Is the United States the greatest country in the world, in your view? Why, or why not?

Race relations and the never-ending experiences of inequality for African
Americans in the United States

‘To live under the American Constitution is the greatest political privilege that was ever accorded to the human race’, Calvin Coolidge, at the White House December 12, 1924 (Attributed to) (www.coolidgefoundation.org, 2020).

“Dig a hole and bury the past in it” (Long, Reeves, 2009, p. 74) is a quote from Prime Minister Hun Sen of Cambodia and his pursuit  of integrating former Khmer Rouge members into Cambodian society and his attempt to reconcile Cambodia’s genocidal past under the Khmer Rouge. This idea of ignoring the past and its impact on present day by moving on and ignoring it is not a new one, unfortunately, but one that has been practiced many times.  This is an action pursued by America and its own past, in this process, ignoring the unequal treatment of its African American citizens since the abolition of slavery in 1865 and their continuing inequality of opportunities. From those of living standards, education, health and physical safety. This paper will argue that the above statement made by President Coolidge, that America was not at that time, or now, been the greatest country in the world. By using the measure of race relations and inequality, specifically from the experience of the African American in America. First starting with the Declaration of Independence and then moving onto the creation of the Constitution, moving forwards to the actual reason for seceding of South Carolina from the Union and the ensuing Civil war. Followed by the repeated attempts to reduce the effectiveness of the 13th, 14th and 15th amendments of the Constitution during the Jim Crow era through the separate but equal of Plessy v. Ferguson. The purpose  of which is to show the how these foundational actions continue to have repercussions on African American lives into the 21st century, with the need for the development of Black Lives Matter movement as a response to police brutality and even how it impacts on minority death toll with COVID-19.  

  Abraham Lincoln asked the question of what assistance would be given to the now freed African American slaves, to compensate for ‘the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil’ (Magliocca, 2013, p. 109). The answer was not forty acres and a mule as promised by General Sherman in 1865 and Special Field order No 15 (Darity, 2008, p. 660). These continuing economic, social, educational and housing  neglects suffered by African American’s, have persisted from the Abolition of slavery and the 13th Amendment. This paper has traced their roots to the industrial scale and institutional adoption of slavery within America from before its Declaration of Independence. The dehumanizing nature adopted by white American’s to African’s transported to their shores as slaves, became rooted into the American psyche. Whether you were an abolitionist or pro slavery, the pervasive belief that ‘a flat nose and woolly head’ made you intrinsically inferior to white superiority persisted. Rewriting the reason for secessionism and the outbreak of the civil war may be a demonstration of hiding from the past, it might be seen as a response of shame and the desire to ignore past actions. 

The American Declaration of Independence (1776) within its first few sentences combines the words ‘truths to be self-evident’, ‘Men are created equal’ and ‘certain unalienable rights’ (Irving, 2009, p. 216), to convey the freedom they believe is their right and has been denied to them by England and which they will now fight for.  Prior to this America had been a colony that had fundamentally benefited from the systematic and industrial level of slavery, for its growth and increasing wealth. Africans had been shipped to America since the 16th century as part of the Transatlantic slave trade between England and West African slave traders. Created equal did not include property, which was what an African was in America, a slave, someone’s property to be dispensed with as they chose. This dehumanizing of Africans into chattel slavery had been justified by religious means with comparisons to Ham and later again with scientific ones, of white superiority based on intelligence. 

Richard Brown (2017) in his book on the development of equality from the American revolution to their civil war, shows the contrasting positions taken on the approval of slavery. Recognizing the general acceptance of slavery up to the 1760’s and how opinions on slavery openly diverged from each other, with John Adams in 1765 capitalizing on ‘negrophobic prejudices’ (Brown, 2017, p. 9) in an essay arguing that they would not be England’s negroes, that if God had intended them to be so, then they would have been born with ‘flat noses and short woolly hair’ (Brown, 2017, p. 9) as they had not been, then it was never God’s intention that they would be slaves. Contrasting this opinion was James Otis, who in a written piece from 1764 contemptuously dissected the justification of slavery based upon physical appearances alone, arguing ‘Can any logical inference in favour of slavery be drawn from a flat nose,’ (Brown, 2017, p. 9). Brown (2017) argues that the Patriots from the revolutionary war considered the transmission of ‘hereditary private property’ (Brown, 2017, p. 298) as an essential condition of their independence, a right and not a privilege. That this ‘natural right’ (Brown, 2017, p. 298) enjoyed by all free men was the reason why chattel slavery was an incurable issue, that an owner’s right to dispose of their private property as they chose, was sacred and not to be interfered with. 

Brown (2017) points out the importance of private property cannot be underestimated in the minds of those behind the Declaration or the creators of the Constitution. Article. I. Section. 2. describes the numbers of people who may vote in a State are compiled, ‘which shall be determined by adding to the whole numbers of free Persons and three fifths of all other Persons’ (www.archives.gov/founding-docs, 2020). This would mean that the private property of free persons, their chattel slaves would contribute to their voting power. Article. I, Section. 9. would place a Constitutional limitation of twenty years until 1808, upon any individual States attempt to interfere with the existing slave trade as pursued by any other individual State. Contained  within the Constitution is the right to vote, which was designated as the preserve of only a ‘natural born Citizen’ (www.archives.gov/founding-docs, 2020) from Article. II. Section. I.  The preservation and return of chattel slaves as private property was enshrined within the Constitution,  generally known as the Fugitive slave clause: Article IV. Section 2. This stated that  ‘No person  held to Service or Labour in one state’ ( www.archives.gov/founding-docs, 2020) could flee to another state without being returned to their original owner , upon delivery of such a claim of ownership. 

Brown (2017) points out that Thomas Jefferson, America’s third President between 1801 and 1809, took the lead in justifying these unequal practices and policies, based upon skin colour, physiognomy and mental capacity as scientific justification in rationalizing these actions of racial inequality, perpetuating black servitude based upon the ‘scientific’ superiority of whiteness.  This idea of natural superiority of the white race for Jefferson extended into physical attractiveness as well, comparing  ‘the eternal monotony of black faces’ (Brown, 2017, p. 15) to the ‘fine mixtures of red and white complexion’ (Brown, 2017, p. 15). This prejudice expressed by Jefferson to the intellectual, physical and morale inferiority to African American’s was not new nor reserved solely to Jefferson’s generation, but continued to be expressed more overtly for generations before becoming  more covertly expressed, consider the misnomer of ‘separate but equal’ of Plessy v. Ferguson  of 1896, or the overt segregation experiences up to the 1960’s, followed by the covert economic segregation experiences to the present day and the impact of COVID-19 on minority death toll. 

In the Virginian court case Hudgins v. Wright in 1806, Judge Tucker in hearing a freedom suite compared ‘a black or mulatto man or woman with a flat nose and woolly head; a copper-coloured person’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 45) and called for the release of the white person and the return to slavery of the black person. With this action reinforcing appearance with racial designation and further reinforcing the idea and practice of race equals slavery. The danger of sexual violence was never far away for female slaves . Higginbotham (2013) describes a court case in 1855, were a black woman slave called Celia was hanged after admitting the killing of her owner Robert Newsom, who had sexually assaulted her for years. The court rejected her plea of justification for Newsom’s death and ruled as a slave Celia was property and therefore had no rights  and no right to defend herself. Education and the enforced nature of ignorance was practiced throughout the South, with only Tennessee being the only  Southern State before the civil war not ‘prohibiting the education of slaves’  (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 56).  This resulted in a 90% illiteracy rate among the ‘South’s black population in 1860’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 56). 

The seceding of South Carolina on December  20th 1860 (Loewen, 2011, p. 35) from the Union, leading to the Civil war has taken on folkloric qualities since the end of that war. No longer was it about the fear felt by the Southern states that Abraham Lincoln once he took office, would threaten ‘their most important form of property, human beings as slaves’ (Paul Finkelman, 2010, p. 37). Even after Lincoln took office and declared that he neither had ‘lawful right or inclination’ (Finkelman, 2010, p. 37) ‘to interfere with slavery in the Southern states’ (Finkelman, 2010, p.37). He further promised that ‘the property, peace and security’ (Finkelman, 2010, p. 37) were safe from any interference from his incoming administration. South Carolina in its ‘Declaration of the immediate causes which induce and justify the secession of South Carolina from the Federal Union’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 41) admits that the  right of free people to own slaves as property had been established in the Constitution and this was now under threat from ‘non-slaveholding States’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 43) and their interference in ‘our domestic institutions’, ‘rights to property’ and the ‘denouncing as sinful the institution of slavery’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 43).

 An issue for South Carolina being, how these non-slave holding states were ‘encouraging and assisting thousands of our slaves to leave their homes’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 43). Loewen (2011) argues that slavery was the chief cause of the civil war and how this was quickly hidden away after the end of the civil war. From the words of Alexander Stephens as the vice president of the Confederacy declaring ‘slavery as the cornerstone of the new Southern nation’ (Finkelman, 2010, p. 46) to Stephens asserting after the end of the war in 1868, that slavery was less important to the seceding states than the ‘great principle, secession itself’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 39).  Loewen argues this reason for the civil war made its way into texts books as early as 1906 starting with  ‘Harvard professor Albert Bushnell Hart’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 39). That the  reason for secessionism had been mistaken, it was never about slavery and actually ‘blacks liked slavery and hardly bothered to run away’ (Loewen, 2011, p. 40). Loewen (2011) argues that this obscuring of the reason for seceding has become a textbook custom, that slavery is not given primary but secondary place as an explanation, is in order to preserve the feelings of white parents and the school board textbook buyers, particularly in the South. 

Michael Higginbotham(2013) points out that slavery might have ended with the 13th Amendment  but that was slavery in name only. Black bondage continued, only now  under the guise of vagrancy laws and sharecropping practices. Higginbotham describes that with the ratification of the 13th Amendment, abolishing slavery, the 14th Amendment (1866) granting citizenship rights to all and the 15th Amendment (1869) prohibiting any Federal or State from denying the right to vote, did not prevent a racial divide to develop between ‘white superiority and black inferiority and black separation’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 63). This author cannot agree with the view of a new racial division being set in motion by these acts, as that division and the view of the inferiority of African’s, had existed long before the Declaration of Independence, consider Alexander Hamilton or Thomas Jefferson and their views of ‘flat noses and woolly hair’. The 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments were intended to remove racial discrimination and did impede the some of the worst practices of the  ‘Black Codes-laws’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 63) such as being arrested merely for being unemployed and once convicted, put to work. 

W. E. B. DuBois in his collection of essays The Souls of Black Folk, describes the experience of life for many African American’s in white America, with his answer to the well-meaning unvoiced question of white questioners of his experience as a black man  in the line ‘To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem?  I answer seldom a word’ (DuBois, 1903, p. 2).  In that same year of 1903, the Senator of Mississippi James Vardaman described his opposition to black citizenship as it did not matter  whether the individual in question was a black intellectual or his shoe shine boy, ‘Neither is fit to perform the supreme function of citizenship’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 85). Higginbotham describes the general adoption of the name ‘Jim Crow’ as a name relating to growing segregation laws and practices. These segregation laws had existed prior to the Reconstruction period preceding the end of the Civil war but would not have Constitutional clout behind them until the ‘separate but equal’ verdict arising from the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court case of 1896. 

Segregation would impact African American lives not just in the areas of transportation but education, housing, economic growth, the military, sports and employment. Simply every facet of African American life had been isolated from the wider interaction and involvement with the  outside wider world. Higginbotham (2013) points out that even as late as post 1948, the practice of ‘sundown towns’ (Higginbotham, 2013, p. 94) persisted, with there being over three thousand such places that no black person was allowed with in the towns limits after sundown or risk serious harm. Separate but equal practices would continue from Plessy v. Ferguson 1896 until the Supreme court case of Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka Kansas 1954. When the separate but equal ruling was overturned and desegregation in schools was allowed. The purpose of showing the foundational responses and the consequences of the U.S’s actions from the Declaration, Constitution through to school desegregation in 1954 is to build the picture of the value of the lives the U.S  applies to the descendants of its former slaves, the African American’s. There has not been space to look at the Civil rights movement of the 1950’s and 60’s, or how African Americans numbers were disproportionately high in the Vietnam war, or the growth of the Black panther political movement and how the FBI responded or  the original Black lives matter ideas of W.E.B DuBois. 

The Black Lives Matter movement, started in 2013 (chama, 2019), and attempted to address the interaction of African American’s and the police, which as this author writes has led to another African American murder in police custody. In this case George Floyd and charges of murder to the police officer who committed it and continuing days of protests across America and since in England as well. These issues in themselves require more space than is possible in this paper now,  add this to the growing evidence from the Lancet, the Guardian newspaper and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, on the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on minority death tolls in American and England, substantial areas of research in themselves.  The purpose of this paper from its inception, was to look at its past and see how the inequality was built into its infrastructure from the beginning. Which could help to understand the continuing impact this could be having on the contemporary issues that beset the U.S, from police mistrust in the African American community to open fear of police brutality and the fear of death at their hands, preventing it from being the ‘greatest country in the world’, if it could confront the shame and guilt of its past in the present. 
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