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			Book Presentation: Come on People by Bill Cosby and Alvin F. Poussaint, M.D.

			Book Abstract

			In Come on People, Cosby and Poussaint lay out their visions for strengthening African American communities. They address the crises of black people in America who are stuck because of feelings of low self-esteem, abandonment, anger, fearfulness, sadness, and the belief that they are being used, undefended, and unprotected. These feelings often impede their ability to move forward and the authors aim to offer solutions and help empower people to make the daunting transition from victims to victors.

			About the Author

			Bill Cosby is one of the most popular entertainers of the last half century. Rising from a poor neighborhood in Philadelphia, Cosby became an American icon in TV series like I Spy and The Cosby Show. He is the author of numerous books, including Fatherhood, which became the fastest-selling hardcover of all time, spending 54 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list.

			Alvin F. Poussaint, M.D. is a leading psychiatrist and a veteran of the civil rights movement. He is currently a Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. Dr. Poussaint is also the coauthor of Raising Black Children and Lay My Burden Down.

		

	
		
			Summary of Come on People

			Introduction

			Black communities are in trouble. Over the last generation or two, African American communities have been dissolving as parenting skills have eroded. Black men, more than anyone, have suffered from this trend.

			Since the 1950s, blacks have made many important advances – the Civil Rights Act, Brown v. Board of Education, and the Voting Rights Act, for example – that have dismantled officially sanctioned forms of segregation and discrimination. Certainly, civil rights leaders had every expectation that their efforts would help black men gain entry into the American mainstream. Instead, for many poor blacks, the situation has actually gotten worse.

			One statistic captures the dire situation going on in black communities: in 1950, more than 80% of black children were born into a two-parent family. Today, that figure is just 33%. Put simply, having a mother and a father is the most desirable form of parenting. “A house without a father is a challenge. A neighborhood without fathers is a catastrophe, and that’s just about what we have today.”

			Institutional racism certainly kept blacks from achieving their potential in the past, but many of the problems black communities face today are self-inflicted. Nevertheless, black Americans are a vibrant people who have made enormous contributions to society and culture. Black Americans, after all, have forced America to fulfill its promise of securing freedom and justice for all its citizens.

			The legacies of slavery and segregation continue to make it harder for many poor blacks to succeed. Poverty, no doubt, is a risk factor for all kinds of emotional and social problems. However, claiming victimhood is not the answer. African Americans succeeded in breaking the chains of slavery and segregation by taking matters into their own hands and that’s what African Americans have to do again today; they have to accept responsibility for the destructive habits (out of wedlock births, drug use, and gang activity) that is undermining the health of black communities all across the country.

			When the freedoms came, many in the black community forgot to look after certain things. Entrepreneurship, education, and responsibility to self and community, for instance, are just a few of the values that many black people lost sight of. Getting out of poverty requires getting “your mind cleared, your spirit healed, [and] your dreams refocused.”

			Blaming the system or wallowing in victimhood won’t cut it. Sure, there are many factors, such as racism and limited job opportunities, that still hamper African Americans, but these should not be used as excuses. They are hurdles that can and must be jumped. Getting all the education you can, taking a legitimate job, and staying out of debt are essential in making the transformation from victim to victor.

			What’s Going on with Black Men

			There is a crisis among black males today. The statistics are alarming:

			
					Homicide is the leading cause of death among black males ages 15 to 29.

					A black man is six times more likely to commit murder than a white man and six times more likely to be murdered.

					94% of blacks who are murdered are killed by another black person.

					The life expectancy for the average black male is 69 compared to 75 for a white male.

					The suicide rate among black males has increased by more than 100% over the last several decades.

					The high school drop-out rate for black males is at more than 50% in many cities.

					Black males make up 44% of the prison population (though they make up just 12% of the general population).

					As many as 25% of all black males are in the criminal justice system.

					Young black males are twice as likely to be unemployed as Asians, Hispanics, or whites.

			

			It’s not easy being a black man in America, but there is less racial profiling and discrimination today than there was in 1950 and yet the crime statistics for black males have gotten worse! What accounts for these troubling figures?

			There is a vicious cycle taking place in black communities. Many young black males are not being raised by fathers – approximately 70% of black babies born today will be raised by single mothers – so they don’t have role models to teach them how to be men.

			Many black males try to control their anger and aggressiveness by being “cool.” Coolness is a survival tactic blacks invented as a way of maintaining their dignity. It has even become a cultural force that has intrigued males across the world. Being cool can be protective at times, but it can also can detach individuals from their inner feelings and stifle emotions any good man should be able to express, such as warmth, love, caring, and grief.

			Black men – like men everywhere – need to learn how to channel their anger. Directing aggression into competitive pursuits – be it in athletics, education, the arts, or other professions – fuels achievement. “Black men feel less angry when they get recognition from others for their accomplishments.”

			If a black man is feeling socially impotent, then he is more likely to rely on sexual conquests to prove his manliness. Getting a girl pregnant may seem to some like proof of virility, but it is really a sign of insecurity. Real men will act responsibly; they will take care of the mothers and their children.

			Today’s media culture is more destructive to Black America than the Klu Klux Klan ever was. In TV and music today, blacks often come across as irresponsible, anti-social, and abusive. Gangsta rap, in particular, is filled with demeaning lyrics that send terrible woman-hating messages to impressionable young people. Civil rights leaders must be turning over in their graves given the way blacks are debasing themselves by creating and consuming so much cultural trash.

			Black women have been more loyal to black men than they deserve, but because of the high mortality rate among black males, there are more available black women than black men at every age level. The odds favor men and this often spoils them. Compounding this problem is the fact that education and employment rates among black women greatly exceed the rates found among black males. For instance, roughly twice as many black women go to college as black men. Needless to say, poorly educated, unemployed, or incarcerated black males do not make for great marriage material. These men have trouble taking care of themselves, let alone the women and children in their lives.

			Many black men do not know what a father’s responsibilities are because they have never seen a real father in action. For this reason, fatherhood training programs have started in many communities across the country. A supporting and nurturing father is essential to a child’s well-being. Even if a father is incarcerated or unemployed, he should still try to be a part of his children’s lives. Many black men avoid their children out of fear they will be bad role models, but children don’t ask their parents for resumes or references, they just want care and attention.

			Of course, when women are physically and psychologically threatened, they may have no choice but to shut out the abusers. Whenever possible, these women should find “substitute” fathers among relatives. Children need nurturing and supporting men in their lives.

			It Takes a Community

			African Americans have helped make America great. Although racial discrimination has lessened, it has not been eliminated. Black strength lies in a determination to keep moving forward and refusing to be cooperative victims.

			The ancestors of today’s African Americans came to this country as slaves. Needless to say, the institution of slavery is noxious and has left a bitter legacy. However, “one way slaves survived such brutal conditions was to turn the Christianity they had learned into a liberation theology.”

			The Emancipation Proclamation (1863) ended slavery, but for too long iron shackles were replaced with psychological shackles. For instance, segregationists and others have misused science to try and prove that blacks are less intelligent than whites. Too many blacks have allowed the myth of white supremacy to negatively affect their self-esteem.

			In truth, African Americans are a remarkable people. Despite stiff odds and active discrimination, extraordinary black men and women have risen up to help fashion America’s history and culture. Race in America is still a complicated issue, “but there are more friendships across ethnic and racial lines in America than ever before.”

			Black people must come to grips with the legacies of slavery and segregation, which still hamper them, but they must reject victimhood. Put simply, blaming white people doesn’t pay the rent or put food on the table. There are more opportunities in America today for black people than at any time in history. African Americans need to seize them.

			Black people need to contribute to their communities. Communities can and should be sanctuaries, but today’s black communities are anything but safe havens. Expecting politicians or outsiders to step in and fix things is the wrong attitude; change has to happen at the grassroots.

			Historically, churches have served as the bedrock of black communities. Studies show that people who are involved in their faith-based organization fare better than those who are not. In the Book of Genesis, God set up a contract between the two people he created to look after His garden. “Today, no matter where we happen to be, we should still be looking after our part of the garden.” In other words, being poor is no excuse for not taking care of the living space, buildings, and communities one inhabits.

			It is not easy to escape poverty. A manager once told his prize-fighter who was getting whipped, “It’s not what he’s doing to you, it’s what you are not doing.” This sentiment can apply to a lot of the challenges that afflict black communities. Black people have to be proactive. They must strive and fight for their dignity.

			Teach Your Children Well

			This is an extraordinary time to be born. Nevertheless, today
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