The Clutches of Jim Crow Still Here Today
         Jim Crow almost destroyed the soul and psyche of African-Americans in the South. It must be worse than death to be considered less than human because of the color of one’s skin. In the first three decades of the 20th century, most white southerners believed the racial caste system they have recently institutionalized would spread across the nation and even around the world. By World War I, white southerners had already created an intricate racial system of breathtaking complexity that left no room to chance. It disenfranchised African-Americans and passed laws to force them into segregation. Then it moved from the political to the personal to guarantee white supremacy.
         The system (Jim Crow) offered a color-coded solution for every human deed and thought, from where one might urinate to how far one’s assimilation might soar. It required constant policing and terrible, swift punishment of violations, willful or not. Few white people saw that they were spending a considerable portion of their daily lives imposing a cruel, artificial system on their fellow human beings. Jim Crow’s success depended on its capacity for self-justification. But it required arbitrary violence and institutionalized police power to enforce it. Everywhere white southerners looked, they saw black southerners behaving according to white supremacy’s dictates and they took that behavior as an indication of black people’s inferiority.
         The blacks could not vote unless they knew exactly how many bubbles were there in a bar of soap. They could not be judged as literate if they could not spell words, like consternation, sympathy, rendezvous, but if you were white you established your literacy by your ability to spell such words as pen, dog, cat. It’s almost much of the same because the present is still hostage of the past. Everything is viewed through the lens of race. Obama’s success makes some people as anxious as makes others proud. But he will never change uneducated whites in the south, even if he makes some of them millionaires. That’s the evil of racism. 

         Moving to another part of the country (Midwest), the Supreme Court said there is no evidence of voter fraud in upholding the Indiana state law requiring government-issued photo-identification card for anyone to vote!  The court traded away the ability of many poor Americans to vote out of deference to conservative fears that someone might cheat. So much for the concept of voting as the most sacred right in a democracy! The photo identification ruse is nothing short of voter suppression enacted by Indiana’s Republican legislature to keep down the votes of Democratic-leaning minorities and senior citizens. They will have the most trouble getting state-approved photo-identification cards and will likely miss the vote.

         This brings us the poll tax of the Old South. Its apologists justified it that it cost only a couple of dollars to vote which wasn’t much of a sacrifice of the sacred right. But it wasn’t charged to whites whose ancestors had voted before minorities won the right to vote after the Civil War and were grandfathered in. The whole idea of the poll tax was to suppress the vote of the poor (and blacks). How difficult is it to get a photo-identification card? Harder than one may think! The poor do not own vehicles and therefore do not have drivers’ licenses. They can file for other forms of identification but those cards require personal trips to government offices which can be expensive, difficult and impossible for the infirm. Many citizens also do not have access to their birth certificate, a key document needed in getting voter-identification in Indiana. The 24th amendment banned the poll tax in 1964, but six Justices reinstated it last month with this decision.

         Racial tensions are now covert. The slights are subtle, from the glance averted on the street to the job application that is never considered. With five months of fierce presidential campaign ahead, there is a sense that running racial tensions (black against white and vice-versa) are about to boil over. It is unbelievable how hateful some of these people are and can be. But color is not the dividing wall it once was. While neighborhoods remain somewhat segregated, workplaces are more diverse, biracial couples more common. Children—black and white—play together on sports teams; they grow up not only to attend each other’s weddings, but to take part as bridesmaids and groomsmen. Hope abounds!
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