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  Editors’ Note


  In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville, in his seminal work Democracy in America, prophesied that the abolition of slavery would not eliminate racial prejudice, which he declared to be “immovable.” This is a bleak assessment of the human heart, yet we remain hopeful that we are not living the fool’s paradise in believing that a commitment to decency, fairness, racial repair, and reconciliation are beyond our grasp.


  Most of our ancestors came to America to seek a better life. Africans were brought here in chains to make life better for others. They were stripped of their freedom, their families, their names, and their language and treated as subhuman beings and endured harsher treatment than that inflicted upon animals. They were brutally tortured, lynched, and deprived of every shred of human dignity.


  America was forced to fight a war over the South’s determination to prosper and profit on the backs of their slaves. President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which declared an end to slavery, but slavery persisted in other forms and means and lasted in some states, as author Douglas Blackmon and Professor Ronald Walters have pointed out, until 1945 and 1954.


  Segregation was institutionalized in the South, while discrimination was openly practiced in the North, and not always more subtly.


  It was necessary to pass three amendments to the U.S. Constitution (which had from its inception declared that all men were created equal) to grant black citizens the rights that every American was supposed to enjoy. President Harry Truman had to declare an end to segregation in the military.


  Congress, shamed by the blatant displays of racial hatred and brutality by the Bull Connors, George Wallaces, and Lester Maddoxes of this country and the courage of Rosa Parks, Medgar Evers, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., James Chaney, Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman, and so many others, passed Civil Rights and Voter Rights Acts to mandate into law what the Constitution clearly required.


  Despite all of the laws and all of the declared intentions about equal opportunity and justice, most black people continued to lead lives of quiet desperation, isolated and marginalized in so many invidious ways. They were prevented from participating in the dream that was enjoyed by white Americans.


  These dark chapters of our history have, for the most part, been air-brushed out of our history books and the collective consciousness of white society. Any discussion of race or racism inevitably stirs uncomfortable reactions. To date, we have been unable to discuss the horrors of enslavement, lynchings, segregation, and degradation of African Americans without prompting resentment or indifference. Many whites resent any reference to our past behavior as trying to turn back the clock at a time when it’s no longer necessary or productive. A frequent retort is, “I had nothing to do with how black people were treated fifty or one hundred years ago. Isn’t there a statute of limitations on crimes committed decades or centuries ago? It’s history. Get over it.”


  The problem, however, is that racial prejudice is not history, and neither whites nor blacks are over it. There are deep grievances held by black Americans over their past and present treatment by the white majority and equally profound resentments held by many whites over what they see as preferential treatment for the black community. Unfortunately a discussion of the racial divide in our country is too often reduced to sound bites or shouting matches. Moreover, the preaching and exhortations of several prominent religious leaders, rather than nurturing and appealing to our spiritual needs, have, instead, served to inflame passions and reinforce old falsehoods and antagonisms.


  We are convinced that what is needed in America is a serious, open, civil dialogue on racial, ethnic, and religious prejudice. We convened a conference in Washington, D.C., on July 24 and 25, 2008, the transcripts of which are presented in this volume, in order to further a national conversation about the need for truth, tolerance, and reconciliation and what we can do to help all of our citizens to achieve their dreams in this land of great promise.


  We are grateful to The Howard Gilman Foundation for its sponsorship of the conference and its commitment to preserve and protect our precious environment, enhance the quality of our lives, and enrich the hearts and minds of people the world over through the performing arts.


  We are especially indebted to board member Douglas B. Wilson for his enduring friendship, unwavering optimism, and indefatigable devotion to the cause of making America the “dream it was meant to be.”

  



  William S. Cohen and Janet Langhart Cohen


  Introduction


  MR. DOUG WILSON: I’m Doug Wilson, I’m a member of the Board of Directors of The Howard Gilman Foundation. I’m very pleased, on behalf of our members of our Board of Directors, our president, Bernard Bergreen, our chairman, Natalie Moody, and the officers who are here, to welcome you to “Race and Reconciliation in America.”


  I don’t call this a conference, actually. This is an experiment. This is a risk. This is a challenge. This is an opportunity. This is an opportunity for a frank discussion about issues that have divided this country since the beginning, an opportunity to talk, an opportunity to listen, and an opportunity to see issues through each other’s eyes.


  There is an amazing spectrum of people here. We have the cousin of Emmett Till, whose murder half a century ago was one of the incidents that sparked the modern day Civil Rights Movement. We have icons of the Civil Rights Movement with us here today, including John Lewis and Dr. Dorothy Height.


  Our gathering includes Academy Award–winning actors; prize-winning authors; business, military, and academic leaders; cutting-edge leaders from the media, film, and religion. We have many next generation leaders, including a young man who decided what he wanted to see what it was like to be a minority in college and went to Morehouse College. And this year became the first white valedictorian, elected by his peers in Morehouse College, in that college’s 143-year history.


  I want to thank and congratulate all of the people who have worked on this so hard, not just from The Gilman Foundation, but from East Capitol Communications, Collette Phillips Communications, and Langhart Communications.


  But we’re all here really because of Bill and Janet Cohen, who have stepped out, as they have in so many other instances throughout their lives, to serve their country. They have served their country throughout their careers.


  On this fortieth anniversary of the deaths of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert F. Kennedy, and the sixtieth anniversary of the integration of the Armed Forces, it’s appropriate, when introducing Bill and Janet Cohen, to remember Robert F. Kennedy’s statement that “There are those who see things as they are and ask why? And others who dream of things as they could be and ask why not?”


  Today is yet another “why not” for the Former Senator and Secretary of Defense Bill Cohen and the author/playwright Janet Langhart Cohen.

  



  MRS. JANET LANGHART COHEN: Thank you, Doug. Good morning, everybody. Thank you. Thank you so very much for coming. I know your schedules are busy and you’ve changed them to accommodate us. You humble Bill and me. And you honor the subject we are here today to talk about: Race and Reconciliation in America.


  I’ve been wanting to have this conversation most of my life—since I first had the conversation with my mother, barely out of her teens, when I was seven years old and we were refused service in a diner in my hometown of Indianapolis, Indiana. I asked her what happened, and she said, “They didn’t serve us because we were colored. And I want you to know that there are people in this country, in this world, who won’t like you because you are colored. But you must promise me to not judge or measure others by something they can’t help.”


  I remembered that day with a lot of angst and fear. When I was fourteen years old, her warning was manifested when another fourteen-year-old boy, Emmett Till, visited his granduncle in Money, Mississippi. He whistled at a white woman, and for that he was brutally murdered. His murderers were set free to sell their story to LOOK Magazine. That example told me what my country thought of me. The next year, I read The Diary of Anne Frank, a fifteen-year-old girl. It was her faith in humanity that inspired my belief in the goodness of people.


  So today, I hope we will not talk to the black people or to the white people, but that we will talk to the good people of this country. They know who they are. We will talk. We will listen. And we will learn and, hopefully, heal.


  Our secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, has said that America was born with a birth defect because of the human stain of slavery and racism, because the Europeans came here by choice and the Africans in chains. We all know that racism can defer dreams, can kill, can affect the quality of life. It determines where you live and if you live. Racism is a moral question. But I believe it is more than that. I believe it is a national security issue. There is a war strategy that says divide and conquer. When our enemies come for us again, they won’t have to do the dividing. All they need to do is conquer. They won’t have to push the nuclear button. All they have to do is push our racial buttons. We can preempt that.


  I want to bless this conference with a woman that has lived at least a third of the time of this country’s existence. She is a great lady. She has been called the mother, a queen. I call her the Queen Mother. You all know about whom I speak, Dr. Dorothy Height. She is the chair and president emeritus of the National Council of Negro Women. She is the recipient of the Congressional Gold Medal. Dr. Height also is the recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom Award. And she is the leader in the struggle of human rights and equality for all. May I present to you our Queen Mother, Dr. Height.

  



  DR. DOROTHY HEIGHT: Thank you. I want to thank you for calling us all together, because I think that this is a very important time. All times are. When I realize that yesterday, the Congress observed the sixtieth anniversary since President Truman called for the integration of the Armed Services, I look back and realize that it really means that from that time before that, there had been no major action on this problem of segregation in our country since the Emancipation Proclamation.


  So, in a sense we come looking at the progress that’s been made in sixty years—which means that we have a lot to learn from our history. I just appreciate the opportunity to be here, because I think we have to deal not with prejudice, but with the institutionalized racism that affects us. And it is so good to have Janet call us all together. Thank you, very much.

  



  MRS. JANET LANGHART COHEN: Thank you, Dr. Height, for those words and words of encouragement. And thank you for your life’s work. I’m going to introduce now the wind beneath my wings, my husband. He knows what we want to do today. And that is to speak and to listen and to heal.

  



  SECRETARY BILL COHEN: Thank you very much. It’s unusual, but I’m going to defer speaking for a moment. That’s unusual for a former senator to defer—especially to a House member. But we have a truly outstanding guest this morning, who is on a very tight schedule.


  I was reading through one of John Kennedy’s speeches early this morning looking for words that might characterize and summarize this man. Kennedy said what really counts is not the immediate act of courage or of valor, but those who bear the struggle day in and day out. He said our success will be measured by the answers to four questions. First, were we truly men of courage? Second, were we truly men of judgment? Third, were we truly men of integrity? And finally, were we truly men of dedication?


  John Lewis has been on the front lines of the fight for civil rights most of his life. In 1961, he was one of those Freedom Riders. He was beaten severely by mobs. Yet, he continued to display the courage knowing that what he was doing was the right thing to do, the moral thing to do.


  He and Dr. King and so many of those who were just as brave and courageous, who had the same sense of integrity and dedication, were able to bring this country into a higher level of humanity, not quite as high as we need to be.


  No conference dealing with race and reconciliation could possibly be complete without your presence. So Congressman Lewis, please say a few words to us.

  



  CONGRESSMAN JOHN LEWIS: Thank you very much, Mr. Secretary. Thank you so much, Bill. Thank you, Janet. Thank you my dear friends for bringing us together. I’m delighted and very pleased to be here. As you open this unbelievable conference, this unbelievable dialogue, on the whole question of race—the issue of race, the problem of race, is as old as the republic itself. You don’t need to know the story. It’s an unbelievable history, unbelievable struggle, to bring us to the point where we are today. Just think, from the days of slavery to a period of segregation and racial discrimination, has been this ongoing effort to be reconciled, to create a truly interracial democracy.


  It is good to be here, and good to see the two of you bring us together. It’s good to be here with Dorothy Height, someone I’ve known for many, many years. Just think, a few short years ago when I first came to Washington, D.C., forty-seven years ago, twenty-one years old, in 1961, thirteen of us—seven whites, six blacks—to get on a Greyhound bus or a Trailways bus and travel together from Washington, D.C., to Virginia, from North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi into New Orleans. We would be beaten, arrested, jailed. That was just a few short years ago.


  When I was growing up in rural Alabama, I saw those signs that said white men, colored men, white women, colored women, white waiting, colored waiting. We tasted the bitter fruits of racism and we didn’t like it. I felt the stains like so many others, the stain of segregation and racial discrimination. Even today, the stain of racism is still deeply embedded in every corner of American society. We cannot deny the fight, that we’ve come a distance. We made some progress, yes.


  For those people who said we have not made any progress, I say come and walk in my shoes. The signs that I saw as a young child growing up, they’re gone; and they will not return. The only place our young people are going to see those signs today will be on a video, in a museum or in a book.


  Bill and Janet, I was just thinking a few short years ago when I was very young, fifteen years old and in tenth grade, I heard about Rosa Parks, Dorothy. I heard the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., on an old radio. The actions of Rosa Parks and the words of Dr. King and the leadership of this man inspired me to find a way to get in the way.


  My parents had told me, my grandparents and great-grandparents, don’t get in trouble, don’t get in the way. I got in the way. I got in trouble. It was good trouble. Bill and Janet, I want to thank you by bringing us together, you’re getting in trouble.


  It is good trouble. It is necessary trouble to take us much further down that road to create a truly interracial democracy in America where we can lay down the burden of race. I’m very hopeful. I am very optimistic about the future. I’ll give you one example.


  In 1956, at the age of sixteen, I was so inspired by Dr. King, with some of my brothers and sisters and first cousins, we went down to the public library trying to check out some books, trying to get library cards. We were told by the librarian that the library was only for whites and not for coloreds. I never went back to the Picona Public Library in this little town, Mitchell, Alabama, until 1998, July 5th, 1998, for a book signing of my book.


  Hundreds of black and white citizens showed up. We had food. We had something to drink; wonderful program. I signed a lot of books. At the end of the program, they gave me a library card. It says something about the distance we’ve come, the progress we’ve made.


  Lonnie Bunch, no doubt others will tell you that in a few short days or weeks when Barack Obama accepts the Democratic nomination for president, it will be on the forty-fifth anniversary of the March in Washington. That tells you something about where we’ve come.


  When Dr. King stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial forty-five years ago and said, I have a dream today, a dream deeply rooted in American dreams. That dream is about to be fulfilled. It’s a down payment. It’s an installment on that dream.


  Those of us who meet here today and others that meet in days to come must do our part to create, yes, the beloved community; to create, yes, one America, one house, one family
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