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Confessions of a White Southern Racist   

hen I was growing up, I lived in a big house that had been built for my great-grandmother.  
She moved into town from her family’s lucrative cotton plantation when it became too 

difficult to find appropriate labor after the Civil War.  Knowing nothing of its history, I loved that 
house and all that it represented to me as a child--security, beauty, a sense of place, love and 
acceptance.  The house was my haven, with its big rooms and windows that looked out on trees 
and gardens. When I was growing up, I felt that the world was a safe and secure place and that 
everyone was happy and loved.   
I grew up with a lie. 

 
When I went to school I learned the history of the United States.  I learned that all men were 
created equal and that America was the land of the free and the home of the brave.  I learned 
that Columbus discovered America and that our founding fathers believed in life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness.  I learned that the Civil War was fought for the principle of states’ rights 
and that white plantation owners “took good care” of their ignorant and needy slaves. 
I grew up with a lie. 

 
When I was growing up, I saw people of color as caricatures of reality—savage Indians that were 
chased by courageous and powerful soldiers, local posses and the Lone Ranger.  Indians were 
bad and the white guys in the white hats were good.  I saw films of idyllic plantations, were the 
slaves walked home in the cool of the evening from their day in the cotton fields, singing songs 
with their arms around each other shoulders, as friends do after a task well done.  They were all 
so happy.   
I grew up with a lie. 

 
When I was growing up, I learned that to keep me free of contamination, people of color had to 
have their own rest rooms in public places, their own water fountains in parks, they sat in the 
balcony of the movie theater and at the back of the bus.  Black women were called ”women” 
but never “ladies”. I went to church in a big bright sanctuary with stained glass windows 
dedicated to my grandparents and great-grandparents and was told that this was the place that 
God lived.  I grew up with a white Jesus with blue eyes and light brown hair who gazed lovingly 
at me from brightly colored windows. 
I grew up with a lie. 
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From my school and from my culture I learned that those with white skin were naturally more 
intelligent, more beautiful and more deserving of God’s grace and love.  That people with fair 
skin could go to the places in the world where people had darker skin and take what they 
wanted from them—their natural resources, their freedom, their culture, and could cheapen 
that culture and make it ugly and unacceptable.   
I grew up with a lie. 

 
And the sad, the really sad part of this is that those ideas are entrenched in my brain and in my 
soul even to this day.  And the stunning part is that I did not realize that this lie existed until I 
was a grown woman, and had the eyes to see and the ears to hear of these injustices that have 
put people into barrios, ghettos, slums and poverty just because of the color of their skin. It was 
years before I heard the terms “white privilege “and “systemic racism”. And I am still trying to 
totally understand their definitions.  I still unconsciously profile people of color—slipping them 
into nice boxes of predetermined traits, that reinforces my position of superiority. 
I am still living a lie.   
 
Part of my journey into understanding myself, and the true experience of people of color in my 
American culture has drawn me to the sensitive, courageous, and gifted words of black writers.  
They are too numerous to mention, and yet they were not taught in any of my literature classes.  
Poets like James Weldon Johnson and the other creative minds of the Harlem Renaissance.  One 
particularly has meaning for me at this time—Langston Hughes.  His poem “Let America Be 
America Again” needs to be read by each of us trying to understand the Black experience of 
today and yesterday. 

Let America Be America Again 
Langston Hughes 

 
Let America be America again. 

Let it be the dream it used to be. 
Let it be the pioneer on the plain 

Seeking a home where he himself is free. 
(America never was America to me.) 

Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed— 
Let it be that great strong land of love 

Where never kings connive nor tyrants’ scheme 
That any man be crushed by one above. 

(It never was America to me.) 

O, let my land be a land where Liberty 
Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath, 

But opportunity is real, and life is free, 
Equality is in the air we breathe. 

(There's never been equality for me, 
Nor freedom in this "homeland of the free.") 



Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark? 
And who are you that draws your veil across the stars? 

I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart, 
I am the Negro bearing slavery's scars. 
I am the red man driven from the land, 

I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek— 
And finding only the same old stupid plan 
Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak. 

I am the young man, full of strength and hope, 
Tangled in that ancient endless chain 

Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land! 
Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need! 

Of work the men! Of take the pay! 
Of owning everything for one's own greed! 

I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil. 
I am the worker sold to the machine. 

I am the Negro, servant to you all. 
I am the people, humble, hungry, mean— 

Hungry yet today despite the dream. 
Beaten yet today—O, Pioneers! 

I am the man who never got ahead, 
The poorest worker bartered through the years. 

Yet I'm the one who dreamt our basic dream 
In the Old World while still a serf of kings, 

Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true, 
That even yet its mighty daring sings 

In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned 
That's made America the land it has become. 

O, I'm the man who sailed those early seas 
In search of what I meant to be my home— 

For I'm the one who left dark Ireland's shore, 
And Poland's plain, and England's grassy lea, 

And torn from Black Africa's strand I came 
To build a "homeland of the free." 

The free? 

Who said the free? Not me? 
Surely not me? The millions on relief today? 

The millions shot down when we strike? 
The millions who have nothing for our pay? 

For all the dreams we've dreamed 
And all the songs we've sung 
And all the hopes we've held 
And all the flags we've hung, 



The millions who have nothing for our pay— 
Except the dream that's almost dead today. 

O, let America be America again— 
The land that never has been yet— 

And yet must be—the land where every man is free. 
The land that's mine—the poor man's, Indian's, Negro's, ME— 

Who made America, 
Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain, 

Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain, 
Must bring back our mighty dream again. 

Sure, call me any ugly name you choose— 
The steel of freedom does not stain. 

From those who live like leeches on the people's lives, 
We must take back our land again, 

America! 

O, yes, 
I say it plain, 

America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath— 

America will be! 

Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death, 
The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies, 

We, the people, must redeem 
The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers. 

The mountains and the endless plain— 
All, all the stretch of these great green states— 

And make America again! 

______________ 

I can’t ever start over—but I can start now!! 

~~ Abbot Ann 


