "apart" into two separate words. Next we insert the preposition "of" between "part" and "the." Now we can say, "Together? A part of the Myth of Race." That suggests that the Picayune's findings  were themselves a myth and call into question several of its conclusions. 

     This much, we know however, most of what was reported, was not really new, at least, certainly not to those of us in the academic community. In fact, in 1944 Gunnar Myrdal published his timeless findings in An American Dilemma, convincingly documenting the origin and extent of racism within America. Myrdal concluded that "Negroes are victims of cumulative causation," that is they were victimized because simply they were black. People paid them less for the same work, or sometimes more work, solely because they were black. He pointed out that the police allowed such vices as gambling, prostitution, and illegal drugs to flourish in black communities because the residents were black. On the other hand, the community made little or no effort to improve education, pick up trash or to enforce anti-noise ordinances in black neighborhoods. Several years ago, I did a study of the movement to equalize salaries for black and white teachers in Louisiana during the forties. In some parishes black teachers were paid about one-tenth the salary of the white counterparts. And you know how badly Louisiana paid all of its teachers.                                        


Professor Myrdal found that discrimination was so ingrained and so much a part of the American tradition, that people, including so-called good people, unthinkingly discriminated against others because that was the way they had always treated them. In short it was the norm to treat blacks differently from whites.  That's the way it was, that's the way it is, and that's the way it ever shall be. Sadly, a follow-up conference in 1989, revealed the continual presence of most of the same problems, though in slightly different forms, or to lesser degrees. Some of the Picayune findings, while not new, were shocking, in terms of their extensiveness. The candor of the many persons interviewed was refreshing, and yet disturbing, but at least there was now dialogue, where until recently, there was only denial. In summary, these were some of the major findings:


1)   We are basically one people with a common history, shared 
culture and frequently a common ancestry, as was documented by 
the descendants of the Joseph Duvernay family.


2)   Our earliest concepts of race come to us most often from       our families, our educational and religious institutions and  are continually reinforced by a barrage of negative racial  images created by television, the movies and the print media as well, sometimes including the Picayune.

3)   While we verbally subscribe to the American Creed,            proudly recite the Declaration of Independence, boast of our  Bill of Rights and proclaim ours as a government of law, not       of men, there has always been one persistent exception to this       rule of law: laws proclaiming equality without regard to 
"race, color, or previous condition of servitude." These laws 
have either been violated or ignored by individuals, or 
unenforced or unevenly enforced by government. Despite the 
adoption of three post war amendments, and subsequent supreme 
court decisions that the intent of these amendments was not to 
create new rights, but to elevate the rights of the former         slaves to the same level as whites, the tradition of white         dominance over blacks was so ingrained, it proved practically       impossible to eradicate.


4)    Despite civil rights laws which supposedly guarantee 
equality, African-Americans are still most likely "the last to 
be hired, the first to be fired." (Indeed, just last week, the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission released findings          showing that while Caucasians, Asian-Americans and Hispanic-
Americans showed slight gains in employment since the latest 
recession began, African-Americans were the only class to show 
a net decrease in jobs.)


5)  During the last quarter century, New Orleans has become 
much more residentially segregated than at any time in its 
history, reversing a tradition, which made New Orleans one of 
the most integrated cities from its 18th century inception.  
As more and more white residents desert the city for its 
neighboring parishes, it not only leaves the core city with a 
large majority of poorer, younger African-Americans, but it 
helps to 
sustain the myth that New Orleans is the home only 
of blacks and older whites, while the suburbs are home to 
whites.  As a result a siege mentality has developed both 
inside and outside 
of the invisible wall that divides the 
communities. Incredibly there have been several attempts to 
erect physical barrier between the races. Frequently, 
business has followed the largely white exodus to the suburbs, 
leaving inner city 
residents bereft of the most basic goods 
and services, or only at extortionate rates, charged by the 
new merchants, often recent third world immigrants.


6) 


7) 


8)


9)  Most of us worship only at places where members of our 
racial groups predominate. While there has been considerable 
movement of blacks into formerly all-white churches, very few 
whites hold membership in predominantly black churches. And 
even in the racially-mixed churches, while black laymen 
participate fully in the church's services, they are generally 
absent from its or clergy or lay leadership.  


10)  The last major stronghold of the segregation era is  
found in the social organizations. Most remain rigidly all-
white, and as was evidenced by the opposition to the so-called 
"Mardi Gras" ordinance, most organizations will probably 
remain so for the foreseeable future.


Actually, none of these revelations should have surprised us.  At the end of the civil war, the great black leader Frederick Douglass, warned that "our work will not be done until we end racism. Ending slavery without ending racism will be as meaningless as a surgeon removing only the foot from an entirely cancerous leg." Of course, Douglass's warning went unheeded. In fact, after a generation or so, many people cited innate black inferiority as the reason for the seemingly slow rate of advancement.  Unfortunately, even some black leaders accepted the racist view that the former slaves had been given every opportunity to exercise equality with the white race, but had failed. Many subscribed to the racial order of the late 19th and early 20th century, that the races were so vastly different in levels of intelligence and culture that one must always dominate the other. Indeed the few educational opportunities allowed the former slaves must be limited to that which made them good workers, not economic competitors, and always in separate institutions from whites. This resurgence in racism forced black Americans to form racially identifiable alternative institutions, as they were frozen out of existing white ones. The aged and sage, Douglass warned, however, while present racist practices kept blacks out of the mainstream of American society, blacks had to guard against legitimizing that which was inherently illegitimate, the forced separation of the races in areas of public contact.                                                                


On the eve of his death in 1895, Douglass received a small delegation of young black men, most of whom had been born just before, or during the Reconstruction period. They were frightened, frustrated and disillusioned by the ever growing strength of racism, the increased number of lynching, the wave of new segregation laws and conservative supreme court decisions and the continuing success of the disfranchisement movement. They came to the venerable old black patriarch, hoping for a word of encouragement. After all, he himself, had been a slave, had faced the wrath of white mobs as an abolitionist, but he had lived to see the end of slavery, the election of black men to political offices, and had served in the administrations of several presidents.  Unlike, Booker T. Washington, the white-imposed spokesman, who spoke glowingly of a healthy Negro future during his "Atlanta Compromise," Douglass had no comforting predictions for the immediate future. Instead, he warned his young compatriots, that "things will get much worse before they get better." For the pessimist, this must have been a shocking blow because they would dwell on his prediction that things would get much worse. However, for the optimist, who seized on his last words, "before they get better," at least there was comfort in his prediction that things would eventually get better. In the future they must have reminded themselves of Douglass's valedictory, "agitate! agitate! agitate!   


Still, how do we punctuate those six words, "Together Apart, the Myth of Race?" Suppose we place a colon behind "together."  Again we divide "apart" into two words "a" and "part." Now we get "Together: A part of the Myth of Race," thus affirming our separate racial identities. And there is strong support for this position as was evidenced by the voluminous excerpts of telephone calls made by readers to the Picayune. It is obvious that the series attracted the attention of and stimulated the interests of a large percentage of our citizenry. Provocative, and sometimes, virulently racist, the findings exposed raw nerves and caused many to not only accept the reality of racism, but to affirm their preference for it.   Others lamented the existence of racism, but were convinced that its persistence confirmed its inevitability and permanence. After all, birds of a feather do flock together, and animals of the same species herd together. It is as natural as nature itself.          


Still there was a glimmer of hope in the statements of a few persons representing all races, who welcomed the series as a long overdue challenge to the status quo. While they say that racial grouping is natural, they also realized its potential for harm in a multi-racial society, where civility should take precedence over natural tendencies. Civil rule is what distinguishes the homo sapiens from other primates. In order to preserve and elevate the species, human being gave up much of their rights in the state of nature in order to create societies based on common goals, needs and aspirations, rather than simply common kinship.


Conspicuously absent from the Picayune's findings were suggestions analogous to Dr. Martin L. King's challenging call, Where Do we Go From Here? The ending of the series left the raw nerves and open wounds ever-exposed with no suggested healing remedies. Wouldn't it have been constructive if the Picayune had used its considerable influence to convene a conference of community leaders and activists to open a serious and constructive dialogue on finding solutions to these aged old problems? Also noticeably absent, were any suggestions of serious, meaningful cooperation between the civic and political leaders of the metropolitan areas, who should be more than a little concerned about the strikingly different attitudes shared by different racial groups about living, working and visiting different parts of our metropolitan areas. Not surprisingly, none of our several religious or  academic institutions issued a call for concerted action.                                                             


But in a sense, that was predictable. Few of the major reform movements had their origins in any of these institutions. True, many of the great reform leaders came out of our religious and academic institutions where they received leadership training, but the institutions themselves did not provide leadership per se.

The most successful civil rights and human rights movements of our time were neither planned nor perfected in a laboratory, library, or conference room, although the leaders had been trained and prepared there.  Then we can punctuate those six little words differently, "Together," followed by an exclamation point, which in turn is followed by "Apart." Then we insert the preposition "from" between "apart" and "the." And now it reads: TOGETHER! APART FROM THE MYTH OF RACE.





