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by Marian E. Wrighi

THE YOUTH NIGHT ADDRESS AT THE AMERICAN BAPTIST CONVENTION IN PHILADELPHIA

HE FACT THAT four young men

gitting down at a lunch counter in
Morth Carolina could onuse such s stir
throughout the Amervican scens vividly
refiects that America had managed o
forget that she had a minority problem.
She had managed to forget that there
were people in her midst who did not
have the minimal rights guaranteed by
the Constltution to every citizen. America
had closed her eves to the ineguities
suffered by Negroes, Poerto Ricans, and
other minorities within her borders, and
had thereby deluded herself that all was
well. That a simple act like ordering a
bamburger at a lunch coanter, done by
millions of Americans every day, could
have such ramifications throughout the
oation when done by four Negro students
in the South s & wivid indication of
what our coumitry had allowed herself to
forget—ar ignore.

Failure 10 See the “New" Negro

Negro students wers reacting against
a lot of things when they sat in or
purticipated in freedom rides, kneel-ins,
and other civil rights movements which
swopt the nation, The first thing the
Negro students were rescling zgainst
wis the old myth—the imige that the
Southern White, and too often the North-
ern White, held of the Negro us a satis-
fied, contentod creature. In the niinds of
the white majority there still remained,
it seemed, the plcture of the old Negro,
happy., carefree, dancing it up on &
Saturdey nmight. That majority had not
even begun to see or recognize the “pew™
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cated middle-class, with very much the
same desires as averags Americans have.
They still held to the image of a hun-
drad years age. The Negro studeni was
simply trying to say to the South, to
America, “Look a1 me. ['m here, 1 have
wants and needs. [ long to be able to
express mysell fully and freely within
this our country, my country us much as
yours. I'm tired of living n peripheral
existence, watching the mainstream of
American life flow by. T want to partic
pate completely: 1 want o be recog
nized.”

As Negro studenis, we realized that
changing this imags wes a dusl and
dificult problem. In trying 1o react
against this image, we had first 1o tackle
it among our own race. Many Negroes,
having exisied all their livea in o segre-
gated environment, had accepted what
the Whites had ssid sbout them—that
they were inferior, that the races were
meant t0 bo soparated. Habit is a force
ful thing, and one who has for decades
been in a dark room fears and resists
the light when exposed to it initially,
It hurts the eyes. Tt is difficult to adjost
to. The students with their edocation
and youth, not yet supped of courage,
songht to provide a voice for the down-
trodden block mass

Changing this image also entailed
transorming the Southern White's image
of the Negro, and thiz also was a diff-
cult task. In order for the Whites in
the South to regard the Negroes as
human beings like themselves, they
would have to chunge the image they
held of themselver. To do this meant
overcoming hundreds of vears of tradi.
tion and practice,

The second thing we were striking

against was the apathy of the Negro
middle class—our parests, our profes-
sors, our professlonal leaders. These
were the Negroes—say in Atlanta where
I attended school—who drove two cars
{they'te working on the third ene now),
lived in forty-thousand-dollar homes, fre-
quented their own country clubs and
had, they thought, become equal by
gathering unto themselves all the trap-
pings of American materialism. Yet
thess same people, =0 equal materislly,
still mamaged somehow to walk throogh
the back door of a downtown movie
thester. These were people who had
menaged o adjuet tnp un unjust system,
As students we were saying, “This is not
good enough. Somchow you've got w
realize that whatever you acquire ex-
terpally cannotl replace the internal dig-
mity that we must maintain,"

I any two words could characterize
the Negro students’ feeling in America
today, they are the words “sick™ and
“rired™ We're sick and tired of being
inconvenienced all the time by a ridice-
lous sy=tem. We're sick and tired of
baving to go out of our way to accom-
modate a segregationist tradition. Those
of us in college, for instance, going
downtown on our limited lunch hour to
shop, didnt have time to go back to the
Negro section to find a Negro restaurant.
There were restauranis in the stores in
which we were shopping. We didnt
have time to try 1o keep pace, that is
to keep back with the South. Time is
too valuable.

Nonexisting Channels of
Commumication

Another myth the Negro students were
rencling zgainst was the claim that any



ITlatraded by Alax Stain movement for social change would set
the South back Gfty years by breaking
down all channels of communication ex-
isting betwoen the races. This is & ter-
rific myth. It is based on the false
premise that communication between the
races existed. | submit that there has
pever been amy real, mesningful com-
munication between Black and White in
the South. Throughout the South's history
communication has been the wertical,
paternalistic type, never the oqual man-
to-man exchange. We didnt know each
ather.

This was poignantly illustraied 1o me
during the sit-in movement, when [ was
invited tn speak at Agnes Scott College
in Decatur, Ga., the white counterpart
of our MNegro women's college. I don't
know how the invitation was arranged,
and | was u bit afraid of the kind of
rosction | would get. I had been told
that the school was about 90 per cent
segregationist, 5 per cent oncommitted,
and 5 per cent integrationisi. This didnt
loak ton promising, but I went. It was
s voluntary chapel day (and my experi-
ence as & stodent was that 1 certsinly
didn"t go to chapel unless I was forced ),
and [ rather expected an empty place.
To my utmost surprise, and to the sor
prise of the girls on the committes who
met me, the chapel was filled. The ad-
ministration came. The faculty came.
Fven the president came. I felt like a
prize specimen. The curiosity of the
audience was evident, and 1 felt within
myself that | was something new 1o
them, I spoke very frankly, trying as
best 1 could te characterize the Negro
students’ goals mnd, to my astonishment,
there was thunderous applouse st the
end. They wouldn™ stop. 1 was over-
whelmed by the warm appreciation of
what 1 had said—and shocked.

Going over to the coke lounge 1o an-
swer questions afterwards, 1 was tonched
by the niive, but ecamest, questions
posed by these twenty-one-yearold col-
lege girle 1 had always, s 8 Negm
youth in the South, accased the Seuihern
y White of viciousness toward the Negro.
But 1 learned that day that the problem
we had was one of just plain ignorance,
1 didnt know them, and they didn’t
know me. They really were sincere when
they sald the only Negroes they knew
d were their butlers or their maids. They
really did think the NAACP was com-
munist. Engrained in them was the be-
lief that all the Negro wanted was inter-
mATTiAgE.

When 1 said | had to go and began
wilking out the door, one girl ran be-
hind me and introduced hersell. She
said she was from Bempettsyille, 5. C,
my hometown. We ingmrea about each
other and, as I lstened, she said, “Jsn't
it ironic that we could grow wp in
Bennettsville, & town of 6000, three
blocks awny from esch other (which
we Jearned in talking), and after twenty




years be brought together in Atlania
due 1o eomething like the etin move-
ment?™ This ja the kind of commuonica-
tion we've had in the South, the three-
block-away, totally different worlds of
Black and White. For the first time, we

Time, of Itsell, Salves No Problems

Another myth the students were react-
ing against was the myth of time. We
bind heard so much alk of time from our
parents, our politicans, that we were
tired of 2. As John Maguire so well
gays, “People talk about time as if it's
a person, as if time does things of it
sell.,” Time doesnt act alone. Time is
neutral, [t is meaningful in so fur as we
mako it s0. People alwars told us, when
we were impatient, to wait, to “let time
take care of i.™ But time on its own had
ngt done too much for us,

Unfortunitely, since 1954 the segre-
gationists have used their time far more

South and the shility of the extremists
that too many “good” people

Having lived in & small Southern town,
and having attended college in Atlanin—
all in the Negro world—I1 got the shock
of my life when I had & chanes to go
abroad during my jomior year. For the
first time I could look on Americs and
soe it throngh the eyes of somebody else.
I didn't like too muoch what I saw. Talk
ing with the African along the Paris
pirest, I was always emboarrnzsed and
frustrated when asked, “What are you
Negroes doing over thore to get your
freedom? Why is it that a ‘Little Reck’
can happen? How is it that Amerien
allows soch atrocities as the ‘Emmett Tl
incident’?™ This brings into focus an-
other bit of faulty thinking that too many
of us are goilty of: that the race prob-
lem is & Southern problem, or that it is
a Negro problem. The African or Rus
sinnm or Frenchman doesn't ask, “Why do
the people of Little Rock act like that?"
They ask, “Why does Amerfca permit
this?" Rascial prejudice reflects on the
whole country, und it iz the responsibil-
ity of every one of us to do something
aboot it

Having lived in the North for two
vears mow, | have been disappointed,
when scratching beneath the thin layer
of liberalism, 1o find the same old preju-

dices [ thought 1 had left down South.
They are a little more subtle, guched in
sophistication and glib attitudes; but this
almost makes them more dangerous. In
the South the Negro ut least knows where
he is. Hers he never does: and he mesis
with ogliness when he least expects it
It is dangerous, oo, because the MNorth-
erner thinks he s “good,” when he really
isn't. Too often, he has not even reached
the stege that most Southerners have
been forced 1o reach, namely, to recog-
nizes that a problem exists.

On my first day at Yale [ took » walk.
One block away from the enmpus fs Dix-
well Avenue, the Negro ghetto, Walking
through it, I falt as though I was back
in the slums of Colambia, S5.C., or At
lunta, Ga. There is no difference be-
tween the Southern and Northern ghet
toes. It's easy to look at racial tensions
down South snd pat yourselves on the
back. But it i=s another thing to clear
the smelly garbage out of your own back
yurd. The White Sonth iz not all wreng
in telling Northerneors to stay out of
their affairs and tske core of your own
problems. Exumple strengthens adviee

Racial prejudice is everybody's prob-
lem. I cannot stress too much what harm
discrimination s doing to us abroad. Peo-
ple of other lands don't want to hear anmy
more of our high-sounding phrases of
freedom and equality. They want to see
what we are doing. Yet, we continually
find excuses for inaction. Whenever o
freedom movement breaks forth, too
many of us hide behind the epithet,
“eommunist.” Even so distinguished a
citizen as Harry S. Troman disheartened
us sit-inners by saying on several occa-
alons that our movement was communist-
instigated. Why? Why must we con-
tinue te give the Communists credit for
the things we have professed since the
beginning of our nation? Loeak at what
we are ssyving nbout ourselves. We are
saying that we don't have the conviction
within ourselves to work for huoman
rights: that Communists have to come
in and stir up concern and make vs do
things we should hive done long ago.
Let us: stop pessing the buck. Let us
stop thinking of what the next man will
say, Let us stop worrying ahout every
little gacrifice that acting on onr beliefs
will entail.

It has been a moving experience to
ste the Sonthern White stndent join
hands with his Negro counterpast to
clean up the South. And these Southern
White young people have done it at great
cost: ostracism, parental contempt, and
loss of school sapport, But they are
standing for what they believe fs right
And their parents—? If they are going
to maintain their children’s respect, they
are going to have to catch up. Parents
have been outetripped by thelr children
in g0 many ways. 1 have been appalled
at the guestions I hove gotten from stu-
dents in Eastern prep school and college

aundiences and to hear them, after my
response or in forming their questions,
aay: "My father told me™; or “But my
mother sajd,"”

The adults in America have, on the
whale, [ailed miserably. They huve too
often been guilty of weak decency and of
nursing belizfs that they knew would fall
onder close analysis, so as not to upset
the doy-to-day cycle of teas, best sellers,
and bridge. Americans have got to ask
themselves n few hasic questions: “Is this
the beet that we are? Is this what we are
going to become? Is racial prejudice an
inextricable part of American life? [e it
of such value that we are going Lo let it
drag us down in the world arena, as well
gs conlinue to degrade us spiritually ¥
We are going to have to make 2 choice,
or else lose out. If we are to maintain
nur seli-respeet and the respect of coun-
tries the world over, we are going to have
to change—and quickly so!

The Failure of the Church

Finally, s word about the church, I,
loo, has failed miserasbly. The charch,
which should have been the forerunner in
this type of struggle, hos come to be the
donkey’s tail too olten. One of the
things that upset me most on onr sit-in
committes occurred one doy when we
dizcussed having kneelins in some of the
Atlanta chorches. The White students
who bad gone along with us on every-
thing else drew back in protest. “Not the
churches. This is the worst place—the
area that is most personal, Don't bother
the churches!"

1 remember how bitter [ felt on a bean-
tiful Easter morning in Haleigh, N.C., as
I stood on u comer mcross from a Bap-
tist church and watched six of my
friends, three white, threse Negro, walk
up the church steps to attend service,
Having heard that the sit-in movement
was holding a conference at Shaw Uni:
versity Gcross the street, the Baphist
church npparently had anticipated action
like this, so their ushers wore alert and
ready. As my six friends walked up the
stepe, four well-groomed, efficient ashers
rishied out to meet them and push them
back down. Meanwhils, inside, the con-
gregation heartily sang, “He Is Risen™
A beautiful Easter merning! “He s
Risen." It's o mockery of God.

We are going to have to make up our
minds s o who we are and who we are
going 1o become. Are we Christians, or
aren't we? There can be no middle
ground there. Do we believe in brother-
hood, or don't we? Too often, we say
we cannot inierfere with the Seuth. But
it iz mot n question of the North inter-
fering in the South, but rather a question
of the South interfering in the nation.
It is not & guestion of one man interfer-
ing with snother. It is n question of man
interfering with God's mandate to love
his brother. Who are we? And who are
we going to be?



THIS WE CAN DO

Attitudes of youth on any particular preblem of our society range from the
fervor of rebellion and activism to the eoldness of Iudtﬂl'l"ﬂl‘lL‘ﬂ and apathy.
Partr of this wideness m range can be attributed m varyi egrees of enthusi-
asm, concern, and one’s outlook, But one thing that is :Earnﬂtri-uﬁﬂ of most
positions we take on a particular issue i= the lack of a clear snswer to the
question, “But what can [ do?” Due to a lack of clear direction or open chan-
nels for expressing our concern, we often are stymied and as a rvesalt fail 1o
do anything.

Miszs Wright has confrooted us with a problem that is & mar on the face of onr
eountry and our society. What can we as youth do about it? Here are some
suggestions of what we, as youth groups, can do.

1. Become acquainted with the basic problems of prejudice and dis
crimination that exist within our community, One aid in this project
is the Community Survey availuble from the Division of Christian
Social Concern of the American Baptist Convention, Valley Forge, Pa.
(priced) This is a survey which we, as youth, can make. It will mean
some work but throogh it we should be able to gain a new perspective
of our community and its problems.,

2, Invite @ spﬂlilr to our youth group from cne of our community agen-
cies or organizations (such as the Fair Housing Burean, Urban League,
U.S, Emp?:rj'mcnt Service, NAACP, ete.] or a school principal, or a
member of our municipal government. Ask them to presemt the role
and place of minarities within our community.

3. Have a panel discussion by representatives of the varions minority and
ethnic groups within our community, Plan to discuss exactly what prob-

lems of disgrimination and prejudice must daily he confronted.

4. Use H'lllgm'ld'ihq article, “*Sick and Tired,” as a discussion starter for
our youth group. Haise pertinent questionz such oz “Do we really know
the minority group member?” “What is the mission of our church in
this area®” etc,

5. Im light of this article, have a depth Bible study and see what the Bible
has to say in the area of race relations. Some passages which might be
used are: Psalm 133: Micah 6:1-8: Malachi 2:10; Matthew 7:7-12: Mark
12:29:31; Romans 12:2-10; T Corinthians 12:12-26: [ John 4:20-21.

These are only five of the many possibilities. The real responsibility lies in
what we as individusl youth do. gﬂ:en we learn to mecept persons as persons
rather than as things, & great step forward shall have been taken. But in order
te accomplish thic we must become acquainted with persons and aware of their
neads, The foregoing mggestions may be an aid in process.
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