Civil Rights Act of 1957 Revisited (Part I)
          Looking at the historic election of 2008—an African-American senator from Illinois and a senior statesman senator from Arizona, brings back the memories of the years preceding the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1957. But looking at the campaign activities of the two contending parties brings to mind the shame, the violence and bloodshed, the mean culture of the South as shown by its leaders, and the remnants of racism tied to the “Negro” issue. The Emancipation Proclamation (1/1863) was signed by Abraham Lincoln 145 years ago.
          A good number of my friends today, both Republicans and Democrats are voting either for McCain just because Obama is black though they won’t admit it because they don’t want to be labeled racist. What confuses me most are the registered Democrats (a good number are Filipino- and Chinese-Americans; Korean- and Vietnamese Americans are members of GOP due to national security concerns) who have voted for their party candidates throughout the years since their naturalization but are turning to the GOP this year. Their racism and misplaced feelings of superiority towards blacks is stronger than loyalty to the part. I often wonder what kind of homes they grew up under; what I know of Filipino-Americans is that their Catholic education failed to infuse in them acceptance of others who are different, especially when it concerns color of skin. It is sad, indeed!

          This brings me to that year in 1957 when President Lyndon B. Johnson made a pitch for civil rights even at the expense of losing the south to the GOP: “To deny a man his hopes because of his color or race or his religion or the place of his birth is not only to do injustice, it is to deny America and to dishonor the dead who gave their lives for American freedom. Our fathers believed that if this noble view of the rights of man is to flourish it must be rooted in democracy. The most basic right is the right to choose your leaders (meaning, the right to vote)… There is no reason to excuse the denial of that right. There is no duty which weighs more heavily on us than the duty we have to ensure that right. Yet the harsh fact is that in many places in the country, men and women in this country are kept from voting simply because they are Negroes [sic]… Every device of which human ingenuity is capable has been used to deny this right.” What a courageous southern man!
          Before this year, it was almost impossible for a black to register to vote. They would go to register only to be told that the registrar was “out.” If they persisted and eventually found him in, he disqualified them for making a technical error on their application form, such as not spelling out a middle name. If they made no “errors” the registrar gave them a test they failed. LBJ cautioned, “Even a college degree cannot be used to prove that he can read and write. For the fact is that the only way to pass these barriers is to show white skin.” And he added: “There is a Constitutional issue here. The command of the Constitution is plain. There is no moral issue. It is wrong—deadly wrong to deny any of your fellow Americans the right to vote in this country. There is no issue of states’ rights or national rights. There is only the struggle for human rights.”

          Their reaction to LBJ was predictable. Sen. James Eastland (MS): “I just can’t understand why he’s [LBJ] so involved in this voting rights bill. He’s creating some real problems trying to appease that nigger preacher.” Disgrace was one of Sen. John Mc Clellan’s (AR) when it came to civil rights legislation. “It’s a disgrace for the president of the US to be crawling to the niggers.” Spessard “Hangman” Holland (AL) said at breakfast in the Inner Sanctum with 7 or 8 other southern senators: “He gone [sic] crazy with that nigger talk. You can’t trust anything he says.” They thought they knew LBJ. They looked defeated and depressed, but. Sen. Strom Thurmond (SC) was angry: “The president betrayed the southern cause and everything that’s decent in the country. He’s the one that needs to be overcome. He’s let the nigger preacher get to his head.” I see similarities between these Southern racists and many of my above-mentioned friends.
          LBJ concluded: “Their cause must be our cause, too. Because it’s not just Negroes [sic], but really it’s all of us who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice! And we shall overcome.” Si, se puede!
(Next Week: “Will Racism Pull This Country Under in the 21st Century?” (Part II).
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