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Foreword

The blatant and apparently senseless murder of George Floyd in Minnesota by an arresting police officer awakened our nation’s sensitivities regarding race issues. In the aftermath of the George Floyd case and other well-publicized incidents of violent acts committed—seemingly unjustifiably—by law enforcement against African Americas, many Americans have engaged in heated debates about whether race relationships are getting better or worse; the answer of course depends on one’s perspective and the environment in which one lives. In the Floyd case, which was captured on video, reactions ranged from anger to guilt to helplessness to many other things leading to an attitude that something must be done to end such blatant abuses of human rights by law enforcement. But what does that look like? On the other hand, divisive elements have eagerly sought to capture the energy associated with righteous protests surrounding the quest for human rights, and to further their own nefarious purposes. These forces tend to emerge anytime there is a national social crisis, because they want to further their own causes and really care very little about whatever the initial impetus for constructive change happened to be.

In his book, What Black and White America Must Do Now, Armstrong Williams, who is black, but has a wide range of multicultural life experiences and decades-long experience leading crisis management in government and industry, endeavors to impart wisdom and direction to a white audience who may not be equipped with the social and emotional tools to manage race relationships in times of social upheaval. This is not to say that everyone’s life experiences are not equally valuable, but simply to provide another perspective for those who so desire.

It is not the color of one’s skin that determines how they think and perceive the world; rather it is the environment in which they have lived and are currently experiencing. This became vividly apparent to me as a freshman at Yale. It was the first year that Yale accepted women, and it was also the first year that they had more than a handful of black students. Some of the black students, unlike many of the rest of us, had grown up in privileged environments and clearly had never interacted with other black people. Some of them would barely even acknowledge our existence, while others made every effort to immerse themselves in the black experience. The point being that it was their environment that shaped their personalities and not their race. This is the first thing that both white and black Americans need to understand.

Next, people must come to understand that lack of knowledge or awareness about other people’s cultural issues does not automatically make someone a racist. We are all ignorant of one another to various degrees. And it is only by engaging in constructive dialogue, rather than assuming something about a person, that we all get to benefit from each other’s diverse personal experiences and grow together as a nation. Unfortunately, society is becoming less understanding of this point and is quick to level charges of racism at even the slightest provocation. This in turn makes people act out of guilt or fear in ways that they would not normally act. These artificial actions further complicate interactions with members of other races. This book explores these kinds of issues in detail and lays out a framework that whites can use to approach situations involving racial tension more constructively and effectively.

The greatest thing that the reader will realize after reading this book is that we all have spheres of influence and we can begin the amelioration process when it comes to race relations by working within our own spheres of influence. We can be the change we want to see happen in the world. We can help people understand that we serve a loving God who gave us variety. Can you imagine how boring the world would be if everybody looked exactly like you, even if you’re very beautiful or you’re very handsome? Hopefully, we will all come to learn that we are all in the same boat and if part of the boat sinks, eventually the rest of it will go down as well. To keep the boat afloat and sailing to a positive destination let us all work on the thing that makes us civil human beings, and that is building good and constructive relationships.

—Benjamin S. Carson Sr., MD
Emeritus Professor of Neurosurgery, Oncology,
Plastic Surgery, and Pediatrics,
The Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions


Prologue

In the Marion, South Carolina, of my youth, all were aware of the deep legacy of racial divide that is embedded in the history, culture, and tradition of the region. The dim memory of slavery and reconstruction, the more vivid recollection of the civil rights movement, and the arduous walk away from a segregated society that followed are all deeply embedded in my memory and the collective consciousness of the South. Yet even in that midst, my own upbringing as an African American child was happy, secure, and the foundation of all that has since followed in my life. Those halcyon days of youth with my father, mother, and nine brothers and sisters in the rural South are the continuous blessing that have fueled the arc of my life now into the public square of political thought, commerce, and media. From that perspective, the convulsions that now grip the nation are particularly poignant and demanding of urgent remedy. The great British poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson pointed out that poetry is emotion recollected in tranquility. Likewise, I have stepped momentarily out of the fray and back to the family farm in Marion to view the current racial landscape in America, and in the book that follows will offer particular strategies for racial reconciliation and the full-throated expansion of freedom to all our people.

We all know the problems. We have all been recently and vividly reminded of the arrival of African men, women, and children to North America in chattels and against their will. The decades of forced servitude in slavery have been newly recalled. The disenfranchisement over decades, particularly in my native Southern region, of Jim Crow, poll tests suppressing voting, raw segregation, physical violence, and reigns of terror are freshly topical. Images of torrents of water issuing from fire hoses to knock down protestors, snarling dogs to hold them at bay and behind bars, and othe images of the civil rights era are now everywhere to be seen. Currently accounts of unvarnished police brutality selectively brought to bear on African American men caught by the unblinking eye of social media have enraged a nation. Here, as this summer begins, we find ourselves rocked to the core and once again staring in the face of our divided past and without a strategy for a path forward.

This, then, is our task. We need a direction of passage, a formula to follow, leading toward racial comity, equality under the law, and the deep harmony that only unfettered liberty can provide. This is the “unfinished work” President Lincoln spoke of on the field of battle at Gettysburg. This task he assigned to “the living” and now that is us.

From these fair fields of Marion, once worked by African slaves and now groomed these generations later by the sons and daughters of my parents, I have curated the observations and practical solutions for a modern America facing its age-old nemesis of racial division. This is our moment. President Jefferson and the Founders conceived a nation free from the servitude of monarchies and held out the dignity, sovereignty, and transcendent value of the individual. President Lincoln brought to the fold those African Americans who had yet to feel that warm embrace of Liberty. Now we are armed with the certitude that the elixir is human Liberty and the task that besets us is its full and untethered expansion into all folds and crevices of our society.


Senator Thurmond, a Surrogate Father

As a black child growing up in rural Marion, South Carolina, during the 1960s and ’70s, I never dreamed that one day South Carolina Senator Strom Thurmond—yes, that Strom Thurmond, the guy who famously filibustered against the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957—would eventually become my mentor. I’ll never forget my father introducing me to Senator Thurmond one summer when we were working in the tobacco fields. Strom was speaking at the Dry Dock Seafood Hut in Mullins, South Carolina, as he customarily did during the harvest season when folks were in town to auction their tobacco crops.

My father thought that it was important that I meet Senator Strom Thurmond, this Dixiecrat, this former segregationist. I remember when we arrived, the luncheon was just ending. We were late because so much was going on with the farm that day.

I finally met him, and I walked up and extended my hand and said, “My name is Armstrong Williams.” He said, “I’m Senator Strom Thurmond.” I said, “Oh, everybody tells me you’re racist.”

He chuckled, and asked, “Well son, what do you think?”

I replied, “My father felt I should meet you and find out for myself, and that I shouldn’t always try to let others decide for me what a person is because a person can change.”

Senator Thurmond said to me, “You seem like a pretty bright young man. Why don’t you come to Washington, DC, when you go off to college and come intern for me during the summer and you figure out whether I’m a racist or not?’

That began my relationship with the former segregationist, not only from the needs of my parents, but from my relationship with Senator Strom Thurmond, who had more of an impact on my idea of race, racism, and all the isms associated with it.

My father always taught us that you cannot group people together. He wanted us to have a different experience than the ones he and his forefathers had endured over the course of human slavery, de jure segregation, and the civil rights movement. White people during those times saw us all as being the same, and they discriminated against us on the basis of our skin color. In fact, skin color discrimination was the law of the land in many Southern states until it was finally outlawed by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which superseded all state and local laws permitting or requiring segregation. But because we were all classified as a “separate” race—separate from the human race—we had to have our own institutions, our own churches, our own social groups, our own colleges and universities. This sad state of isolation and separation was thrust upon us by the Founding Fathers, who did not have the courage to dismantle an amoral institution in America that my father felt would harm us for the rest of our lives.

Another lesson my father taught us is that everybody has a past, every sinner has a future, and everybody can change. Even Senator Strom Thurmond. At the time I met him in the early 1970s, Strom Thurmond was already almost seventy years old. Well anyway, I went off to college at South Carolina State University, where I served as class president and majored in political science because I wanted to understand the dynamics of the civil rights movement, American history, and how it was reshaping race relations in the South. I had all but forgotten about Strom Thurmond’s offer until I was about to go home from college, and the thought of having to return to work in my father and mother’s tobacco fields and slopping the hogs scared me so bad that I figured working as an intern for the world’s most notorious segregationist could not be worse than literally slaving away in the hot South Carolina sun. So I reached out to him, and lo and behold, within three hours of my call to the senator’s office, a lady by the name of Holly Johnson was on the phone and said, “Can you hold for Senator Strom Thurmond?”

He picked up and said, “You’re the young man that called me a racist.” He asked, “Are you ready to find out?” I chuckled.

I was still a teenager, and I said to myself, this guy’s got to be kidding, he remembers that? What he doesn’t remember is that I thought my father was going to knock my face off. My father threatened to slap me because he said I was disrespectful, but he understood. He liked my boldness and the fact that I was willing to stand up and ask those kinds of questions. He said it boded well for me. I told the senator that I was calling him because I wanted to work in Washington, DC, for the summer. It was my first trip to Washington, DC, and would mark the beginning of a lifelong journey where, almost forty years later, I am still proud to call my home.

Senator Thurmond took a liking to me. He would take me to the White House where I was able to meet President Reagan. I brought Richard Pryor to Washington, DC, because of Strom Thurmond, who had my back when people in government and administration did not want Richard Pryor to come after he made a commitment to speak at a celebration of Martin Luther King’s holiday, but had recently been caught in a dire controversy after having freebased cocaine and setting himself on fire. Most conservatives, and especially black conservatives at the time, believed that inviting Pryor would make a mockery of civil rights and reflect poorly on President Reagan’s commitment to the issue; they were afraid Pryor, and by reflection the president, would become a laughingstock.

But sure enough, Senator Thurmond called the president and told him to stand by my side, “because if this young man says Richard Pryor is not going to embarrass him and is going to give a straight speech, I believe him.” Strom Thurmond believed in me, and I’ll never forget something else he said to me. He said, “Young man, everybody who comes to Washington wants to be close to a senator, the president, or someone in power.” He said just think, “you’ve got yourself a senator,” and it was true.

The man was always kind, and he talked openly about his past. He said it’s not that he felt that blacks were inferior or hated black folks. He said he did a lot of things that he regretted and felt ashamed of. But those are the times that he lived, and he said he changed because he wanted to do better. He had stood for segregation—as had his father and grandfather, and as was expected of him as an upstanding Southern gentleman. He had also had marital infidelities that led to several scandals and divorces. But at the late stage in life in which he and I developed our relationship, the senator was far more concerned with patching things up with his creator and making amends here on Earth. As a result of our growing relationship, Strom Thurmond began to support key legislation to provide enhanced funding for historically black colleges and universities.

A lot of people don’t know this, but Senator Thurmond was a deciding influence in the Senate to make Martin Luther King’s birthday a national holiday. When Dr. King’s widow Coretta came to Washington to meet with him she was deeply skeptical of his motives, but she soon realized that he was serious and sincere in his openness to dialogue and action, and she thanked me for the relationship and having the vision and the courage to deal with the name-calling that people directed toward me because I was associated with a man who had a reputation as a notorious segregationist.

Over time our relationship deepened to the point where Strom became almost a second father to me, especially after my own dad passed away in the mid-1980s. Late in the evenings in his office, he would have me come by to talk to me about politics and point out people who were supposedly liberals who were standing up for black people, but were just as racist as one could be. I won’t call any names, but many were on the Democratic side. He would say “Look at them and guess what they said to me in the elevator this morning. Guess what they said to me over breakfast this morning.” He said people play a role, and just because somebody called themselves a Democrat, it doesn’t mean they’re all front and center for blacks, civil rights, and equal opportunity. He said, “but at least you know what I know.” This was an eye-opening experience, to say the least. It reinforced to me the lessons my own father had instilled in me: never stereotype, and don’t judge a book by its cover. Just because someone says all the right things in public doesn’t mean he’s your friend, and just because someone has been painted as a racist doesn’t mean he’s your enemy. If you can just dig a little deeper, withhold judgment, open up dialogue and communication, you just never know what treasure a relationship might reveal.

That more than anything formed my understanding of people; because of my parents, and because of Strom Thurmond and the kindness he directed toward me. He was so empowering to my career early on because he was always a listening ear. I’ll never forget people used to laugh at me in the administration because they never believed Strom Thurmond was really my friend or that we had that kind of relationship. I’ll never forget I called him one day and said, I want to have a reception and invite you to my place. I lived in a one-bedroom efficiency apartment on Capitol Hill, a roach-infested place that only had two rooms, including the kitchen and a tiny space for a bedroom and a bathroom. I told him it would mean so much to me if I invited all of the naysayers by, and if he would just show up and show he was my friend, because he was all in the news since he was the chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee. He said, “I’ll do that for you, son, I understand how important that is.” I’ll never forget on the day that it was happening, Dennis Shed, who’s now a federal judge and was his chief of staff at the time, called and said, “You know, the senator’s coming over, but he wants to know what to say.”

So I replied, “Let me think about it.”

At that time, Barry White had a song out called “Change.” I called the senator back and I told him what the lyrics of the song were. Sure enough, he said, “I will let everybody arrive first because they’re going to think I’m not going to arrive.”

He said he would call me when he was downstairs, and I should go down to get him at just the right time. Everybody was there; the place was packed like sardines. The senator called and said he was on his way. I was fidgety and excited. I went down and got the senator and people were shocked. He came to my apartment and he quoted Barry White, saying, “It’s time for change, everybody can change, even I have changed, and it’s because of this young man, Mr. Armstrong Williams, my protégé, that I continue to change.”

People believed that I was really impacting Strom Thurmond and his views on civil rights. I remember he became a champion for civil rights, believe it or not.

He said to me once, “Listen, if you were not aligned with Republicans (I’m a third-generation Republican), you would not be in a position to help us change and do better. People need to have power no matter who’s in the White House, no matter who’s in Congress. Nobody should be left on the sidelines.”

I write this to say, I have never in my life experienced racism. I said this to my family, my colleagues, my staff, and people around the world. Racism has had no impact on my life or my success because if it did, there’s no way that someone like me could rise to become the second largest minority broadcast television owner in America. The things that I’ve been able to accomplish in life really stem from the fact that I refuse to judge people based on their skin and based on their past. I believe that people can change, and that people can do better. I judge people based on where I want them to be, not where they have been. That is my philosophy. Even with my other hero, David Smith, the man who gave me the opportunity to enter the broadcast industry, we never have discussions about race and there’s nothing bigoted about our discussions. What amazes me is how much he cares about minorities, and how he wants to empower those communities, and how he feels we should do more in terms of charity. In fact, he’s the one who has led the way.

I feel blessed that I have never been tainted by the prism of race, I’ve never had a bad experience with law enforcement, and I’ve never felt slighted or denied something because of my race. So as I write this book, What Black and White America Must Do Now, remember that my values have been shaped not by racism, not as someone who’s experience bigotry, and not as someone who’s angry and feels that I’ve been denied something because of my skin color. I firmly believe that regardless of what skin color the creator had endowed me with, I would still be who I am today and where I am today, because it’s about how I see people—as human beings, each individually endowed with a special gift from God, not as a race, gender, or group.

OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
WHAT BLACK AND WRITE
AMERICA MUSTDO NOW

A PRESCRIPTION TO MOVE
BEYOND RACE

ArRMSTRONG WILLIAMS
Foreword by Dr. Ben Carson

Hot Books





OEBPS/Images/Half.jpg
WHAT BLACK AND WHITE
AMERICA MUST DO NOW





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“THIS
—BENJAMIN CRUMP, CIVIL RIGHTS ATTORNEV

i BLACK o WHITE
CLAMERICA i

“HUSTDONOW ©

A PRESCRIPTION
TO MOVE
BEYOND RACE

"
) N\
°

ARMSTRONG WILLIAMS

Foreword by Dr. Ben Carson






