
  [image: cover.jpg]


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  
    



    



    



    



    A BOMBARDIER BOOKS BOOK


    An Imprint of Post Hill Press


     


    We Have Overcome:


    An Immigrant’s Letter to the American People


    © 2018 by Jason D. Hill


    All Rights Reserved


     


    ISBN: 978-1-68261-730-4


    ISBN (eBook): 978-1-68261-731-1


     


     


    Cover Design by Tricia Principe, principedesign.com


     


    No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.


     


    The idea for We Have Overcome is based on an article in the October 2017 issue of Commentary.


     


     


    [image: ]


    Post Hill Press


    New York • Nashville


    posthillpress.com


     


    Printed in the United States of America

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    To the American People

    in the name of the best within you.

  


  
    Contents


    Introduction: My Fellow Americans



    In the Name of the Best Within Us



    In Search of the Moral Meaning of America

    and the Metaphysical Insignificance of Race


    Racial Profiling, Police Brutality, and the Moral

    Hypocrisy of “Black Lives Matter” 


    Jamaican Boy in Search of America


    Fighting for My Moral Life in America


    Redemption, Hope, and the Declining Significance

    of Race in America


    Acknowledgments


    About the Author

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    My Fellow Americans



    We live in an era of deep resentment, envy, and hatred of our great and noble nation. It has become fashionable within certain circles in the United States of America to malign our republic as an imperialist, racist, and white supremacist country that exploits its racial minorities and keeps them outside the pantheon of the human community and the domain of the ethical.


    Our celebrated writers and intellectuals pen books that receive accolades by critics who claim that America is ruled by majoritarian pigs, and that the American dream is the nefarious fabrication of white racists who have used it to exploit blacks. Some have claimed that the concept of The Dream itself is false, and that it is predicated on a specious hope that ought to be rejected by all Americans, but, more specifically, by black Americans.


    We live in the age of militant Americaphobia!


    We live in an era when the most benevolent and moral country on earth, along with her exceptional people with their amazing optimism, cheerfulness, and can-do forthrightness, are resented as crass, shoddy, xenophobic, and in inevitable decline. Americans as a group of people are good people. But, hatred of the good for being the good, hatred for the best and noblest of virtues that reside within you, has become a fashionable emotion among certain elitist groups who resent America and her people for such virtues. They resent America for the values forged in the crucibles of an unprecedented nation-state that has been a haven and a blessing for the talented, the strong, and the exceptional, but also for the poor, the benighted, the oppressed, the disenfranchised, and the dispossessed. This country could only have been such a haven because you, the American people, the most non-xenophobic and tolerant people in the world, have opened your home to the stranger and the foreigner time and time again. You have not forced the foreigner to make a self-abnegating Faustian bargain with his or her new country in the name of renouncing all roots and ancestral ties. You have only demanded that he or she pledge a thin and minimal political commitment to our great republic. You have only required that that allegiance take precedence over tribal loyalties. This is why an America in the 21st century is one essentially free of racial, ethnical, and religious clashes and violence among all her varied peoples.


    These detractors of America despise the fact that America, in a fundamental sense, is like the emotion of love itself: It is a command to rise. Like the human soul, America is a moral phenomenon. These haters are the original incompetents and lazy nonachievers who would seek to reduce all around them to the lowest common denominator within themselves. These privileged haters are range-of-the moment, concrete-bound primitives who have never known what it is to yearn for that most American of identities—not an ethnic or racial one, but an aspirational one. It is an identity belonging to any man, woman, or child who longs to suffuse the world with an original assemblage of who he or she is. We, the continuously aspiring human beings, whether we are Americans, or Americans-in-the-making, hear and respond to the quintessential elegiac American voice. It is an enticing one, at once soothing and inspiring, and it says: I am an open canvas. Write and enact your script on me. Without you and your story and your narrative, the story of America is incomplete. This is America, where you can suffuse the nation’s vast landscape with who you are and partake in a dialogue of national becoming.


    By constitutional design, America is a place of universal belonging. It is the prototype of what a benevolent universe looks like because it is the first country, and, a fortiori, a phenomenal social experiment that explicitly rejects lineage and blood as criteria for membership and belonging. It celebrates civic nationalism in place of ethnic or cultural nationalism as the political principle that would forge a common identity among strangers and foreigners from disparate parts of the globe.


    You, the exceptional First People of this exceptional First Nation among all nations, you the co-creators of this, the most self-critical and reformed society on the face of the earth, have made these superlative achievements possible. The creation of your country and civilization is both a stupendous stylized work of art, as well as a work in scientific precision. Its sustainability and its inexorable progress over time are unmatched and unprecedented in the history of humanity.


    When I try to tell detractors that the American Dream is a constitutive feature of America itself, made possible by the unbreakable spirit of the American people, they shore up a nefarious form of factionalism and appeal to an insidious cottage-industry of victimology often predicated on black suffering and white guilt, guilt for past transgressions that whites have long atoned for as a group. The detractors keep telling me that I am complicit in a beguiling narrative that hides a form of structural oppression against certain racial groups that forever keeps them outside the ambit of the American Dream and relegates them to an existential wasteland and eternal metaphysical anguish. This wasteland deliberately alienates blacks and other minorities from their own creative agency and renders them impotent against a system stacked against them from birth. I adduce my own life as evidence of the utter nonsense of this narrative. I am further told that I am either a fool or a deliberate player in the white supremacist construct that is a constitutive feature of American life and identity. I resist by stating that the current progressive nature of racial politics at work here in America proves that the United States is not, at this time, a white supremacist society because it does not have an official ideology of the supremacy of the white race as it once did. There are no laws explicitly preferring whites, or exclusionary or punitive of nonwhites simply on the grounds of race.


    I am told off explicitly and given sundry journalistic minutiae ranging from fringe groups proclaiming the unassailability of white power, to lunatic psychotics who intermittently wage a spate of battles against blacks and other people of color. These are tragic occurrences that should arouse the anguish, anger, and indignation of all Americans, white, black, yellow, and all the shades in between. I sense a higher truth about my beloved adopted country, something that does not reside in any politician or in any administration that might be in power at the moment, something that transcends the pettiness of everyday life and the prejudices of cadres of individuals of many different groups. I sense a spirit, a Geist to the nation I love and the people whom I’ve decided, after having traveled all over the world, are my favorite people in the whole world. Who are these people, the American people? What is the fundamental nature of this country and its profound moral meaning? How has my life as a black immigrant been shaped (or not) by the racial politics of the nation I have called home for the past thirty-two years?


    What is the truth about the nature of race and racial politics in this country I love that these detractors would shame me for loving? Why have some such as myself, an immigrant from Jamaica, along with countless other immigrants and a significant number of blacks who have been born and raised in America, been able to achieve some modicum of success, and others, only superlative achievements? Why were others thought to be inevitably barred from The Dream simply by virtue of their race and by insuperable barriers erected by a racial superstructure and its vanguards? If such were the case, did these white vanguards owe anything at all to the black individuals whose sufferings and hopelessness the detractors brandished as evidence of the utter irrefutability of an oppressive America? Did the individuals who failed within the system, and who were held up as certified moral icons of innocence and victimization, constitute a group that contained certain pathological features that ran either concurrently or independently to the system that had structurally stymied their existence and prevented them from flourishing? Was it the white vanguards who were responsible for the two-thirds of blacks born to unwed mothers and whose births have largely condemned them to a life of poverty? Was it the white vanguards who have been responsible for the disproportionate number of murders committed by black men that resulted in mass incarcerations that have blithely been referred to as evidence of a new form of Jim Crow in America? Mass incarcerations of people who commit crimes should not be referred to as racism. Its proper appellation is: justice.


    Why have I never in my life in this country been disappointed by it? And, why, in spite of racial resistance from time to time—often and mostly from the detractors themselves who identified as progressives and radicals for a better world—have I never sought to actively fight racism, but have simply adduced myself as evidence of its irrationality?


    But the biggest question and challenge and truth about race in America came to me as a shock and a deep psychological relief, one that left me with hope. As a black man living in America and studying her past very carefully, I came to see that race, while always endemic to America, was never metaphysically relevant to the true moral meaning of America. In fact, the very concept of race itself is a deep betrayal of the identity of the fundamental moral nature of the United States of America. I know this is a controversial position to hold. But, in the ensuing pages, I shall explain it as carefully as I can, explain what I believe is the true magnificent moral meaning of America, and explain why racial injustice is and has always been a betrayal of it. It is for this reason that I believe with all my heart that we have and will continue to make racial progress in this country, and that, one day, this noble and magnificent country will be a truly great cosmopolitan and color-blind society.


    My convictions about America can be found by retracing my perceptions and analysis of the nation through my intimate experiences with its people. My convictions would be forged by witnessing the lives of, as well as the character traits of, other immigrants, most from humble origins, and those of black Americans who had embraced The Dream and faced the head-on challenges required for succeeding in America. My ideas about the moral meaning of America were derived from studying the history of the country itself. Later in my journey, in discovering the moral meaning of America, I came to understand as an academic philosopher that it was in our institutions of higher learning, our universities, that the real destruction of America was taking place. Our nation’s universities, in their advocacy of Americaphobia, are not only sites of national security threats, they are purveyors and repositories of racial divisiveness in this country. The biggest breach in this country is not between blacks and whites. It is between the intellectuals and the people.


    There is a formula for success in this great nation. I, as well as others, have discovered it and applied it to our lives. In this process, as people of color, we have discovered the irrefutable metaphysical irrelevance of race in the United States of America as it applies to our lives. In essence, we have overcome it and its binding hold against a march toward inevitable achievement.


    I remain convinced that until that sense of the psychological irrelevance of race is internalized, and, thus, becomes part of one’s schema for being in the world, that one will be compromised not by so-called structural and systemic racism, but, rather, by the psychic and deterministic hindrances that inflate the importance of race at the cost of an intransigent individualism, personal responsibility, self-accountability, and the reach for a never-ending aspirational identity that is wedded to grit, rationality, honor, determination, resilience, tenacity, self-cultivation, frugality, perseverance, and a healthy dose of emotional stoicism.


    Here is my story and that excavation of the moral meaning of America, of race, of identity, and of the nature of the indefatigable spirit that cannot accept defeat, that can only dream the impossible dream and make it real.

  


  
    In the Name of the Best

    Within Us


    On August 11, 1985, at the age of twenty, I boarded an Air Jamaica aircraft bound for Atlanta. Clutching the hand of my seventy-two-year-old grandmother a little nervously, I was headed for what I still believe to be the greatest country on earth: The United States of America. Armed with 120 dollars, big dreams for my life, and the love of my family, I blew a kiss to the throngs of onlookers in the old rundown wavers’ gallery who were waving crazily at everybody and nobody in particular—a hangover from the old colonial era—and never once looked back.


    I recall that day as being the first day of my true and authentic life. My glamorous grandmother was decked out in pearls, high heels, and a silk dress. Greeting the flight attendant at the door, she said, head thrown back and with a raspy laugh, “America, here we come.” My thirty-nine-year-old mother, the most courageous woman I have ever known, had, along with my younger brother, preceded us on our journey. My mother had given up her career in banking on the island and decided to head to America alone with us to start from scratch with very little money in hand, and to make a new life. Why? Because America was the place where anything was possible.


    My mother had decided that her two sons were too young to be embarking on such a journey by themselves. She needed to be there to make sure her boys had family close by. For someone who had established roots in her native homeland, this move on her part was considered by several members of her inner circle as downright foolish and reckless. Why give up your life and career to start from scratch in a strange country? I thought that by uprooting her life at her age, she was not only courageous, but morally formidable, as well. It took faith and confidence and, above all, an enduring belief in the possibilities and opportunities that are a part of America’s core identity. My mother, like all immigrants, believed in America—both for herself and her two sons.


    Four and a half hours later, I, a newly minted legal immigrant, but feeling like some strange nocturnal creature seeing light for the first time, shielded my face against the harsh sunlight of the Atlanta skies with one hand and, with the other, protectively shielded my grandmother’s slightly perspiring neck—although, really, there was nothing to protect it from. I was in the United States of America. Home of the Dreamers. The most magnificent land of opportunities. I was here to make something of my life: a black man who had never met any philosophers or real novelists in his life, but who was determined to become a philosopher and write books in the field of ethics, political philosophy, and American foreign policy. (I knew nothing of the latter at the time.) A Dreamer eager to publish poems and novels about the Caribbean that Americans would come to love. A gay man escaping the toxicity of homophobia that is constitutive of Jamaican identity, and who knew that, one day, in America, he could find peace and true love with a person of his choice and be left alone. That he would make no demands of his new country except that others place no obstructions in his path towards the enhancement of his life. It was a land where he would expect no special treatment because, in an exceptional place and time, one can already write one’s own history. My ideas, I decided on that aircraft, will one day be taught in colleges and universities. Later, I will tell you the extent to which that willed decision became reality, and why this is possible only in the United States of America.


    Before that wide-body A300 aircraft made its final touchdown in Atlanta, something magical happened while I floated at thirty-two thousand feet above the ground. At some point during the initial descent, I closed my eyes and made a covenant with this new country I would call my permanent home. I promised that, in the name of the best within me, I would cultivate the noblest virtues in my character and use them as the only legitimate currency to purchase a life that would be worthy of an American. I made a covenant with my soon-to-be approaching country that in the name of the best and highest in me, I would seek faith in life’s better possibilities. That there would be no obstacles that my indefatigable spirit could not overcome, and that there would be no prejudice that a philosophy of individualism, which characterized the very essence of who I was at my core, could not transcend. This covenant spoke to the stupendous achievements I vowed to accomplish by taking advantage of the plethora of opportunities that I knew would become available to me. Riding that majestic bird in the sky, I thought of my life in moral terms: this was a moral contract I was making with my new country. The best within me was a code of conduct that I would enact between myself and my future compatriots. It was an ethos of benevolence and goodwill that I would extend, and one that I expected to be reciprocated. The America I anticipated meeting, and the one I have come to know and love, is a country predicated on mutual exchange.


    If you show Americans respect, courtesy, basic warmth, and benevolence, then the majority of them—you, the American people, black, white, brown, yellow, or red—will basically respond in kind. Americans, as I imagined them while riding high in the sky, would not be a formidable people, but would, rather, be purposeful, driven, optimistic, and ambitious, such as myself. Like me, they would expect no special favors from anyone. Each person’s fate, like my own, would be in his or her own hands. In this covenant, I made a sacred decision never to give up the struggle to succeed; never to capitulate to cynicism and bitterness; never to see myself as anyone’s victim; to ask for help as little as possible (if I asked for any at all); and to never to be thought I was owed anything by anyone except to be left alone to pursue my dreams and cultivate my values and moral character. Thirty-two years later, I have never had to modify the covenant in any essential way. Its fundamentals remain the same. They are rooted in a highly individuated man who is an intransigent and rugged individualist, and whose proper posture is an upright one.


    * * *


    The early years were thrillingly difficult. They were filled with promise, vitality, and exuberance. We lived in Stone Mountain, Georgia, which, in 1985, my black friends liked to remind me was Ku Klux Klan country. It didn’t matter. It was like the Jamaican women in the 1920s who had integrated the New York garment industry. Upon observing signs that said, “Coloreds Need Not Apply,” they simply marched in in droves and applied for seamstress jobs. So, too, my family and countless Caribbean families marched en masse into Stone Mountain, in Klan country, and bought homes, joined their churches, and introduced ourselves in utter fearlessness—and that was that. None of us ever missed a night’s sleep. We moved there because large houses were comparatively cheap, resale values were high, and we had absolutely no fear of white people. That emotion was alien to all of us. I introduced myself to my neighbors and, like most Southerners then and now, they were polite and courteous—they practiced good manners. Some of them expressed a desire to visit Jamaica. All welcomed me to America.


    I often wondered what possessed fifteen thousand people from the Caribbean to descend upon Atlanta in the mid-1980s and integrate into the nearly all-white neighborhoods. It was true. Back then, Stone Mountain was a disproportionately white community populated by several members of the Ku Klux Klan. When I told black friends that my family and dozens of other Caribbean families were living in Stone Mountain, they were genuinely concerned for my safety. Most blacks were living on the south side of Atlanta in predominantly black neighborhoods; they thought we might be verbally harassed, physically assaulted, or, by the more apocalyptically minded among my beloved friends, lynched. They asked why we had chosen to move there. Were you social activists bent on integrating into the neighborhood?


    “No,” I responded vehemently, recoiling instantly from the thought of being identified as such. But, as an afterthought, I did add, “We probably will, eventually, by default, integrate the town and drive all those Klans people out.” This was, incidentally, exactly what happened. But, such was not our intention. A year after moving to Stone Mountain, while on a lunch break in a bank where I was working full-time as a credit card debt collector, I tried to explain the moral psychology of what I thought was our motivation to one of my black friends who kept pestering me. She thought the Caribbeans were moving in because they wanted to be white, and that, in some strange way, we were “sellouts,” though she could not exactly define in what way. I had just about had it with this nonsense.


    “Listen,” I explained to her, “I am an individualist. And, most of the Caribbeans and Jamaicans I know who are moving into Stone Mountain are incorrigible individualists. We don’t care about race. We never have, and we never will. Period. It’s not that we have never been touched by race. Many of us, my parents and grandparents included, came from British colonies in which we were subjected to racial indignities by the English colonial system. That had its own system of racial- and class-based taxonomies and hierarchies predicated on a nefarious system of pigmentocracy.”


    I explained to her that an implacable ethos of unbridled individualism prevents Caribbeans from submitting to this internalized system of racialization. They despised and eschewed racial classifications, along with any form of racial solidarity and biological collectivism predicated on racial ancestry. In their adopted country—America—they would accept it not grudgingly (we are realists), but amusingly, and certainly not with any degree of internal identification. This was what allowed my maternal grandmother, born of a Jewish father and a Jamaican mother, to laugh uproariously at a banker who, upon opening her senior’s bank account, referred to her as Afro-American. She laughed, nodded, and then I think looked at the poor woman as a functioning psychotic, a truly color-blind person—and that was all there was to it.


    I explained to my friend that twenty years after the magnificent Third Founding of America in the form of the Civil Rights Movement, Jamaicans and other Caribbeans had correctly made the assessment that America was the best place in the word for aspiring black immigrants to exist, and that in 1985, Atlanta was the city to live in. It was thriving with opportunities for people of color, the cost of living was comparatively low, and Stone Mountain just happened to be a place where you could buy a super-large home with a massive yard for a modest price.


    “But it’s Klan country,” she rebutted.


    “I don’t care,” I shot back. “Are you kidding me? This is America! How dare anyone think they have the power to monopolize opportunity in this country anywhere—and I mean anywhere? This is now my country, and nobody will dictate where I can live, what I can achieve, or what I can aspire to dream.”


    It was my friend’s turn to look at me like I was the psychotic.


    “You got some nerve,” she said almost resentfully.


    “Yes. That’s right. And you should get some too!” I said quietly.


    * * *


    Integrate Stone Mountain we did, not as social activists, but as relentless pursuers of The Dream, as individuals who refused to be intimidated, and as those who looked past race and refused to see race as an inevitable obstacle and barrier to progress and achievement.


    I believe that when potential intimidators see blood in the water, like sharks, they circle in and feed on their prey. Fifteen thousand fearless immigrants descended on a town in a few years. My neighbors were polite. My grandmother went to her all-white church, and soon she was its most beloved parishioner. I stood at a bus stop at 5 a.m. one winter day after the massive 1985 earthquake had hit Mexico City. A white woman, poor and living in some trailer park, she said, struck up a conversation with me. She thought I was Hispanic, although I told her I was from Jamaica. She said she was devastated over those Mexicans dying in the earthquake. Did I know how she could donate at least ten dollars to the victims in Mexico? She’d lost her electricity the week before because her husband had lost his job. I remembered crying on the way to work. Thirty-two years later, I am unable to recall if I was crying for the decimated lives of the victims of that horrific earthquake or for the look of empathy and utter desolation on that poor woman’s face. Perhaps I was crying for both. But, I remember clearly that this was Stone Mountain, Georgia, 1985.


    * * *


    During the years of unspeakable struggles that I experienced in America as I worked up to forty-five hours a week, sometimes three jobs at a time, and attended university full-time before earning a scholarship to complete my PhD in philosophy, I bonded with other Dreamers. They were legal immigrants and aspirants whose emergent identities were forged in the crucibles of their adopted country. Like me, they worked hard and graduated magna cum laude from their universities—every single one of them. I should tell you about some of those Dreamers—as if they are not already part of the American folklore and actual moral mandate that continues to lure countless Dreamers to America.


    There was Thai, a young Vietnamese man with whom I worked while stuffing envelopes in a bank to pay my way through college. He wasn’t qualified to do much else because he could not speak English. But, he would visit me on campus at Georgia State University.


    There was Vanessa, a tall, deeply black-skinned woman from Trinidad who had actually fled Trinidad because she was too dark-skinned to feel welcomed there.


    Rema was a young woman from Iran who had narrowly escaped that country when her family found out she was a lesbian and used the love in their hearts for her to send her to America for her own protection.


    Dinesh was a very dark-skinned, nineteen-year-old from India who was regarded as a Dalit, or “untouchable,” in his country, and whom everyone in our circle of friends—Southern white, black, and foreigners from all over the world—embraced as an equal because he had the whitest teeth anyone had ever seen, we joked. But, really, it was because he had the sweetest, forgiving, and most benevolent disposition toward life that any of us had ever experienced. He was aiming for a degree in finance and then architecture.


    Then there was Isabella from Guatemala whose mother had worked as a maid. Her accent was hard, working class; she was watching a lot of American television, she said, to Americanize it. Her mother had dreamed that she’d become a teacher and come back to their country and give back to the community. She wanted none of that. She wanted to become an anesthesiologist. The more often she put people to sleep, the more they’d shut the hell up and not judge the way she spoke, she once told me in the library. She’d said it quietly and then laughed and said she was only kidding. Medicine had always fascinated her.
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