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 president’s corner

The Protest
Before the pre-season game of 
2016 Colin Kaepernick was 
compelled to shed light on the 
unjustified killing of unarmed 
Black people in America by sit-
ting down during the national 
anthem. Just as Rosa Parks sat 
down in protest in 1955 against 
the inequality and treatment of 
Blacks during that time. Refus-
ing to give up her sit to a white 
passenger, Mrs. Parks sat down 
to stand up against racism. I’m 
sure that Colin’s thinking was similar to that of Rosa Parks. 
By protesting during the national anthem during live NFL 
games I believe Colin felt that this was the best opportunity 
to shine a light on the inequalities and the unjustified kill-
ings of Blacks. Even more powerful, Colin is a professional 
football player who could have easily dismissed what was 
happening in communities around the country. We all know 
that white privilege is real, but so is money privilege. Let’s 
face it, he could have easily dismissed and taken a blind eye 
to what was going on around him because he lived a much 
more privileged life than that of most blacks and whites. 
However, Colin Kaepernick chose to stand even though it 
would jeopardize his career, he still protested.  

Respecting the Flag
It was brought to Colin’s attention that sitting during the 
national anthem is disrespecting to the many brave men and 
women who gave their lives for him to have the very right to 
do the very thing he is doing, protesting. Therefore, Colin 
agreed and said I will kneel out of respect to all those who 
fought and gave their lives for this country. By the way, my 
understanding has always been that kneeling is a form of 
respect. In the Christian church we kneel before the thrown 

of Christ. Kneeling has never been considered disrespectful. 
Let’s think about this…Colin sat down, but then correct-
ed himself and kneeled and Colin did not turn his back to 
the f lag. He quietly protested by trying to respectfully kneel 
during the national anthem. Colin continually stated that he 
respected the armed forces, the f lag and all those who fought 
and died for this country. It is not about the f lag!!! The f lag 
was just a means to gain attention for the Black lives loss. 

The Contradiction 
How can Americans be upset about Colin using the right to 
peacefully protest by kneeling during the national anthem? 
Is this not the very thing that those brave men and women 
fight for everyday? How can men and women boo while 
wearing f lag apparel which is a written code that is consid-
ered disrespectful to the f lag, but kneeling is not a written 
code of disrespect? How can we point out that we must re-
spect those who died fighting for our rights and ignore those 
who died unjustly on the streets of America by the people 
hired to uphold the laws and rights of our constitution. 

The Lyrics
I personally think the national anthem is one of the most 
beautifully written pieces of music. Lets’ review The Na-
tional Anthem:

O say can you see, by the dawn’s early light, 
What so proudly we hailed at the 

twilight’s last gleaming? 
Whose broad stripes and bright stars 

through the perilous fight, 
O’er the ramparts we watched were 

so gallantly streaming? 

BY CHARLES STEELE JR., SCLC National President

It’s not about the flag!

 Charles Steele Jr.
Photo: John Stephens
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And the rocket’s red glare, the bomb bursting in air, 
Gave proof through the night that 

our flag was still there, 
O say does that Star— Spangled Banner yet wave, 
O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave?

Let’s pay particular attention to the last line. It says: O’er the 
land of the FREE and the home of the BRAVE. I think this 
says it all. Colin peacefully protested for the freedoms we 
are guaranteed by the constitution and he was brave enough 
to kneel alone to protest for change and equality on behalf 
of the unarmed men and women dying in the streets at the 
hands of some who were sworn to protect us.   

The Solution
I believe that all Americans should utilize their constitu-
tional given right and kneel in PRAYER as we protest the 
injustices in this country. My hope is that Americans realize 
the importance of unity, equality and freedom. Obviously, 
Francis Scott Key believed in FREEDOM when he wrote 
the national anthem. The constitution says, “Congress shall 
make no law abridging the freedom of speech.” This is Col-
in’s freedom of speech. sclc

There's so much you can do in a
Forest Service Career!

#WorkForNature www.fs.fed.us/WorkForNature

The USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.
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 from the chairman

E
mory University launched an online course in Oc-
tober 2015 entitled, “From Freedom Rides to Fer-
guson: Narratives of Nonviolence in the American 
Civil Rights Movement” taught by author, educa-
tor, Baptist preacher, and iconic civil rights activ-

ist Dr. Bernard LaFayette Jr.  Dr. 
LaFayette is also the chairman 
of the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference [SCLC], the 
revered civil rights organization 
co-founded by Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. in 1957.

The course offers students 
an in-depth look inside practices 
and principles of the nonviolent 
protests led by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in 
the 1960s. It includes videos, discussions and interviews of 
activists and leaders of the civil rights movement, such as, 
former UN Ambassador Andrew Young, SCLC leader and 
Presidential Medal of Freedom Honoree Dr. C.T. Vivian, 
and Henry Thomas, one of the founders of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee [SNCC]. Its focus is 
to teach nonviolent strategies to modern protesters and how 
to apply these salient strategies in future protests. 

During the Civil Rights Movement Dr. King led series 
of successful and significant nonviolent protests. Inspired by 
Mahatma Gandhi, Dr. King felt it was best not to retal-
iate against the violence and hatred they faced. Protesters 
remained nonviolent even as they were attacked and beaten. 

Professor LaFayette studied and taught nonviolence 
practices, he organized nonviolent sit ins at lunch counters 
in white owned restaurants resulting in several jail sentences. 
The SCLC Chairman was arrested more than 27 times. La-
Fayette was a member of the Freedom Riders and has marched 
in Selma where he was badly beaten and continued to take a 
stand without fighting back physically. He continues to carry 
on his and Dr. King’s mission to promote civil disobedience. 

With several violent protests erupting throughout 
America it is vital for all Americans to consider taking “Nar-
ratives of Nonviolence…”  to better understand the reason 
behind civil disobedience and how to produce effective re-
sults. Learning what to do and how to deal with injustice in 
a non-aggressive manner ensures successful outcomes. 

Dr. LaFayette says, “Violence is the language of the in-
articulate. When you can learn how to talk, you can end 
it”. History has proven that without violence people have a 
better chance at being successful.

Experience is the best teacher and there is nothing better 
than being taught by someone 
who was a part of the original 
Movement. Students have given 
the course 4.8 out of 5 stars of 
107 ratings. One student who 
has completed the course said, 
“This is a historical event that 
keeps updating itself every day. 
History as it is happening! And 
we are so very lucky to have 

the very protagonists of these historical events here, teach-
ing this course at Coursera. People from everywhere in the 
world can now learn about this”. 

The Coursera is 5 weeks long, 1-3 hours each week. Once fi-
nancially enrolled, students have access to all pre-recorded lectures, 
an interactive textbook, quizzes and assignments. There is also an 
opportunity to connect with other learners to discuss the course and 
its material. Financial aid is available to those in need of assistance 
with course fees. Upon completion, an electronic Certificate becomes 
available. To enroll, visit: https://www.coursera.org/learn/non-
violence. sclc   

SHAMEQUA BANKHEAD is a journalism student at Clark 
Atlanta University.

From Freedom Rides to Ferguson
 Narratives of Nonviolence in the American Civil Rights Movement 

BY SHAMEQUA BANKHEAD

“Violence is the language of the 
inarticulate. When you can learn 

how to talk, you can end it.”
—Bernard LaFayette Jr.

 Bernard LaFayette Jr., Photo: John Stephens
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 from the first lady

Why are the Arts so important in the development of our youth? 

Music, dance, theater and visual arts are an extension and 
ref lection of our human experience. From birth we are 
engaged in the Arts; the art of learning language, facial 
movements, and how to express who we truly are as in-
dividuals. I was fortunate that both my parents were avid 
supporters of the Arts, as my mother was a trained Opera 
singer and professional artist and my father was a journalist. 
My parents made sure at an early age I was in my baby car-
riage in the park listening to The New York Philharmonic, 
attending theatre productions and visiting museums. Not 
all children are as fortunate as I was to have that early ex-
posure. Many parents do not readily have the resources to 
provide arts access for their children. With deep cuts in 
education and community grants, relying upon schools and 
community centers to supply extra-curricular activities can 
be hit or miss.

Arts education for our children is not a privilege, it’s a 
right. So many schools see the value of science, technology, 
engineering and math, particularly for our young girls, but 
not the value of the Arts. How could this be? As the Arts 
teach us about ourselves and our human experience; activities 
such as learning to play the violin, writing a poem, learning 
African dance or how to paint a self-portrait enhance our 

The Role of the Arts in 
Elevating Youth and Community

BY ROBIN LIGON-EATON 

A presenter for our 59th National Convention, our guest 
columnist for this month Robin Ligon-Eaton is an accomplished 
cellist, arts administrator, curator and educator. For the last 
thirty years, Eaton has built her career championing programs 
which celebrate diversity, promote access and encourage artistic 
excellence. In this article, she will explain the important role of 
the arts in elevating our youth and community.

—Cathelean Steele, Founder, Justice for GirlsP
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Ligon-Eaton with two of her cello students at the New Orleans 
Jazz Institute’s “Saturday Music School” she spearheaded for 
University of New Orleans.
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sensory and temporal development. These experiences not 
only teach us a skill, they tap into the core of our humanity. 
The Arts allow us to express and establish our individual 
and unique value as humans, paving the way to expand our 
inner-view and ultimately our worldview. 

The Arts Learning Process: “Diamonds are created under 
pressure” 

One of my teachers told me this on a day when I was having 
a particularly hard time finishing an art project at school. I 
asked her why she said it, and she explained that even in the 
most difficult moments in our lives, we have the ability to 
transcend our fears and the challenges to generate sparkling 
brilliance….like a diamond. A new-found sense of possibil-
ity came into my spirit and I was able to create a beautiful 
sculpture out of the clay that I thought would forever remain 
a blob on the table! 

Children have an amazing ability to discover deep feel-
ings and inspiration through creating art. Art allows us all to 
capture our imaginations and then interpret what we see in 
our minds eye through clay, paint, photography, tissue paper, 
mosaics or whatever we can get our hands on and heads 
around. I believe in teaching Art as if it is not simply the fa-
cility of learning how to manipulate a material or a achieving 
a skill or technique. I teach art as if it is a life lesson, a histo-
ry lesson and journey to the 
core of the human soul. 

Just like the experience 
of being born, growing, 
and living a life well lived, 
I teach children that there 
is a beginning, middle and 
end to the process of creat-
ing. I teach them to think 
about how their works will 
be presented, who will the 
audience be that receives 
their creations or experienc-
es their performances, and 
how might people interpret 
the piece when they see it? 
This process opens up a di-
alogue, internal and external, that does not readily happen 
within other disciplines. This expressive dialogue is impera-
tive as young boys and girls learn to communicate, aiding in 
their development as adults.  In that essence, I tell my stu-
dents that there are no mistakes in Art, because Art is honest 
communication. Just like our feelings, every artistic moment 
is a chance to express what we feel, how strongly we feel, and 
make a choice about how we will interpret the ways we feel. 

Beyond the Classroom: Into the Streets

As a reflection of the human experience, it is imperative to 
teach the social and cultural context of an art-form first. 
Why was this particular art-form important? How did 

it function within a culture? History? What effect did it 
have on people? 

Young people gain a stronger sense of identity and 
eventually become catalysts and change agents for stron-
ger communities through their life-long arts experiences. 
In Indianapolis in 2000, I spearheaded a multi-cultural 
arts education initiative in an innovative partnership with 
Putumayo World Music in NYC, focusing on teaching 

children to embrace and 
engage in diverse commu-
nities through the Arts. 

As a New Orleans na-
tive, I was inspired to start 
a “Mardi Gras Mambo” pa-
rade to showcase what chil-
dren were learning in the 
classroom about world arts 
traditions on the streets. I 
worked with the Mass Ave 
Cultural Arts District and 
City of Indianapolis to im-
plement the yearly parade, 
which grew from 100 par-
ticipants the first year to 
2,000 participants from 54 

schools and community arts organizations by 2005 (“Walk-
ing Public Art” NUVO Magazine, 2005). 

While billed as an arts event, the parade was an evolu-
tionary training in “public demonstration”, underscored by 
expressing creative and core human values. A personal art 
exploration can evolve into a public art movement, becoming 
a vital way for the Arts to ref lect the passion, joys, sorrows 
and challenges of the cultural community. Art and music 
can create a sense of place, while creating a platform for cul-
tural response. Arts and music can celebrate legacy, while 
encouraging progress and change. At its best, community 
arts education programs are planned and driven by the peo-
ple in a community where art serves as a beacon for progress 
and a catalyst for social transformation. sclc

Students at the Museum School in Atlanta creating Ghanaian 
Adinkra and Mud cloth for an after-school arts program.

“Arts education for our children is 
not a privilege, it’s a right. So many 
schools see the value of science, 

technology, engineering and math, 
particularly for our young girls, 
but not the value of the Arts.”

—Robin Ligon-Eaton
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O
n January 8, 2015, Marilyn J. Mosby was 
sworn in as the 25th State’s Attorney for Bal-
timore City, making her the youngest chief 
prosecutor of any major American city.

Mosby, an inner-city Boston native, wit-
nessed first-hand the impact of trauma associated with 
crime when her honor-roll cousin was gunned down in 
broad daylight outside of Mosby’s home due to mistaken 
identity. That horrific experience propelled Mosby to turn 
her pain into passion by becoming a first-generation college 
graduate, and pursuing her dreams of becoming an attor-
ney and reforming the criminal justice system. Mosby re-
ceived a Presidential Scholarship from Tuskegee University 
where she earned magna cum laude recognition and grad-
uated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Political Science. 
After leaving Tuskegee, Mosby was awarded the Council on 
Legal Educational Opportunity (CLEO) Thurgood Mar-
shall Scholarship, and subsequently earned a Juris Doctor-
ate degree from Boston College Law School. While in law 
school, Marilyn proved to be an avid public servant, clerking 

MARILYN MOSBY
The Black Female Force for Change in Criminal Justice

INTERVIEW BY MAYNARD EATON

at several highly-esteemed governmental agencies including 
the U.S. Attorney’s Office in both Boston, MA and Wash-
ington D.C., and the Homicide Unit of the Suffolk County 
District Attorney’s Office in Boston.

After law school, Mosby joined the Office of the State’s 
Attorney for Baltimore City (SAO), where she quickly ad-
vanced from District Court to General Felony. Mosby suc-
cessfully prosecuted hundreds of cases and some of the most 
heinous felonies in the State of Maryland with an overall 
conviction rate of 80 percent. Driven by her love for court-
room litigation and the desire to diversify her legal experi-
ence, Mosby left the Baltimore City State’s Attorney’s Office 
in 2011 and began working as a civil litigator for a Fortune 
100 company. In just five months, Mosby was promoted to 
the Special Investigation Unit of the company, where she in-
vestigated and defended against fraudulent insurance claims 
throughout the State of Maryland.  

From her formative years, Mosby’s passion was al-
ways to effectuate change by driving a more just, efficient, 
and fair criminal justice system. On June 24 2013, Mosby 

Marilyn Mosby, 25th State’s Attorney, 
Baltimore, MD. Photo: John Stephens
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decided to take a leap of faith and run for Baltimore City 
State’s Attorney against the incumbent. After successful-
ly completing one of the largest upsets in Baltimore City 
election history, Mosby assumed office and her leadership 
immediately transformed the State’s Attorney’s office into 
a national model for progressive holistic prosecution, ex-
emplifying the mantra of not just being “tough on crime” 
but more importantly “smart on crime.”

During Mosby’s first year in office, the SAO reached 
an 80 percent homicide conviction rate despite a 20 per-
cent increase in the homicide caseload. The following year, 
Mosby created the Gun Violence Enforcement Division and 
the felony conviction rate reached 93 percent. During that 
same time period, Mosby’s administration secured a num-
ber of high profile convictions for various violent offenders 
designated Public Enemy #1 by the Baltimore Police De-
partment, including BGF Executioners, Capone Chase who 
shot a man in his head in broad daylight in the presence of 
his pregnant girlfriend and Darryl Anderson who heinous-
ly opened fire and killed two women and critically injured 
another. Additionally, under her leadership: the SAO con-
victed former Episcopal Bishop Heather Cook who fatally 
struck a father of two with her vehicle while under the influ-
ence of alcohol and texting; all of the shooters responsible for 
the death of a one-year-old who was killed by a bullet meant 
for his father; and serial rapist Nelson Bernard Clifford.

While the primary focus of her administration has been 
and continues to be successfully targeting and convicting 
violent offenders, Mosby understands that the community 
has an integral role in realizing a safer city. Therefore, re-
pairing the fractured relationship between law enforcement 
and communities remains a hallmark of her tenure. Since 
the start of her administration, Mosby has worked tirelessly 
to reinstate the community engagement division; hired and 
assigned 10 new community liaisons to each region of the 
city; personally attended more than 500 community events, 
churches, and schools; and has increased SAO grant funding 
by more than 27 percent.

In 2016, the SAO was awarded a $2.4 million grant—
the largest grant it has ever received—to provide the nec-
essary services to support victims and witnesses of crime. 
Under Mosby’s leadership, the SAO has nearly doubled the 
size of the Victims/Witnesses Services Unit.

In an effort to be “smart on crime” and address crime 
holistically, Mosby created the Crime Control and Preven-
tion division to tackle recidivism and deter youth violence 
through the implementation of innovative criminal justice 
initiatives such as Aim to B’More, the Junior State’s Attor-
ney program and Great Expectations.

Aim To B’More provides first-time, non-violent felony 
drug offenders with a second opportunity to get it right by 
offering life skills and educational training which ultimately 

L-R: Political consultant and event organizer Fredrick Hicks; DeKalb County, Georgia DA Sherry Boston; Baltimore State’s 
Attorney Marilyn Mosby; and former DeKalb County Lawyers Assoc. president Miguel Dominguez, host a fundraiser for Marilyn 
Mosby in Atlanta. Photo: John Stephens
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leads to full-time employment and the expungement of the 
associated felony conviction, while the Junior State’s Attor-
ney and Great Expectations programs expose young people 
to the positive aspects of the criminal justice system.

Recognizing that prosecutors must not only aggressively 
advocate on behalf of the victims of crime, but in the pursuit 
of “ justice,”— when the evidence exists—to exonerate those 
that have been falsely accused or convicted. In her first year 
in office, Mosby created the Conviction Integrity Unit to 
bolster the Office’s efforts to review and investigate claims of 
actual innocence. In 2016, the unit successfully exonerated 
Malcolm Bryant, who had been incarcerated for nearly 18 
years after being falsely convicted of second degree murder.

In 2015, Mosby charged six police officers, who had 
arrested Freddie Gray prior to his death, with a variety of 
crimes including second-degree murder and involuntary 
manslaughter. David Jaros, an associate professor at the Uni-
versity of Baltimore School of Law, was reported as saying 
that Mosby quite possibly overcharged the officers, while 
noting this is absolutely typical in criminal cases involving 
defendants who are not police.

Anonymous sources were reported by CNN as saying 
the Baltimore police’s investigation does not support some 
of the charges brought against the officers. However, these 
sources are within the police department, and according to 
CNN, “Mosby has good reason to separate her probe from 
the police. There is widespread community distrust of the 
police. And many critics say letting police departments  
investigate themselves is partly why alleged excessive use of 

force incidents by officers rarely draw serious punishment.” 
Mosby defended the charges in a statement released through 
a spokesperson, and condemned the release of information 
as unethical.

In a May 4, 2015, interview on Fox News, Har-
vard Law Professor Alan Dershowitz said that he be-
lieves Mosby overcharged the officers in an attempt 
to satisfy protesters and prevent further disturbanc-
es. Former Baltimore Prosecutor Page Croyder penned 
an op-ed in The Baltimore Sun in which she described 
Mosby’s charges as ref lecting “either incompetence 
or an unethical recklessness”. Croyder opined that 
Mosby circumvented normal procedures “to step into 
the national limelight”, and that she “pandered to the  
public”, creating an expectation of a conviction.

On May 21, a grand jury indicted the officers on most 
of the original charges filed by Mosby, with the exception 
of the charges of illegal imprisonment and false arrest, and 
added charges of reckless endangerment to all the officers 
involved. In May 2015, Mosby appeared onstage at concert 
with the musician Prince, after which she was criticized for 
using the Freddie Gray incident for personal and political 
gain. The Baltimore Sun reported that Mosby received 
$12,000 in free travel to speak at events around the nation 
after the officers were charged.

When asked to respond to the allegation from police 
that she does not support them, Mosby’s called the notion 
‘absurd’, citing her family’s history working in law enforce-
ment. Mosby was criticized for ordering the increased 

SCLC Magazine Editor 
Maynard Eaton interviews 
DeKalb County, Georgia 
District Attorney Sherry 
Boston at Marilyn Mosby 
fundraiser in Atlanta. 
Photo: John Stephens
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L-R: Maynard Eaton, Charles Steele Jr. and Marilyn Mosby sit down for an SCLC-TV interview at the National HQ in Atlanta. 
Photo: Faith Swift

police presence, in the same neighborhood that Gray was 
arrested, just weeks prior to the incident that occurred.

The first trial of the police officers, William Por-
ter, resulted in a hung jury, and the judge declared a mis-
trial in December 2015. The Baltimore Sun reported that  
Porter was within one vote of an acquittal on the most  
serious charge against him.

The second trial of the officers ended on May 11, 2016, 
when Officer Edward Nero was acquitted on all charges. 
His acquittal resulted in increased criticism of Mosby for 
having moved too quickly in charging the officers.

The third trial ended on June 23, 2016, when Officer 
Goodson was acquitted on all counts. George Washington 
University Law School professor John F. Banzhaf III filed a 
complaint with the Maryland’s Attorney Grievance Com-
mission against Mosby, saying she did not have probable 
cause to charge six officers in the death of Freddie Gray, and 
also that she repeatedly withheld evidence from the officers’ 
defense attorneys.

Five of the six police officers unlawfully charged by 
Mosby are suing her for malicious prosecution, defamation, 
and invasion of privacy. sclc

Recently, Mosby was in Atlanta for a political fundrais-
er and to meet with SCLC President Dr. Charles Steele.  
What follows are excerpts from our SCLC-TV interview:

MAYNARD EATON:  You have become a nation-
al face for criminal justice and Dr. Steele that’s one of 
your main issues with regard to our partnership with 
Gideon’s Promise. It’s kind of interesting both of you 
are interested in the same thing criminal justice reform. 
 
CHARLES STEELE JR.: Absolutely, what we discovered 
is that 80% of America basically can’t afford an attorney so 
what we’re doing is partnering with Gideon’s Promise. We’re 
bringing about the fact that people need to be treated as hu-
mans regardless of the crime or situation. We actually train 
people in terms of the Gideon philosophy and represent all 
aspects of that segment of society. I was talking to a group of 
scientists just yesterday and what they were  telling me is that 
they don’t talk love as much in science. Love is about giving 
and not receiving. I tell them when you do give you will receive. 

EATON: Mrs. Mosby, love,  you don’t see much of that in 
the criminal justice system necessarily. It’s been called the 
new lynching system. How tough has that been for you 
dealing with both sides—the police and the community? 

MARILYN MOSBY: So I think it’s really important, and 
that is one of the lessons that we have to take away from 
our ancestors. You have to have a seat at the table. Systemic 
reform comes from within. The same way that you all are 
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working to ensure representation 
among communities that are dispro-
portionately impacted. Let’s just be 
real, the criminal justice system has 
disproportionately affected commu-
nities of color for far too long. At the 
end of the day, why did I go into this? 
Why did I want to become a pros-
ecutor? It’s because that awesome 
amount of discretion not only affects 
defendants and victims but has col-
lateral consequences on our commu-
nities. You think about a prosecutor; 
the prosecutor is going to decide who 
gets charged, what they’re going to 
be charged with, and what sentence 
recommendations they’re going to 
make. Then you think of the fact 
that 95% of the prosecutors are 
white and 79% are white men.  As 
a woman of color, I represent along 
with Sherri Bostic of DeKalb Coun-
ty, GA, 1% of all elected prosecutors 
in this country. That’s not acceptable 
and we have to be at the table in order to reform it.

I know a lot of folks know me from the Freddie Gray 
case. I’m a black woman living in the heart of west Baltimore 
raising two little girls. I don’t need cultural sensitivity train-
ing to know how young boys like Freddie Gray were being 
treated by police departments all across this country. Had I 
not been in that position, with that accountability I would 
not  have been able to expose the criminal police practices. So 
you now have a consent degree that is federally enforceable 
and we’re changing those discriminatory police practices. 
 
EATON: I get a sense that both of you are 
doing the same thing from different positions. 

STEELE: Absolutely! I was just thinking about Vic-
tor Hugo when he said there’s more suffering among 
poor people than there is humanity among the rich. 
They really don’t care and it’s systemic. We must

A SANOFI COMPANY
1715 West 38th Street

Chattanooga, Tennessee

Marilyn Mosby, Maynard Eaton and Robin Ligon-Eaton at the fundraiser for Mosby in 
Atlanta. Photo: John Stephens

bring about the sensitivities. In just having a conversa-
tion you can change folks not just going in being rad-
ical turning into your philosophy but share a little 
love. Hate cannot drive out hate only love can do it. 
 
EATON: Finally, why are you running for re-elec-
tion? You had a tough year and term in office? 
 
MOSBY: What I’ve learned is that justice is always worth 
the price of paying for its pursuit.  And, justice is so much 
greater than me. It’s not about Marilyn Mosby but about 
what Marilyn Mosby represents. We need holistic prose-
cution. We need a different approach. Our government has 
continued to have a tough on crime approach that has re-
sulted in the mass incarceration of brown and black people.  
That must stop.

We are facing a time when this country is racially  
divided; when the federal administration is looking to  
regressive practices such as “Making America Great 
Again” on the backs of brown and black people.  It’s bigger 
than me. It’s about reform and pushing an agenda for bet-
tering our communities. The only way we can do that is by  
addressing the systemic issues. It’s about ensur-
ing that in a city like Baltimore where 24% of Balti-
more’s population lives in poverty and 35% children 
live below poverty that we are firmly addressing those 
systemic issues as to why crimes take place. That’s 
what I’m intending to do through my administra-
tion and through the holistic approach to prosecution.  
 
EATON: Some people call her a sheroe with regard to the 
criminal justice system. Of course our president has been 
called a lot of things, including a civil rights hero. sclc
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J
onathan Rapping is a game-changer who is rev-
olutionizing the practice of law and curtailing 
mass incarcerations throughout the nation by 
training public defenders. Rapping is the found-
er of Gideon’s  Promise, a criminal justice reform 
organization he launched a decade ago, that led 

to his being awarded  the coveted MacArthur Foundation’s 
“Genius Award” in 2014.  It is a highly sought-after honor 
for a groundbreaking program that seeks to reverse an em-
barrassingly low standard of justice for poor people.

“The mission of Gideon’s Promise at its core is to build a 
movement,” Rapping explains. “A supportive community of 
public defenders who not only teach these lawyers to give de-
fendants the legal representation they deserve, but also give 
them the strategies, the skills, the support they need to resist 
those systemic pressures to go along with the processing of 
people into cages.”

After working with public defender systems in Wash-
ington D.C., Georgia and New Orleans, Rapping concluded 
that public defenders were underfunded and overworked.

“Their caseloads were overwhelming, and they didn’t 
have the resources,” he said. “So, they started to get beaten 

down, and worn out. And one or two things happened.  Ei-
ther they quit, or they became resigned to the status quo and 
they joined in on the processing.”

“Gideon’s Promise was built to change the narrative that 
people of color and poor people do not matter,” Ilham Askia 
said. “We are there to reverse this narrative and tell the true 
story of those who are accused, who we see in the courtroom 
every single day. We are building a movement of lawyers to 
give a voice to people who often have no voice. And that is 
why I left education and we started Gideon’s Promise.”

 Ilham Askia is Rapping’s life partner.  As Executive 
Director and co-founder of Gideon’s Promise, the Buffalo 
native, knows first-hand the impact inadequate or no legal 
counsel has on individuals and families. She was five when 
her father was arrested and sentenced to Attica Correctional 
Facility in New York.

 “His absence from the family destroyed it,” said Askia. 
“The experience contributed to her mother’s struggles to 
support the family, which required her to take a key role in 
raising her three younger siblings.  She said her family never 
had a chance because “my father was assigned a public de-
fender who never told his story. He never told that story that 

Gideon’s Promise Fights 
Modern Day Slavery

BY MAYNARD EATON

Jonathan Rapping leads a 
small-group session at the 
Gideon’s Promise Summer 
Institute. Photo: Univ. of Miss.
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when my father was arrested he was charged with crimes 
that he committed years before. And on the day of his arrest, 
he had actually changed his life, owned a fish market and 
was doing quite well, but his lawyer never told his story.”

 She grew up not trusting the system, convinced that 
public defenders were part of the system committed to lock-
ing up people, especially those who look like her and lived 
in her community.

“But what I started to learn is that public defenders 
weren’t bad people,” said Askia, who was an educator before 
she joined Gideon’s Promise. “They were in a system that 
was set up to crush them, therefore crushing the voiceless. 
They come into this field to do excellent work, but they have 
crushing caseloads.”

The average public defender, Askia said, has nearly 300 
cases a year and they are under resourced. They go into the 
field to do decent work just like educators, she said, but they 
are in a system that incarcerates 2.3 million people on any 
given day.

 Rapping and Askia are viewed as an exceptional couple 
doing extraordinary work. 

“I know that it has not been easy for them,” says Atlan-
ta public defender Zanele Ngubeni. “I don’t know another 
couple like the two of them who have given so much for 
something that they are so passionate about. Rap [as Rap-
ping is affectionately called by his friends] is a phenomenal 
visionary. There are now over 400 people who have come 
through Gideon’s Promise training, and who are part of this 
organization.  You can’t imagine how much sacrifice that 
they’ve had to make especially for something that is so un-
popular. You can’t deny he is an amazing visionary.  It was 
such a bold thought.  And, Ilham gave up everything to sup-
port this dream.”

“Gideon’s Promise is trying to put public defenders at the 
center of the conversation about how we change the criminal 
system in America,” adds author and law school professor 
James Forman Jr.  “Gideon’s Promise is about trying to make 
sure that every single person, poor person, person of color, 
every person period has a well-trained, well supported, well 
networked public defender.” 

Forman has written an historical account detailing how 
and why America has become the world’s largest jailer. His 
new book is entitled “Locking Up Our Own: Crime and 
Punishment in Black America. Its focus is the grossly dis-
proportionate number of African-American men ensnared 
in the criminal justice system.

“In 1968, we had less than a half a million people in 
America’s jails and prisons. Today, we have roughly 2.3 mil-
lion people in America’s jails and prisons,” laments Rapping. 
“They’re almost exclusively poor and disproportionately of 
color. We have as many people held in jail pre-trial simply 
because they’re poor and can’t afford bail today, as we had 
locked in all of the country in 1968.”

Saying 80 percent of Americans who go before U.S. 
courts cannot afford a lawyer, officials from the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) have   announced 
a partnership with Gideon’s Promise, an organization 

dedicated to training and supporting public defenders in 
systems where the challenges to ensuring equal justice 
are greatest. This new alliance was formed the during the 
SCLC’s 59th Annual Conference in Memphis.

 “With Gideon’s Promise and the SCLC working to-
gether, we are going to be training public defenders to repre-
sent poor people and not the government,” said Dr. Charles 
Steele, President and CEO of the Atlanta-based civil rights 
organization which was co-founded by Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. “There are too many people who go before 
the courts without sufficient legal representation. Gideon’s 
Promise is doing important civil rights work. That is what 
we have been doing for over 60 years. The fit is natural.”

Much as it was like for sanitation workers back in 1968 
when Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, 

there are still black communities that aren’t seen as human 
beings because their humanity is largely stripped from them 
in the criminal justice system. “So as much as we have made 
a lot of progress in the civil rights arena in large part due to 
the splendid work by SCLC and other organizations, the 
place where I think we probably have made the least prog-
ress is the criminal justice system,” Rapping said during an 
interview on SCLC-TV with this reporter. “I’m grateful to 
Dr. Steele and his vision that if were really going to tackle 
civil rights in today’s America, we have to address the issue 
of mass incarceration. And public defenders must be a piece 
of that solution.”

Zanele Ngubeni was a law clerk when Rapping first 
came to Georgia as the statewide training director.  “I knew 
she was special,” he said.  “So, when I started my work in 
New Orleans and we were recruiting our first class, I called 
Zanele, who was graduating from University of Tennessee 
law school in Knoxville. Zanele was among the first wave to 
come to New Orleans before relocating to Atlanta.  She has 
been a public defender in Fulton County ever since.

Gideon’s Promise 
president, Jonathan 
Rapping, and exec-
utive director, Ilham 
Askia, at the Smart 
On Crime Innovations 
Conference at John 
Jay College of Crimi-
nal Justice, NYC, NY. 
They were excited to 
bring public defense 
to criminal justice 
reform talks.
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 Zanele Ngubeni is featured in a 2015 Essence maga-
zine story about Gideon’s Promise.

 “After my first summer internship, I knew this was 
what I wanted to do,” she said.  “I was that person who be-
came a lawyer because I was going to be the next Thurgood 
Marshall. My family is South African, so I was all about 
civil rights. That was what I was going to do. And, once I 
started doing some summer internships in the area, I very 
quickly realized that this is the civil rights; this will be my 
Thurgood Marshall work.  That’s how I then knew I wanted 
to do public defender work upon graduation.  So, Gideon’s 
Promise for me really was my life line.”

Rapping’s supporters and former Gideon’s Promise at-
tendees say they receive “top notch training” from some of 
the nation’s best trial lawyers. Ngubeni is hooked on the 
group’s mission and purpose and commitment to criminal 
justice reform.

“I am officially a Gideonite,” she said with pride.
Inmates like Terry Jackson, who is currently 

serving a life sentence at Augusta Medical State 
Prison in Georgia, dismissively call public defend-
ers, “public pretenders.”  Ngubeni argues that is 
not the case with Gideon’s Promise devotees who 
strive recognize “the humanity” of every client and 
force others in the system to do likewise.

“The core value of Gideon’s Promise is cli-
ent centered representation,” Ngubeni explains.  
“We spend a significant amount of time talking 
to and getting to know our clients, and under-
standing what brought them to us or under-
standing what they need when they move on.  
We must wear a lot of hats as public defenders. 
At the end of the day our job is to help the one human being 
standing beside us.  People know when you care about them.  
For most of our clients, that’s really all they want, that you 
are concerned about them and their circumstances.”

Despite their overwhelming caseload of clients and 
often daunting circumstances, Ngubeni says public defend-
ers must take “one case and one face” at a time.

“To the extent we are engaged in activism, it is shouting 
to the world that this is a human being standing beside me 
and not just another number, and not just another convic-
tion, and not just another notch in my belt toward my polit-
ical ambitions.”

Chanta Parker, is a former public defender who is now 
with the Innocence Project as the Special Council for New 
Initiatives.  The Spelman College and NYU graduate is 
based in New York.

“I’m helping the organization figure out how it can lend its 
voice and its brand to bring attention to racial bias in the crim-
inal justice system,” Parker said during a telephone interview.

She has spent 10 years as a public defender in New Or-
leans, Harlem and Brooklyn. “I’ve seen a lot,” Parker said. 
“The joy for me was developing relationships with my cli-
ents and fighting for them daily, pushing back against this 
very oppressive state government—not only prosecutors but 
the courts themselves.  And, I found a lot of joy being a 

black woman assuming that role because you don’t see a lot 
of young black folks as public defenders.  The challenge with 
that is it’s a very difficult position because you are represent-
ing the most marginalized.

Black communities across the country are impacted by 
and immersed in the criminal justice system.  Mass incar-
cerations of poor people of color has become such a major 
concern it’s likened to a “new slavery” by SCLC president 
Charles Steele Jr. and others.

“One in four women have incarcerated loved ones, and al-
most one out of every two black women,” said Parker.  “That’s 
a lot of people, maybe not actually incarcerated but you know 
someone, you’ve had to bail somebody out.  I am directly im-
pacted by mass incarceration just in terms of my family, and 
you would be hard pressed to find a black professional who 
doesn’t have some connection to what’s going on.”

Ten years ago, Parker met and studied with Rapping.  It 
was a career changing and enlightening experience for her.

“I wouldn’t have been able to be the pub-
lic defender and the advocate and the person 
that I am had it not been for Gideon’s Prom-
ise,” Parker admits. “So, after I left that big law 
firm, making all that money and moved down 
to New Orleans one of the first things I did was 
to be sent to Birmingham and get this two-week 
training.  I thought I was going to get skills 
training, but got so much more.  It’s invaluable 
and really smart and innovative what Rapping 
does creating this community of folks who are 
singularly focused.  At Gideon’s Promise public 
defenders are trained and coached to be client 
centered and to advocate with everything that 

they have for their clients, and to take pride in being a public 
defender.  I think that is revolutionary.

She explains, “The system doesn’t want public defend-
ers to be excellent because we represent defendants who 
are charged with crimes, who are assumed to be criminals, 
and assumed to be the bad guys.  People are just churned 
through and incarcerated. That’s why you see judges and 
prosecutors trying as much as they can to run over the 
rights of defendants and not have an equal playing field.  
Gideon’s Promise is revolutionary and says no.  Every per-
son that’s charged with a crime is due under our Constitu-
tion a zealous advocate.”

Fulton County, Georgia Solicitor General Keith Gam-
mage, applauds Rapping for being a quintessential zealous 
advocate. “As an elected prosecutor and a former public 
defender, I have profound respect for Jon Rapping and the 
work they’re doing around our nation training public de-
fenders and those who serve our most needy defendants at 
the highest levels. I think that our system is so overwhelmed 
that we need folks with public interest to stand in the gap, 
step-up, and offer their services to those who need it. Par-
ticularly the indigent community and those who suffer from 
mental illness. So, I salute, support and commend the work 
of Gideon’s Promise.” sclc

For more information visit www.gideonspromise.org.
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U.S. Varsity, Onyema Task Sectional Agitators on National Unity

BY EDU ABADE

N
igerians have again been charged on the need to 
engender a new country that promotes nation-
alism rather than sectional interests culminat-
ing in agitations for secession, restructuring and 
true federalism.

This was the core message of a five-day training pro-
gram organized by the Foundation for Ethnic Harmony in 
Nigeria (FEHN) in collabora-
tion with the Emory University, 
Atlanta, Georgia, United States 
of America, which commenced 
yesterday in Lagos.

Chairman of FEHN, Allen 
Onyema, gave the charge at the 
training program, which brought 
together members of the Indige-
nous People of Biafra (IPOB), 
Arewa Youths Congress (AYC), 
O’dua Peoples Congress (OPC) 
and ex-Niger Delta Agitators.

Onyema, who organized the 
program on the heels of the es-
calating tensions in the country 
occasioned by secession threats 
from IPOB, quit notice to the 
Igbo living in the North and in-
creasing agitations for restructuring, stressed the need for 
Nigerians to confront the failure of leadership, which he de-
scribed as the common enemy.

His words: “We have to join hands together to confront 
the common enemies who have held the country by the jug-
ular. We have to come together to change the old order.

“We have to fight for each other rather fight each other. 
Until we learn to fight for each other, national unity will 

continue to elude us. We must address the conflicts to be 
able to cohabit peacefully together.”

Speaking, a lecturer at the Emory University and Chair-
man, Board of Directors of the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference, Dr. Bernard LaFayette Jr, said the world 
needs Nigeria and what it has to offer in terms of human and 
natural resources.

“If you don’t know the bottom, 
you can’t appreciate the top. Nigeria 
must be an example for the rest of the 
world. And as such, Nigeria should 
live in peace and end all the agita-
tions,” he stated.

Speaking further, Onyema, who 
is also Chairman/Chief Executive of 
Air Peace Limited, noted that his ef-
forts at peace building, which started 
about two decades ago, culminated 
in the late former President Umar 
Yar’Adua’s Amnesty Program for for-
mer Niger Delta militants.

Most of the former agitators, 
who have graduated from various 
programs at the Emory University, 
are now facilitators at non- violence 
and peace building trainings around 

the country and elsewhere.
He added that participants at the training who would 

pass an oral and written test at the end of the program, 
would proceed to the Emory University for further studies 
on non-violence and peace building in Nigeria in an effort to 
make the country a better place for all segments. sclc

EDU ABADE is a journalist for “The Guardian Nigeria”.

“We have to fight for each other 

rather fight each other. Until 

we learn to fight for each other, 

national unity will continue to 

elude us. We must address 

the conflicts to be able to co-

habit peacefully together.”

—Allen Onyema 

Allen Onyema, Chairman of FEHN
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T
he river of time has diligently carried Amer-
ica on its tenacious and powerful waters. At 
times, America has experienced calm waters; 
unfortunately, our nation has often experi-
enced rough rapids and even crashed into the 
jagged and sharp boulders of history in the 

river’s shallows. A nation’s history of declared independence 
through heroism and valor, and the promised “Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness,” is a conflicting dual history of 
inhumanity, inequality and tragic heartbreaking treatment 
of select communities. This historic duality has superficially 
unified America, but at the same time has severely divided 
America’s heart and soul.

On July 4, 1965, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. addressed 
the members of the congregation of the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church in Atlanta, Georgia. In his speech, The American 
Dream, Dr. King emphasized the “dignity and worth of the 
human personality.” Dr. King also underlined the impor-
tance of human progress in every aspect of society, not only 
in the United States, but across the world. When considering 
Dr. King’s words and American history, one must pose the 
question, what are we doing in the present time to ensure 
the dignity and worth of the human personality of all people 
and to foster constructive and lasting human progress in the 
United States?

To answer this question, we are required to use the most 
primal part of the human experience, our hearts. We must 
have the ability to view progress beyond numbers or some 
statistic, and genuinely listen and feel with our hearts. When 
we do, we can sense a deep undertone of an America divided; 
a nation stubbornly rooted in the reality of “Us vs. Them;” 
with a complete disregard for “Them.”  Frankly, we are not 
doing enough.

While listening to our hearts and feeling the deep di-
vision, today is the day to initiate a defined and official na-
tional dialogue which will lay the foundation for an America 
of “Us, We and Ours.” It is time to take ownership and 

Human Dignity 
and

 Human Progress
The Proposed Presidential Commission on Human Dignity and Integrity

BY N. JONAS OHRBERG

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. addresses the members of his 
congregation at  Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.
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participate in the dialogue as former President Barak Obama 
eloquently noted, “Change will not come if we wait for some 
other person or some other time. We are the ones we’ve been 
waiting for. We are the change that we seek.”

 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “Faith is taking the 
first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.”  I say 
the national dialogue can be achieved through a Presidential 
Commission on Human Dignity and Integrity. Additional-
ly, individual states can work toward the same end through 
a Governor’s Commission on Human Dignity and Integrity.

The vision of The Commission on Human Dignity and 
Integrity is to ensure that the integrity of all peoples, cul-
tures, races and native communities in the United States are 
restored, respected, and protected, and to ensure the unity 
of America as one people and one nation. The mission of  
is to inspire, initiate, and maintain a national dialogue, and 
through inclusive collaborative efforts develop, support and 

promote State and Federal initiatives to ensure that the in-
tegrity and dignity of all peoples, cultures, races and native 
communities in the United States are restored, respected, 
and protected. I aim to promote America as one people and 
one nation.

The objectives of the Commission on Human Digni-
ty and Integrity should include:
 

> Providing the structure, coordinating and sup-
porting a comprehensive national dialogue to unify 
the United States as one people and one nation re-
gardless of heritage, race, ethnicity and religion.
 
 >  Collaborating with the leaders and members of 
the various business, judicial, law enforcement, po-
litical, racial, ethnic, native, and religious commu-
nities in the United States to identify the historical, 
current and potential variables, barriers, and chal-
lenges needed to make the United States a unified 
nation.
 
> Fostering a national dialogue rooted in under-
standing, acceptance, and respect, and affording 

DR. N. JONAS OHRBERG is a 
Professor with the Forbes School of 
Business and Technology at Ashford 
University. Dr. Ohrberg is the founder 
of the Forbes School of Business Cen-
ter for Diversity and Multicultural 
Research.  In addition, Dr. Ohrberg 
is the founder of the organization, The 
Human Promise: One Heart One Hu-

manity. With a deep passion for and belief in positive change, 
Dr. Ohrberg founded The Human Promise to share a message of 
unity, understanding, and acceptance between diverse communi-
ties and peoples, and emphasize common humanity in fostering 
positive change. Dr. Ohrberg earned a PhD in Organization, 
Management, and Leadership from Capella University.  

everyone participating in the Commission the 
freedom of expression as to the various people and 
communities’ ideas, concerns, opportunities, and 
ref lections.
 
 > Supporting the process of defining, outlining 
and developing robust State and Federal initiatives 
and solutions rooted in the dialogue between the 
various stakeholders.

> Reviewing, compiling, and presenting the out-
comes of the Commission on Human Dignity and 
Integrity to the Office of the President of the Unit-
ed States, and Congressional leadership.
 
 > Emphasizing and promoting America as one 
people and one nation.

Yes, that’s a mouthful and it won’t be easy. The stakeholders 
in the Commission on Human Dignity and Integrity are the 
American people and our future generation. However, the 
actual participants and contributors to are individuals, ex-
perts, and representatives of communities, state and national 
associations/organizations that represent various peoples, 
communities, interests and causes related to the identified 
societal issues and challenges which include white suprema-
cy, injustice, and racial disparity. The participants and con-
tributors must have a genuine and vested interest in fostering 
positive and lasting change.

Simply said, the efforts of the contributors to the Pres-
idential and state commissions can be summed up by the 
words of Desmond Tutu, “God’s dream is that you and I, 
and all of us, will realize that we are family; that we are 
made for togetherness, for goodness, and for compassion.” 

As the waters of the river of time continue to move 
America into the future, the proposed dialogue is a positive 
and constructive means of fostering change. Now is the time 
to afford everyone in America a seat at the table of democ-
racy, and the Presidential Commission on Human Dignity 
and Integrity is not the end, but the beginning of healing 
America’s heart and soul. sclc

“Faith is taking the 
first step even when 

you don’t see the 
whole staircase.”

— Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.



28 SCLC Magazine / FALL 2017 www.nationalsclc.org

How Hope Works in the Black Community, 
from Martin Luther King Jr. to Obama

BY BIG THINK EDITORS

H
ope is an important tool in life. It motivates us 
to look past everyday challenges toward specific 
goals, however difficult they may be to achieve.

In the African-American community, hope 
has always had a more particular connotation. As 

Andre C. Willis, Assistant Professor of Religious Studies at 
Brown University, has said, hope among African-Americans 
is born of “centuries of despair and dehumanization” as well as 
the “tragic sense of life” given us by the Protestant tradition.

Universal to the feeling of hope—that belief in the pos-
sibility of positive outcomes—is how it works in the brain. 
As a cognitive process, hope makes it possible for us to be 
proactive about the specific plans we hope to achieve, and 
pursue them with “agency” and “pathways, according to psy-
chologist Rick Snyder. Hope is what allows us to act with 
intention in the face of obstacles.

This article is part of The Hope and Optimism initia-
tive. Explore the theoretical, empirical, and practical dimen-
sions of hope, optimism, and related states: Being Optimistic 
Is Good. Knowing about Optimism Bias Is Better.

While hope may start in the brain, it reaches beyond the 
self and bonds individuals who share common goals against 
common obstacles. Progressive societies have relied on hope 

in the face of conservative opposition, from the Civil Rights 
Movement to the presidential slogans of Barack Obama. Re-
searchers recognize different kinds of hope, however, and 
not all hope is equally effective.

In his research, Dr. Willis draws a distinction between 
the hope envisioned by Martin Luther King, Jr. and Presi-
dent Obama. While Dr. King’s oratory is often boiled down 
to his “I Have a Dream” speech, he also gave an “Unfulfilled 
Dreams” speech which viewed hope as treacherous. 

Willis sees King’s version of hope as having Protestant 
roots, based on the knowledge that its work will never be 
completed. King’s vision, according to Willis, was like a 
“way of relating to suffering” that allows you to keep going 
forward and do meaningful work. 

So how did Obama fare by comparison? In Willis’s view, 
outlined in his 2017 paper, “Obama’s Racial Legacy,” Pres-
ident Obama’s impact has been to deepen racism that mas-
querades as color-blindness. As a result, grassroots groups 
like “Black Lives Matter” have struggled to gain enough 
traction to challenge the status quo.

Instead of advocating for a post-racial society as 
Dr. King did, Obama’s vision of hope moved the Afri-
can-American community from disappointment toward 
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social goals perceived as “real-
izable”. In Obama’s America, 
rationally achievable goals took 
the place of dreams. 

In a series of interviews with 
African-Americans regarding 
Obama’s legacy, the LA Times 
drew an important distinction: 
attitudes toward Obama-the-in-
dividual were generally positive, 
while doubt lingered on wheth-
er his Presidency produced the 
change needed. Black lives had 
improved with respect to edu-
cation, healthcare and criminal 
justice reform, but still suffered 
from a lackluster economic  
recovery. Unemployment 
among African Americans  
remains nearly twice that of 
whites.

According to David Gol-
land, an associate professor at 
Governor’s State University, there has been little statistical 
improvement in African-American life in areas of child mor-
tality, educational attainment, or teenage crime and drug use. 

On the other hand, Golland thinks that a value of the 
Obama Presidency may lie in its symbolic nature:

“Getting away from the word metrics, there’s just some-
thing about a generation of children growing up and seeing 
someone who looks like them in the White House that can-
not be underestimated,” said Golland.

Offering a more probing historical perspective, a 2016 
article by Chernoh Sesay Jr., Associate Professor of Religious 
Studies at DePaul University, looked at hope as an integral 
part of the black slave experience. In the immediate wake of 
the Revolutionary War, for example, black petitioners filed 
a number lawsuits in Massachusetts that argued for equality. 
Today their logic looks undeniable.

Just as the colonists desired freedom from the English 
Crown, black slaves merited the right to self-determine. 
According to Sesay, these petitions “surely must have aris-
en from some sense of hope or optimism that action would 
bring change.”

Despite the nation’s emancipation from England, slav-
ery’s end in America would be delayed by nearly 100 years. 
This is the stinging nature of hope. Any social transforma-
tion fueled by it will take time. Early abolitionists of the 
slave trade exercised “a discerning and pragmatic under-
standing of politics” as they shifted from individual lawsuits 
to a consistent attack on the institutions of slavery. 

A 2017 Gallup poll ref lects the African-American 
community’s unique relationship with hope. While whites, 
Asians and Hispanics expressed a life-satisfaction score of 
7 out of 10, and an anticipated satisfaction scores of 7.6 to 
8, African-Americans expressed a life-satisfaction score of 
6.8, but had the highest anticipated satisfaction of 8.4. The 
index of anticipation ref lected expectations for the next 
five years. sclc

BIGTHINK.COM helps organizations by catalyzing con-
versation around the topics most critical to 21st century busi-
ness success. Led by the world’s foremost experts, our dynamic 
learning programs are short-form, mobile, and immediately 
actionable.

“Hope” poster by Shepard Fairey.

Grassroots groups like “Black Lives Matter” have struggled to gain enough traction to 
challenge the status quo according to Dr. Andre C. Willis.
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M
ONROE, Ga.—A 1948 Ford Mercury passed 
through a group of onlookers in this rural 
town and rumbled toward the small Moore’s 
Ford Bridge.

Before the car, which had four black passengers and a 
white driver, could reach the bridge, a group of white men 
with guns stepped forward to block its path.

The leader of the mob—a middle aged man in a pin-
striped suit—took a long drag on his cigar and peered 
through the windshield. Inside, the occupants reeled in fear.

“We want that n----r Roger!” the man barked. “Get 
him out of the car!”

Screams ripped through the silence as a young black 
man was dragged from the front passenger seat.

Fortunately, this horrific scene, which played out on July 
22, 2017, is just a reenactment. But when a noose is thrown 
around the neck of “Roger,” nearly everyone in the audience 
let out very real gasps.

Since 2005, civil rights activists have returned to the 

Moore’s Ford Bridge to recreate the night two black couples—
Roger and Dorothy Malcom, and George and Mae Murray 
Dorsey—were lynched by the Ku Klux Klan in 1946.

No one has ever been charged with the murders.
“It’s mind boggling that all of these years, not a sin-

gle person has been arrested—even though we see them in 
our communities; even though we know who they are,” said 
Tyrone Brooks, who helps organize the reenactment. “It’s a 
stain on a history, but it’s a burden on our souls.”

Brooks is a 71-year-old former Georgia state congress-
man and lifelong civil rights activist. For him, the reen-
actment serves as a dramatic call to action and an annual 
reminder to the Monroe community that an injustice has 
never been corrected.

“We want prosecution, we want closure, we want heal-
ing, we want reconciliation, but we have to have justice first,” 
he said. “We can’t get to healing and reconciliation until we 
get justice.”

According to FBI files obtained by NBC News, more 
than 50 men from Monroe and the surrounding counties were 
suspected in the lynching. But not one was ever prosecuted.

Though the suspects have remained at large for decades, 
civil rights activists say the twin motivations for the lynchings 
were always well known throughout town: politics and sex.

Moore’s Ford Massacre: Activists Reenact 
Racist Lynching as a Call for Justice

BY CHELSEA BAILEY

Every year, activist actors recreate the night two 
black couples were lynched by the Ku Klux Klan 
in 1946 Georgia.
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In April 1946, a Supreme Court ruling enabled black 
citizens in Georgia to cast ballots for the first time during 
the primary race later that summer.

Around the same time of the election, according to the 
FBI, black sharecropper Roger Malcom stabbed Barnett 
Hester, a white landowner, during a fight—ostensibly over 
a woman.

Brooks said the town rumor was that Hester had been 
sleeping with Malcom’s wife, Dorothy, and that the baby she 
was carrying was not her husband’s.

On July 25, 1946, Loy Harrison, a prominent white 
landowner, paid $600 to bail Malcom out of jail, according 
to the FBI. He was accompanied to the prison by Dorothy, 
and their cousins, Mae Murray and George Dorsey.

But, driving away from the jail, as they approached 
Moore’s Ford Bridge, a lynch mob surrounded the car.

“As it turns out it was Harrison who set up and ordered 
the murders,” one FBI report concludes. “It is also apparent 
that there was a conspiracy among state and local law en-
forcement, who not only took part in the murders, disposed 
of evidence and concealed the identity of witnesses.”

Brooks put it more succinctly.
“It was a voting rights massacre,” he said. “They were 

all killed to send a message to black people in this com-
munity: ‘If you register and if you vote, this is what will 
happen to you.’”

For nearly a decade, Cassandra Greene has directed the 

annual reenactment of the Moore’s Ford Bridge lynchings. 
Her performance is graphic, gripping and grounded in a 
kind of deep racism that many would like to believe no lon-
ger exists in America.

It’s difficult to watch, and even more difficult to look 
away, but Greene said that’s the point.

“We don’t want to talk about the lynching because it 
makes us face the ugliness in all of us,” she said. “But I can’t 
build a relationship with you, if you won’t hear me, or hear 
what I’ve been through.”

Rehearsals for this year’s production began in June, 
and on the first day nearly 30 actors—a dozen white and 
the rest black—crowded into a room and listened as Greene 
launched into a well-rehearsed overview of the play.

Wade Marbaugh serves as Greene’s co-director. He’s 
played the part of the head Klansman for years, but he said 
the role never gets any easier.

“I feel dirty because this is not who I am,” said Mar-
baugh. “But I think it’s very important to keep this history 
alive because we don’t want to go back to those times.”

Across the room, actors Darrius Bradshaw and Nick Ras-
cona, who play Roger Malcom and Barnett Hester, rehearsed 
their lines. The play begins with Malcom shouting and shoving 
Hester, livid that he’s been sleeping with his wife, Dorothy.

“I said n---a,’ get off my property!” Rascona fires back.
There’s a beat. And then everyone (at least all the black 

actors) bursts into laughter. Greene laughs the hardest.

 (pp. 30-31) Actors portray the victims of the 1946 Moore’s Ford lynching on July 22, 2017. Photo: Marshall Crooks, NBC News
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“What?!,” Rascona asked. He’s alarmed, confused. “Did 
I go too hard?”

“No,” Greene said through chuckles. “I just don’t think 
white people back then said ‘n---a.’”

“Yea,” one of the other black cast members quipped. 
“You have to hit the hard ‘R.’”

And just like that the energy in the room shifts; a sense 
of camaraderie replaces the discomfort. Everyone is dedicat-
ed to getting this right, not only for the sake of the play, but 
also for the memory of the four people killed.

The scene begins again. This time, when Rascona says 
the N-word, it’s sharp and emphatic. Absolutely no one laughs.

The reenactment ends violently and quickly. There’s 
screams, gunfire and then, silence. A woman dressed in 
funeral black, stands over the actors bodies and performs 
Billie Holiday’s mournful eulogy, “Strange Fruit.” Her voice 
breaks on every other word.

A hundred yards back, a group of about four dozen 
spectators wipe sweat and tears away from their eyes. The 
audience is almost evenly split between black and white. 
One couple has traveled from Ithaca, New York, to see the 
performance, many are from just down the road. They’ve all 
weathered Georgia’s oppressive humidity for the nearly eight 
hours as Brooks lead them on a pilgrimage to the grave sites 
of the Malcoms and Dorseys.

Up until this point, the murders have remained an anec-
dote, but now, standing on the same land where the lynch-
ings took place, the air feels haunted.

As the final notes of the song fade, Greene invites 
the crowd to move closer and inspect the bodies. Children 
crouch by their heads, take in the fake blood and still bodies, 
and whisper to each other.

“They’re not really dead,” one little boy mutters, as if to 
remind himself.

After a few minutes Greene thanks the crowd, and sud-
denly it’s over. The actors throw off the lynching rope and 
wipe away tears. Bradshaw hugs Marbaugh, the man in the 
suit who played the head Klansman.

Nick Rascona hugs two of his castmates, and then 
breaks down crying in their arms; the emotional toll of the 
performance finally getting to him. “It’s okay,” one of the 

A coroner places a sheet over the body of one of the victims 
of the Moore’s For lynching on July 27, 1946. Photo: AP
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A crowd gathers at the Mt. Perry church near Monroe, Georgia 
for the funeral services on July 28, 1946, for George Dorsey 
and Dorothy Malcolm, two of the four African American vic-
tims of a lynch mob. The church is about 16 miles from the 
lynching site. Photo: AP

women whispers. “We know that’s not what’s in your heart. 
You did this for a reason.”

Later, the audience sits down to dinner with the actors. 
At one table, a white couple from Atlanta chats animatedly 
about the reenactment with a black couple they just met.

Denise Duplinski struggled to find words for how the 
performance made her feel.

“It’s hard to hear those horrible awful words, and deeds 
… come out of people that look like you and who do it be-
cause they look like you,” she said.

“What this really does to me is make me think that 
lynchings are still going on,” she added, “they’re just called 
police shootings now.”

Across the room, Tyrone Brooks holds court at his table, 
eating and reminiscing about civil rights. He said he’s al-
ready begun planning for next year’s performance.

“The reenactment is inspirational in a way because it de-
scribes the horror of what we endured, but it also is a teach-
ing moment,” he said.

“It’s like, if you don’t learn from this, it can happen 
again. Those who don’t study their history, those who do 
not know their history, are doomed to repeat it.” sclc

CHELSEA BAILEY is a journalist for NBC News.
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In the year 2011 the U.S. acknowledged the 150th an-
niversary of the Civil War and we in South had to 
once again endure the rhetoric about the glory of the 
Confederacy and invariably distortions of the truth. 
As memorials were and have been installed here and 

there to mark various battles and events in that dreadful con-
flict, we were yet again be forced to explore the various argu-
ments about states rights and slavery, the infamous southern 
“Lost Cause” and, as always, white supremacy that under-
girds everything in the South.

 When it’s all said and done, the South lost the Civil 
War and that was a good thing. All of us should be thankful 
for that. Forbid we should have continued with the unfet-
tered arrogance of the Southern elite and its ruthless, greedy 
slave-holding society whose pathology seeped everywhere 
into the Southern culture and ultimately to the nation writ 
large. Unfortunately, we are not yet recovered from its leg-
acy. In the nation as a whole, the Tea Party seems a prime 
example of that southern elite arrogance and/or of white un-
derlings who serve their interests. 

 The Confederate society was and remains a blemish on 
human history. It was a society of white supremacy, arro-
gance, intolerance, hierarchy, violence, control and narrow 
mindedness. It was closed and dangerous. We could easily 
describe it as the primary indigenous American terrorist so-
ciety. The legacy of all this sickness remained in the South 

Learning About W.J. Cash
The Southern Mindset, Years After the Civil War

BY HEATHER GRAY

Wilbur Joseph Cash 
(1900-1941) was an 
American author 
and journalist known 
primarily for his works 
about the American 
South.

As the country now is met with the challenge of addressing the 
on-going discrimination of Black men and women and the on-go-
ing tragic killings of Blacks there are tons of questions arising as to 
why America is still so racist and so unfair, arrogant and discrim-
inatory in its domestic and international policies. As University 
of Georgia historian James Cobb has so wisely noted, “The coun-
try is becoming like the South writ large.” I concur, however the 
North does not have a clean record on these issues either. It’s just 
that the South tends to exacerbate and justify existing prejudices.   

 In 2011 the U.S. marked the 150th anniversary of the Civil 
War. In the article below I reflect upon this. Much of this analysis 
of the Civil War—the antebellum era and the post Civil War - 
has to address the Southern mindset that was shaped by slavery 
and economic disparities that still plague us in America.  

 But to understand what is happening in America I am 
of the opinion that we have to better understand the South itself 
and to look critically at the myths still being fostered by the ruling 
white elite and in what ways these legacies are being maintained as 
through the racist lens of today’s America. In my articles about the 
South and slavery I address these issues. To me one of the most im-
portant books to understand the South, and which is, of course, re-
ferred to below, is W.J. Cash’s Mind of the South written in 1941. 
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until, some 100 years later, it was somewhat diluted after the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
Social change, unfortunately, is painfully slow. The fact re-
mains that the Confederacy was not something to fight for 
much less to honor.

  Historians say that the southern slaveholders wanted to 
take slavery as far west as possible. They wanted to control 
all the major commodity production from cotton to sugar 
to coffee but primarily cotton and sugar. By virtue of con-
trolling all this production and territory their empire would 
also, of course, control the U.S. government. We are blessed 
this never happened.    

 However, the fact we are often confronted with the 
Civil War and its arguments, it might be relevant to take a 
closer look at the Southern culture and/or mindset.

 Understanding the “white” southern mindset has been 
the subject of countless narratives by some of the South’s 
best historians and philosophers. Perhaps the most widely 
known and the master of them all is W.J. Cash. When I read 
his The Mind of the South  (1941), I was astounded. He in-
geniously destroyed the myths of the so-called “Lost Cause” 
philosophy that developed in the post-Civil War South.

 With the Lost Cause philosophy, the Southern elite at-
tempted to defend their way of life almost as if they wanted 
others to think they had been victimized by the war. Guilt 
and defeat will do strange things to the mind. The Lost 
Cause portrayed the pre-Civil War life in the South as one 
with gentile, aristocratic, cultured, educated and generous 
plantation owners who took care of their happy slaves.  

 Cash demolished the “Lost Cause” with biting and in-
sightful sarcasm. In fact, ever since his book was published 
in 1941 it appears that virtually every serious southern his-
torian has to refer to him. He unfortunately was not able to 
savor his contribution, as months after his book’s publication 
he committed suicide.

 Cash wrote that the gentile aristocrat of the pre-war 
South was largely a myth and filled with hypocrisy. Plantation 
owners were generally neither cultured nor having attained 
higher education and most were just barely out of the frontier. 
He said that they were by and large opposed to new ideas and 
economic innovations or anything that might challenge their 
power. The elite wanted to control everyone in their wake 
from poor whites to slaves and resistance to their control was 
often met with violence, murder and mayhem. Control was 
maintained under the premises of white supremacy that was 
used by the elite with ruthless and cruel manipulation.

 According to Bertram Wyatt-Brown, who wrote the 
introduction to the 1994 re-issue of the The Mind of the 
South, Cash was the first to “explore and condemn” what 
he called “Proto-Dorian Convention” that prevailed in the 
south—historian George Fredrickson refers to it as “herren-
volk democracy”. This was a code that “subordinated the 
black race completely and also made the poor of the dom-
inant color beholden to the master class.”

 The model of black subjugation and poor white manip-
ulation was not unique, according to historical sociologist 
Orland Patterson. Wyatt-Brown refers to Patterson’s writing 

in the 1980s that “throughout recorded history, owners of 
slaves have almost invariably required a non-slaveowning 
underclass to serve as spectator of their honor and power. 
Such a subordinate group of free people enhances the status 
of all those not stigmatized by the contrasting degradation 
of bondage.”

 Wyatt-Brown also notes that both Patterson and Fred-
rickson likely owe their analysis of these unjust societies to 
Cash’s work.

 The Southern elite, according to Cash, had always gone 
to great measures to maintain control. Poor whites, in fact, 
who challenged the elite’s control, were often the victims of 
lynching prior to the Civil War. Plantation owners were not 
about to murder their slaves unless they felt compelled to 
do so. They had invested huge amounts of money in their 
slaves who were largely controlled in the slave system. The 
lynching of blacks intensified only after the Emancipation 
Proclamation in 1865. The independence of blacks was ob-
viously intolerable to the white supremacists.

 Lynching, post Civil War, is often identified with ac-
tions of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) or poor southern whites. 
But Cash stresses that this violence was almost always pro-
tected and/or approved by the ruling elite. Often the poor 
were but doing their bidding. Many will say that the same 
applies today and that the KKK would never engage in ac-
tivities without the approval of white community leaders.  

 Cash’s book is not perfect, however, as many review-
ers will acknowledge. He was from the (Continued on p.37) 

On February 10, 1941, “The Mind of the South” was 
published by Knopf. The book, a socio-historical, intuitive 
exploration of Southern culture, received wide critical ac-
claim at the time and garnered for W.J. Cash praise from 
sources as diverse as the N.A.A.C.P., TIME, The New 
York Times, The Saturday Review of Literature and most 
Southern newspapers of note at that time.
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The Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) is mourning the loss of the Rev. Dwight 
Montgomery, inf luential civil rights activist 

and former president of its Memphis chapter, who died 
Wednesday, Sept. 13. He was 67.

Dr. Charles Steele, Jr., president and CEO of the SCLC, 
said that Montgomery dedicated his life to fighting for high 
quality education for the poor. 

“I am deeply saddened by the passing,” said Dr. Steele, 
who described Montgomery as a friend. “That man was a 
legend in the state of Tennessee, a popular and powerful fig-
ure to be reckoned with. Dr. Montgomery was a big-hearted 
person, whose legacy will be education. 

“He was one of the most loyal presidents under my lead-
ership with the SCLC in the last 14 years that I’ve known 
him,” Dr. Steele continued. He added that Montgomery’s 
“priority and calling” was education for the poor. 

At a later date, the SCLC will help break ground on a 
brick and mortar monument to honor the life, legacy and 
spirit of Montgomery, who pastored Annesdale Cherokee 
Missionary Baptist Church in South Memphis, Tennessee. 

Montgomery was elected president of the SCLC Mem-
phis chapter in 2004. He also had served as the chairman of 
the Education Committee for the Memphis Baptist Minis-
terial Association. 

Before his death, Montgomery had been working on Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s Poor People’s Campaign, a plan to 
unite people of few means, and have them march for better 
jobs, better homes and better education, Steele said.

“He was very excited,” Steele noted. 
Montgomery always believed in having a wide variety 

of educational alternatives available, Steele said, “because no 
single, educational approach works for every child.”  

“He was a charter school advocate, and was passionate 
about both public schools and alternative education,” he said. 
“Traditional schools shouldn’t just be a one-way street.” sclc

(Above) July 31, 2014, Rev. Montgomery prays with Kellogg 
workers before a press conference at 1407 Union Ave, 
Memphis, TN. Workers filed EEOC claims against Kellogg for 
race-based discrimination in connection to the lockout that 
began Oct. 2013. Photo: Yalonda M. Jame, Commercial Appeal 
(Left) Feb. 9, 2012,  Rev. Montgomery celebrating his 27th year 
as a pastor from the pulpit of Annesdale Cherokee Missionary 
Baptist Church, Memphis. Photo: Brandon Dill

“He was a charter school advocate, 
and was passionate about both public 
schools and alternative education.” 

—SCLC Pres. Charles Steele Jr. 

SCLC Mourns the Loss of Rev. Dwight Montgomery
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(W.J. Cash continued from p.35) piedmont of North Carolina 
and had not had extensive exposure to, or association with, 
the Black Belt South so his depiction of blacks, as well as 
women, was lacking. But he was one of the first Southern 
white writers to recognize the importance of the black in-
fluence in the development of a “distinctive South”. He also 
challenged the myth of the “white woman” fetish and the 
need for their protection, which was an attitude imposed by 
white males. Cash said this fetish had nothing to do with 
women. It had to do with the masculine competition white 
males felt toward black males once they were freed.

 A few years ago, while reading John Egerton’s book 
Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the 
Civil Rights Movement in the South (1995), I couldn’t help 
but notice his consistent reference to Cash’s book. I won-
dered why he didn’t say more about it. I naturally assumed 
it would have had a similar effect on him as it did on me. 
Then, in the second half of his excellent book, he mentions 
being in an Atlanta hospital after an operation and reading 
Cash’s book for the first time. He said that it felt as if a gre-
nade had exploded under his bed and further that “Cash’s 
biographer Bruce Clayton said it well: ‘No one who reads 
William Joseph Cash is ever quite the same again.” When I 
came to Egerton’s chapter on Cash I stopped everything for 
a moment to calm my excitement. I got up, made some coffee 
and then sat down again to read and relish what he had to 
say about the book. 

Below is Egerton’s summary of Cash’s book along with 
a quote from Cash himself, of course:

 It was the white masses that populated lynch mobs, he said, but 
it was the upper classes that inspired and protected them and the 
failure of this ‘ better sort’ was the genesis of the South’s undo-
ing, its original sin. The Old South planters, the textile barons, 
the politicians and bankers and cotton brokers who controlled the 
region and kept it in feudal backwardness were not really aris-
tocrats but erstwhile dirt farmers just a step or two up from the 
frontier. The New South was really the Old South in spruced-
up garb. The white ruling elite created the illusion of a class-free 
society by uniting all whites in dominion over blacks—and the 
lowly whites, out of a misguided sense of gratitude and superior-
ity, were willing to fight and die for a social system in which they 
had no real stake. Cash saw through the rebel-rousing Old South 
myth perpetuated in literature and history; he saw the hand of 
the state and the church and the academy in it too, and Yankee 
acquiescence, if not outright chicanery. In Cash’s essentially tragic 
view of Southern history, the common mindset of the white south 
conformed to a “savage ideal” that bonded most of its citizens to a 
narrow interdependence of the past, the present, and the future. 
And there he left it  (Egerton, 1995).

 Proud, brave, honorable by its lights, courteous, personally 
generous, loyal, swift to act, often too swift, but signally effective, 
sometimes terrible in its action—such was the South at its best. 
And such at its best remains today, despite the great falling away 
in some of its virtues. Violence, intolerance, aversion and suspi-
cion toward new ideas, an incapacity for analysis, an inclina-
tion to act from feeling rather than from thought, an exaggerated 

individualism and a too narrow concept of social responsibility, 
attachment to fictions and false values, about all too great at-
tachment to racial values and a tendency to justify cruelty and 
injustice in the name of those values, sentimentality and a lack of 
realism - these have been its characteristic vices in the past. And, 
despite changes for the better, they remain its characteristic vices 
today (Cash, 1941).

 
Some writers are blessed with being able to articulate reality 
and you know it when you read it. Cash was definitely one 
of those. If you’ve lived in the South for any length of time 
you immediately recognize his genius. His was, in a way, a 
catharsis that he did not survive but his contribution was 
immense.

 It’s also true that the South described by Cash in the 
1940s remains in transition. White supremacy in the re-
gion is still palpable. Some will also say that by focusing on 
Southern racism that we inappropriately give the rest of the 
country a pass. Many will also say the while activists both 
black and white have always organized against the injustice 
in the South - and often resulting in significant strides - 
racism will often prevent strong alliances from being formed 
throughout the region. And that’s probably true as well.

 The South, however, has yet to address, as through 
a South African style “Truth and Reconciliation” process, 
its crimes against humanity. It would be an important 
first step. sclc
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