November 2008

To my grandchildren upon the election of Barack Obama
Barack Obama has been elected President of the United States of America. When I heard the news proclaimed at 8:00 p.m. on November 4, I was overcome by feelings of joy and excitement and hope, but also of relief.
When I decided to have children at the tail-end of the most important years of America’s Civil Rights movement, it seemed the world was changing for the better. I believed my babies would grow up in a tolerant country that would provide them equal opportunities in whatever paths they chose. I didn’t know the change wouldn’t be sustained. 
Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated while I was pregnant with Tana and the days of passive resistance were ending. There were riots in Watts, Chicago, Detroit, Washington DC and New York. Local governments and the criminal justice system began a backlash against African-Americans, especially in the inner cities. Militants had started the Black Panthers and were determined to use the same aggressive methods against the police as was used on their communities. They, and other African-Americans who spoke openly about taking action against the White power structure, were discredited, imprisoned without charge, prosecuted for crimes they didn’t commit, and even killed.

In November 1968, Richard Nixon was elected President using a promise to end the war in Vietnam and what is now called the “Southern Strategy”, a method of winning the traditionally Democratic Southern states by exploiting racism among White voters. Nixon’s election gave White people a sense of “getting back their own”. Although many Civil Rights laws had been passed in the 1960’s, some White people fought against them, found ways around them, and openly disregarded them. What was intended to integrate Whites and Blacks became cause for new forms of segregation and discrimination. 
Affirmative Action was established to provide disadvantaged groups (mostly, minorities and women) with opportunities in education and employment they had previously been denied. But those who benefited from Affirmative Action were called “tokens” – someone who was given entrance to university or promoted to a supervisory position not because they deserved it but only to fill a racial or gender quota. A White man took his case all the way to the Supreme Court (“The University of California vs. Bakke”) to win entrance to medical school, complaining that students who were less qualified were accepted because of a special admissions policy for minorities. 
Barack Obama addressed these issues in his speech in Philadelphia on March 18, 2008. 
I believe deeply that we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together - unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same direction - towards a better future for of children and our grandchildren. … 
As William Faulkner once wrote, ‘The past isn't dead and buried. In fact, it isn't even past.’ We do not need to recite here the history of racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be directly traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow.

Segregated schools were, and are, inferior schools; we still haven't fixed them, fifty years after Brown v. Board of Education, and the inferior education they provided, then and now, helps explain the pervasive achievement gap between today's black and white students.

Legalized discrimination - where blacks were prevented, often through violence, from owning property, or loans were not granted to African-American business owners, or black homeowners could not access FHA mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions, or the police force, or fire departments - meant that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath to future generations. That history helps explain the wealth and income gap between black and white, and the concentrated pockets of poverty that persists in so many of today's urban and rural communities.

A lack of economic opportunity among black men, and the shame and frustration that came from not being able to provide for one's family, contributed to the erosion of black families - a problem that welfare policies for many years may have worsened. And the lack of basic services in so many urban black neighborhoods - parks for kids to play in, police walking the beat, regular garbage pick-up and building code enforcement - all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and neglect that continue to haunt us. … 
But for all those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, there were many who didn't make it - those who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, by discrimination. That legacy of defeat was passed on to future generations - those young men and increasingly young women who we see standing on street corners or languishing in our prisons, without hope or prospects for the future. Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race, and racism, continue to define their worldview in fundamental ways. … 
[For people of that earlier generation] the memories of humiliation and doubt and fear have not gone away; nor have the anger and the bitterness of those years. That anger may not get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or white friends. But it does find voice in the barbershop or around the kitchen table. At times, that anger is exploited by politicians, to gin up votes along racial lines, or to make up for a politician's own failings. … 
That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts attention from solving real problems; it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the alliances it needs to bring about real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish it away, to condemn it without understanding its roots, only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races.

In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white community. Most working- and middle-class white Americans don't feel that they have been particularly privileged by their race. Their experience is the immigrant experience - as far as they're concerned, no one's handed them anything, they've built it from scratch. They've worked hard all their lives, many times only to see their jobs shipped overseas or their pension dumped after a lifetime of labor. They are anxious about their futures, and feel their dreams slipping away; in an era of stagnant wages and global competition, opportunity comes to be seen as a zero sum game, in which your dreams come at my expense. So when they are told to bus their children to a school across town; when they hear that an African American is getting an advantage in landing a good job or a spot in a good college because of an injustice that they themselves never committed; when they're told that their fears about crime in urban neighborhoods are somehow prejudiced, resentment builds over time.

Like the anger within the black community, these resentments aren't always expressed in polite company. But they have helped shape the political landscape for at least a generation. Anger over welfare and affirmative action helped forge the Reagan Coalition. Politicians routinely exploited fears of crime for their own electoral ends. Talk show hosts and conservative commentators built entire careers unmasking bogus claims of racism while dismissing legitimate discussions of racial injustice and inequality as mere political correctness or reverse racism. … And yet, to wish away the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, without recognizing they are grounded in legitimate concerns - this too widens the racial divide, and blocks the path to understanding.

This is where we are right now. It's a racial stalemate we've been stuck in for years. … working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and that, in fact, we have no choice if we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union.

For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our past without becoming victims of our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in every aspect of American life. But it also means binding our particular grievances - for better health care, and better schools, and better jobs - to the larger aspirations of all Americans - the white woman struggling to break the glass ceiling, the white man whose been laid off, the immigrant trying to feed his family. And it means taking full responsibility for own lives - by demanding more from our fathers, and spending more time with our children, and reading to them, and teaching them that while they may face challenges and discrimination in their own lives, they must never succumb to despair or cynicism; they must always believe that they can write their own destiny. … [W]hat we know - what we have seen - is that America can change. That is true genius of this nation. What we have already achieved gives us hope - the audacity to hope - for what we can and must achieve tomorrow.

In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what ails the African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of discrimination - and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the past - are real and must be addressed. Not just with words, but with deeds - by investing in our schools and our communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our criminal justice system; by providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were unavailable for previous generations. It requires all Americans to realize that your dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams; that investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown and white children will ultimately help all of America prosper.

In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more, and nothing less, than what all the world's great religions demand - that we do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Let us be our brother's keeper, Scripture tells us. Let us be our sister's keeper. Let us find that common stake we all have in one another, and let our politics reflect that spirit as well. … This union may never be perfect, but generation after generation has shown that it can always be perfected. And today, whenever I find myself feeling doubtful or cynical about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next generation. 
In 1947, a year-and-a-half after the end of World War II, my father, a Lieutenant in the Army Air Corps was transferred from Chanute Field in Rantoul, Illinois, to Hickam Field in Hawaii. Hickam was one of the Japanese targets in their attack on Pearl Harbor, which started the War. At that time, Hawaii was a Territory of the United States; it didn’t become a State until 1959. Our house was part of the Married Officers’ Quarters. My playmates were the children of other military families, and many of them were of mixed race. Soldiers had married native Hawaiians as well as Philippine and Japanese women they met in those countries during and after the war. Of course, I thought nothing of it – children don’t notice such things – and my mother never made a distinction about them. She did, however, explain to me that the American soldiers might not want to go back to the States with their wives and children because their families and communities would never accept them. 

When we returned to America, we lived with my grandparents in a house my grandfather had built on an acre of land on the edge of the town of Morrisville, Pennsylvania. There were a few other houses on our street, but the rest of the surrounding land was devoted to farming. The only person of color I ever saw was the Black man who cut the grass across the street. He had a riding lawn mower and let me sit on his lap as he rode it around our neighbor’s big back yard.

From the time I was ten years old, we always had a woman come in to clean our house once or twice a week. We were respectful and obedient towards the cleaning lady, but unlike other adults, we were allowed to call her by her first name. One day I asked my mother, “If we always have to call adults ‘Mr.’ or ‘Mrs.’, why don’t we have to do it with Ellen?” My mother didn’t know what to say. 

It was also at the age of ten or eleven that I traveled by car from my house in Pennsylvania to my father’s house in Florida. I was still a child, but I was old enough to be appalled at what I saw: side-by-side water fountains marked for “Whites Only” and “Colored Only”; businesses with signs in their windows saying “No Colored Allowed”; red brick school buildings on the town square for the White children and, for the Black children, unpainted wooden buildings with outhouses in a field outside of the town.

I have always been the kind of person who roots for the underdog and sticks up for the person being made fun of. In 9th grade I wrote an essay on discrimination in unions. It explained how Black men couldn’t get jobs in trades because the unions wouldn’t accept them in the apprenticeship programs. I scolded my chemistry class for making fun of a student with cerebral palsy; they were mimicking him and calling him a “spaz”. Throughout high school, I used my open periods to work with disabled and special needs students. 

When I was a senior in high school I had a homecoming party for my entire class; I gave an invitation to each of the 105 students. The party was after the football game, and most of the kids came to the party. Among them were the only two Black students in my class, Nina and Ellen. The White students were surprised to see them; the Black and White people in our town did not socialize with each other. Some of my friends said they admired me for inviting them. I was just glad Nina and Ellen liked me enough to want to come.

When I went to college and later moved to New York City, my world expanded to include more kinds of people. My best friend was a Jewish girl who taught Hebrew School on the weekends. Once I spent Yom Kippur with her family, fasting with them – we didn’t even use toothpaste to brush our teeth – and going to synagogue after breaking the fast. I worked with an interracial theater group, and I went to jazz clubs in Greenwich Village on the weekends. It was at one of those clubs that I met Papa Gene. 
Papa Gene and I got married in New York City in 1967. In the same year, a Supreme Court decision ended all raced-based restrictions on marriage in the United States. Before that it would have been illegal for Papa Gene and me to get married in fourteen of the fifty States.

Even though Tana, Joe and Ben were more White than Black (since Papa Gene was mixed with Native-American), I knew they would always be seen as “Black” in the United States. So I knew they would need to understand what that meant and be able to deal with it. And I knew I would need more than my own resources to give them a good life. I turned to God and my family and friends for wisdom and guidance.

I decided to raise Tana, Joe and Ben in Berkeley because it had a diverse population – Black and White, Latino and Asian, and accommodation for people with disabilities. Although I wanted my children to be part of the Black culture, I also wanted them to know about other cultures so they could develop a sense of their place in the larger world. I took them to the Scottish Games, Greek festivals, African dance programs, Gypsy music concerts, and natural history museums, to movies about people living in different countries and practicing different religions, and to foreign restaurants to taste different foods. 
My friends were from lots of different places and did lots of different things. John Talltree was a Native American who tanned leather and made moccasins. Tana and Joe and Ben would stop at his apartment on their way home from school and he would make them Indian fry-bread as a snack. Otis Timmons was a Black police officer who saved Joe and Ben from juvenile court when they tried to steal something from a five-and-ten-cent store. My best friend Marta was an artist from Czechoslovakia, Saeed had a cart selling traditional Iranian foods, Virgil was from Jamaica. Dieter Dengler, a former Navy pilot from Germany, wrote a book about his escape from a Vietnamese prison camp. Tana had a friend named Sophie whose father was an engineer from Burma and whose mother was a professor from Spain. 

Because, in America, Tana, Joe, and Ben would always be seen first as Black and then as whatever else they were, I knew they might have to deal with overt racism, but also, most certainly, with subtle prejudice. I knew it would come from both White and Black people, but mostly from White people. I knew this would be true even in Berkeley, but more so in other parts of California and throughout the United States. I didn’t want them to have to face the kind of dangerous and humiliating racism that still existed in the Deep South. At the same time, I didn’t want them to automatically fear or distrust White people. It was a conundrum.

My friend Otis told me about his way of coping with racists. It was something like Tai Chi. He said, “When people speak hate to me, I imagine it as something physical coming at me. In my mind, I step aside and let it go right past me.” I hoped my children would learn to do the same thing. 

I believed faith in God and personal integrity could carry the kids through anything life threw at them. I strove to teach them to be honest and brave, to be a good and loyal friend, to have compassion for those who were suffering and understanding for people not like them. 

I wanted my children to discover who they were deep down, what was unique about each of them, what their special talents and abilities were. I believed self-knowledge and self-respect would lead them to personal success. And I taught them that success is not measured by money or fame or position, but by your own sense of having achieved what you strove for.

I was excited about the possibility that Barack Obama might be our next president. I contributed money to his campaign, and I made phone calls to people in other states to urge them to vote in the primaries and general election. People all over the world were excited about a President Obama, too. They saw his ideas and his multi-racial, multi-cultural background as something that would make them more human within the human race.

When Obama was declared the winner, I realized that, deep in my heart, I had wanted him to win not just for political reasons, but also – and maybe more so – for my children and grandchildren. It made me believe the world had finally truly changed and that my children and grandchildren were finally truly part of a country and a history worthy of them and their ancestors. 

Although, there are unique aspects of Barack Obama’s life, part of what makes his election special is that he was born and raised just like so many other mixed-race children in America, just like my own children. His family wasn’t rich or famous or politically connected. His father left when he was only two years old. He lived with his grandparents when he was in middle school and high school. He had trouble as a teenager trying to understand who he was and how he fit in the world. When he first went away to college, he didn’t take his education seriously. Then, at age twenty, he decided to get serious. He finished his undergraduate degree at Columbia University and went to work helping people who had lost their jobs. After two years, he went Harvard and got his law degree. And for the rest of his life he has continued to work to help people. 

Not everyone wants to run for political office, much less the presidency. People’s talents and interests take them in different directions. But Barack Obama’s life shows that you can do whatever you set your mind to do. YES WE CAN!

Love,

Nana
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