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“I am not a racist, and I do not subscribe to any of the
tenets of racism.  But the seed of racism has been

firmly planted in the hearts of most American whites

ever since the beginning of that country.  This seed of

racism has rooted itself so deeply in the subconsciousness

of many American whites that they themselves ofttimes

are not even aware of its existence, but it can be easily

detected in their thoughts, their words, and in their deeds.”
 --El Hajj Malik El Shabazz (Malcolm X)1

I am not a racist.  I believe that I must make this statement, as Malcolm X did after his pilgrimage to Mecca, for I was a racist in the past.  Growing up in a small South Carolina town in the 1950s and 1960s, I adopted the attitudes and worldview of the white culture that surrounded me.  During these formative years, “the seed of racism” was firmly planted within me.  I attended a segregated elementary school, and my high school was not “integrated” until I was in the 10th grade.  The use of quotation marks around the word “integrated” is intended to call attention to the fact that the integration of the public schools in my hometown, like so many others in the South, was a painfully slow process that was not completed until many years after the landmark Brown vs. Board of Education case was decided in 1954.  My high school graduating class consisted of 88 students, but only two of them were black.  Indeed, by the time I graduated in 1970, there were still only a handful of African American students attending my high school.2

Like the schools I attended, other facets of my early life were completely segregated.  I lived in a working-class, all-white neighborhood.  The blacks in town lived “across the railroad tracks” or “up the hill.”   I attended an all-white Southern Baptist church, played baseball on an all-white Little League team, and swam at a whites-only recreation center.   When I went to the doctor for one of my numerous childhood accidents, I sat in an all-white waiting room and drank from a whites-only water fountain.

It would be extremely rare for someone growing up in such an environment not to have the seed of racism deeply planted within them.  But when the attitudes, words, and actions of the people with whom I interacted were thrown into the mix, it would be nearly impossible for this not to happen.  Nearly everyone I knew used the words “niggers” and “coons” to refer to African Americans, and racist jokes and stereotypes were commonplace.  The father of one of my friends told us, when we were quite young, that “niggers” were dirty and disease-ridden, and that if we merely touched something that a black person had touched, we would become ill and possibly die.  And, of course, numerous people told us that “coons” were “lazy and good-for-nothing.”

To make matters worse, these attitudes, words and actions were exhibited by people in positions of authority.  Not only did parents often express such attitudes and words to their children, but some of our teachers re-enforced these attitudes and words in the classroom, even if this re-enforcement was often implicit rather than explicit.  Given the ethnicity and teachings of Jesus, one might expect that at least in church we would have gotten a different message.  But such was not the case.  The paintings of Jesus to which we were exposed represented him as a light-haired, blue-eyed shepherd tending his flock.  And I was told more than once that “niggers are not allowed into heaven.”  I also vividly remember the words and actions of one of my Sunday School teachers.  A deacon in the church and the owner of a local restaurant, he followed the example of Lester Maddox in Atlanta, vowing to take an ax handle to the first “nigger” who dared step into his restaurant.  (For those of you too young to remember, Maddox’s words and actions in keeping blacks out of his restaurant in Atlanta enhanced his reputation so much that he was soon elected governor of Georgia.)

But what exactly were the consequences of this environment, of these attitudes, words, and actions on the young people of my generation who were subjected to them?  As one would expect, the most obvious consequence was that we mimicked these attitudes, words, and actions in our own lives.  We referred to African Americans as “niggers” and “coons,” and we repeated the racist jokes and stereotypes that we were told.  We stayed within the comfortable confines of our segregated environment, fearing that contact with blacks would bring us harm.  And no matter how poor we were compared to other whites, we developed that feeling of superiority that the French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir described in The Second Sex:  “A ‘poor white’ in the Southern states has the consolation of saying to himself that he is not a ‘dirty nigger,’ and the wealthier whites cleverly exploit this pride.”3

In other parts of the South, the consequences of racism were certainly much direr than they were in my hometown.  Emmett Till, a 14-year-old boy, was brutally beaten and murdered in Mississippi for “showing disrespect” to a white woman.  The Reverend George Lee, Lamar Smith, and Herbert Lee were all killed in Mississippi for helping African Americans register to vote.  Four young girls, Addie Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Cynthia Wesley, and Carole Robertson, were killed in Alabama when the Ku Klux Klan bombed the church they were attending.4  However, as far as I know, such violence, which was fairly common in parts of Mississippi and Alabama, never materialized in the South Carolina town in which I lived.  While it is true that the Ku Klux Klan had weekly cross burnings at a local drive-in theater, their actions seemed to be limited to intimidation rather than to overt acts of violence.  It is also true that, as a high school student, I had a large machete under the front seat of my car, a machete of the sort that my friends and I often referred to as a “nigger jigger.”  However, as with the fanciful stories of some of my friends who boasted that they had “beat up a nigger,” the machete was more for show than for actual use.   

I am happy to say that, despite my racist upbringing, I never personally engaged in an act of physical racist violence.  But at age 16, I did participate in some activities that trouble me to this very day.  It was an afternoon in April, 1968, shortly after the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. had been murdered in Memphis, Tennessee.  After going to the area Woolworth store and buying a picture of Dr. King to burn in effigy, I joined several young people in town on a drive through the closest African American neighborhood.  With horns blaring, we made obscene gestures while shouting racist slogans about Dr. King, exuberantly expressing our happiness that he was dead.

Given this upbringing, how was I, or anyone else for that matter, able to overcome racism?  How could one uproot a seed that had been planted so deeply within them at such an early age?  I believe that finding the answer to this question is not merely of biographical or historical interest, for the recent events in Jena, Louisiana, and elsewhere in the United States, clearly demonstrate that racism is still flourishing among us.  Perhaps by reflecting on the experiences that helped me overcome racism, I can offer some insights that may be helpful to others.

I have often wondered exactly what it was that allowed me to overcome the racist conditioning to which I had been subjected.  This question was certainly at the forefront of my thinking several years ago when I gave a speech before the Merced, California, city council in support of naming a street in honor of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  I pointed out in my speech that Dr. King often stated that he was working not merely to eliminate the oppression of black people, but that he also wanted to help liberate his “white brothers and sisters” from the disease of racism.  I also stated that I was one of those white brothers whom Dr. King had helped liberate.  But given my reprehensible actions shortly after his death in 1968, how was it that Dr. King’s message eventually made a positive impact on my life?  How did I go from rejoicing in Dr. King’s murder to urging that a street be named in his honor?  


Reflecting on these questions as I was writing my speech for the city council, I recalled something that happened on that day in April, 1968, which I had long forgotten—a brief event that might seem relatively insignificant, but an event that could well have produced the first major crack in the racist shell surrounding me.  I had built a fire in the field above our house and had just thrown the picture of Dr. King that I had bought into the fire, when my grandmother walked from the backyard to see what I was doing.  When she saw Dr. King’s picture burning in the fire, she said softly, “He was a good man,” before walking away.  No rebuke, just a few simple words.  Indeed, my grandmother was a woman of few words, a woman who was not formally educated, a woman who remained illiterate until the day she died.  She gave birth to my father during the Depression, and her husband disappeared soon after my father was born.  Like so many others during those difficult times, my grandmother did not attend school so that she could work.  I still have a vivid memory of working beside her in the fields when I was a young boy, picking cotton in the blaring summer sun, my hands pricked by the sharp shells that encased those balls of soft, white cotton.  However, I have absolutely no memories of my grandmother ever mouthing a racist stereotype or telling a racist joke.  

 My grandmother was born in 1902.  Her entire life was lived under the shadows of segregation.  Why, then, was she not infected by the disease of racism that was so pervasive throughout the South?  In order to begin answering this question, I think that we must look more closely at the economic circumstances in which my grandmother lived.  There is a stereotypical belief that African American slaves and field hands picked all of the cotton in the South, while affluent whites sat on their verandas sipping mint juleps and planning their daughters’ coming-out balls.  However, as I have already said, my grandmother worked in the fields picking cotton, and for many years her father and brother were share-croppers who farmed land owned by wealthier whites.  (Another of my early childhood memories is that of helping my great-uncle, who used mule and plow, to get the fields ready for planting.)  Another stereotypical view is that African Americans in the South ate “soul food”—with a special fondness for watermelon—while whites ate “high on the hog.”  However, my grandmother made some of the best fried chicken around, and she served it with rice and gravy, collard greens, and home-made biscuits.  Watermelon was our favorite summer treat, and we ate those portions of the hog—feet, tails, and intestines—that wealthier whites shunned.  In other words, so-called “soul food” was the principal fare of poor Southern whites as well as poor Southern blacks.  I think the word “poor” may be the key to understanding why my grandmother was able to avoid the scourges of racism.  Growing up in the rural South, living a lifestyle that was similar in so many ways to that of the poor blacks who lived around her, my grandmother was able to recognize, at least on some level, that she had more in common with poor blacks than with the wealthy whites who exploited her.  

This may also be the reason why I was able to overcome racism so rapidly.  Not only had I been eating “soul food” all of my life, but during the summer of my 15th year, I had a first-hand opportunity to experience the common culture that I shared with poor blacks.5  That summer, I worked in a small saw mill with my great uncle and great grandfather.  One of my great uncle’s jobs was to drive the mill owner’s pickup truck and transport the workers to and from the mill.  Two of these workers were elderly African American men who had worked in saw mills most of their lives.  For almost two hours each day, I rode in the back of that pickup truck with these men, talking about work and everything else that came to mind.  We toiled together in a hot, humid forest for ten hours a day, turning pine trees into lumber.  The African American workers had the most back-breaking job at the mill, but they received the lowest pay.  From everything I observed, they were honest, hard-working people, not the stereotypical “lazy and good-for-nothing coons” of which I had been warned.

Yet, despite this shared experience with these two African American men, the following spring I was still involved in those racist acts that I described above.  I guess one could not expect a few months of positive encounter to overcome a lifetime of racist conditioning.  It was the following summer, just a few months after I had burned Dr. King’s picture, that the shell of racism in which I was encased began to seriously crumble.  I had gone to work in the local textile factory shortly after my 16th birthday.  The factory in which I worked was steeped in racial tension—the separate water fountains and restrooms for “colored” people had been removed a month or two earlier.  The first job that I held at the factory was a job that was performed by two people, and the white man who trained and worked with me quit several weeks after I began.   I was then assigned the task of training his replacement, a young African American high school student named Theodore.  Like Theodore, I went to high school during the day and worked the second shift at the factory from 4:00 p.m. until midnight.  Unlike most of the people working there, both Theodore and I planned to leave work when we finished high school so that we could attend college.  It didn’t take us long to realize that we had much more in common with each other than we did with almost everyone else working in the factory.  Theodore and I quickly became friends, and we took our dinner break together so that we could talk as we ate.  To some people at work, this simple act of friendship was tantamount to treason.  Although neither Theodore nor I were ever physically attacked, we were ostracized, and I was plainly told that the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) did not like what I was doing.  It was at that moment when the absurdity of the racist environment in which I had grown up hit me with full force.  The KKK, an organization that many of my friends and I had idolized when we were growing up, was objecting to whom I was eating with at the factory.  As far as I know, the KKK had never objected to the harsh working conditions that both Theodore and I endured, nor had they objected to the poor pay and benefits that we both received; but they found it extremely problematic that two co-workers would sit at a table and talk.     

Not long after Theodore began working at the factory, there was an attempt to organize the factory workers into a union.  While I was not directly involved in this short-lived and unsuccessful attempt at unionization, I still remember that one of the main arguments against the union drive was that it was being orchestrated by “Martin Luther King and those other coon agitators” who were hell-bent on destroying our Southern way of life.6  Although I did not fully realize it at the time, this line of reasoning represented a perfect example of Simone de Beauvoir’s statement about how wealthier whites cleverly exploited racist thinking and stereotypes to further their own advantage.

In the year 1970, both Theodore and I graduated from high school, and we went our separate ways to college.  Theodore attended Paine College, an historically black college in the state of Georgia, and I attended the University of South Carolina, an historically white college in the state of South Carolina.7  For someone whose shell of racism had already begun to crack, starting college in the fall of 1970 was one of the best possible times for assuring that this process of overcoming racism would continue to evolve.  To quote a popular song from the time, “revolution was in the air,” and there was tremendous unrest and political agitation on many college campuses throughout the country.  The University of South Carolina was no exception.  The preceding spring semester, there had been large anti-war demonstrations on the main campus in Columbia, demonstrations that ultimately led to the tear-gassing of students and the near-closure of the campus.  Even on the smaller campus in Aiken, where I spent the first three semesters of my college career, this spirit of revolution wafted through the magnolia trees surrounding the beautiful Southern mansion that had been converted into a college campus.  In response to the conservative leanings of the student newspaper at the college, two students on campus had started an underground newspaper.  Since I was majoring in journalism at the time, the editors of this newspaper, who assumed the telling pennames of “Lenin and Marx,” soon recruited me to write for their paper.  My political education took off rapidly from there.  Like so many other college students of my generation, this political education led me to re-examine most of what I had learned from people and institutions up to that point in my life; and the racist beliefs and stereotypes that were already being undermined by personal experience were now being called into question by what I was reading and discussing on campus. 

I believe that the last sentence in the preceding paragraph provides the key to identifying another crucial factor in my overcoming racism—I was reading and discussing materials that challenged the racist beliefs and stereotypes to which I had earlier been subjected.  In his writings and discussions about the Holocaust, Eli Wiesel has noted that most of the SS officers in the Third Reich, people who were directly involved in the torture and extermination of Jewish people and many others, were highly educated.  Indeed, many of them had attended prominent German universities, and they were well-versed in philosophy, literature, music, and the other arts.  In teaching my own classes, I have also frequently pointed out that most of the racist and segregationist decisions made by state and federal courts in the United States were handed down by justices who had attended the best American universities and law schools.  On the basis of these and similar examples, one may be tempted to draw the conclusion that becoming educated has nothing to do with overcoming racism.  However, the problem with drawing this conclusion is that it does not distinguish between the types of education that a person might receive.  There is little doubt that education has been used in Germany, the United States, and many other places to reinforce racist beliefs and stereotypes; and, unfortunately, this is still the case in some places today.  But education can also be a powerful tool in helping people overcome the racism that has been implanted within them.  That is why decisions about the content of the educational curriculum, and who has control over it, are so important.  
Until I reached college, most of the education that I received served, at least implicitly, to validate the segregated society in which I lived.  We read only books written by white authors, almost all of whom were male.  We studied history that was written from a white-supremacist, sexist, upper-class perspective.  We learned about the important scientific discoveries and artistic creations of Europe and the United States, but nothing about the important scientific discoveries and artistic creations of Africa, Asia, or Latin America.  And the little that we did learn about African Americans suggested that these people were inferior in most ways to the Americans whose forebears had originated in Europe.  In short, few of our teachers said or did anything that might call into question the segregationist society in which we lived.

Of course, in 1970, most of the courses taught at historically white colleges and universities were still Eurocentric in nature.  Much of the reading that I did in my college classes paralleled what I had been reading in high school, and African American, Latino, Native American, and Women’s Studies programs had not yet been implemented on most campuses.  However, some of the books that students commonly read outside of class, like Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee and The Autobiography of Malcolm X, directly challenged many of the beliefs and practices that we had previously been taught in school.  More importantly, some of us were very fortunate to take classes from teachers and professors who were themselves challenging the dominant beliefs and values that supported the worldview in which we had been immersed throughout our lives.  
Even in the small Southern town in which I lived, I had one high school teacher who told me that I would love philosophy and Fellini, and another who had us read Thoreau’s essay “On Civil Disobedience” and debate the pros and cons of communism in her class.  And at the university campus in Aiken, my freshman English professor assigned the textbook, Hard Rains:  Conflict and Conscience in America.  Although this book has long been out of print, I still own the copy that I used in her class.  The book has chapter titles such as “Education and Its Discontents,” “The Politics of Militarism,” “The Ecological Disaster,” and “Racism:  Affliction and Ordeal.”  Moreover, one of the selections that we were assigned from the chapter on racism was written by Martin Luther King, Jr.  This class thus required me to read Dr. King’s own words, making it possible for me to compare and contrast these words with the earlier misinformation that I had received about his life and beliefs.

While I have identified several personal experiences and events that were crucial to my own overcoming of racism, in the remainder of this essay I want to focus specifically on the role that education played in this process.  Even though experiences and events outside the classroom had created cracks in the shell of racism that surrounded me, I credit some of my teachers and professors with ensuring that these cracks were not repairable.  Despite the positive impact that these teachers and professors had on my life, however, I had been teaching for several years before I realized that I was certainly not following in their footsteps.  On the contrary, the texts I used in my philosophy classes were all taken from the traditional philosophical canon; and, as such, they were all written by white male authors, many of whom defended views that can only be classified as white supremacist and/or sexist.  Moreover, the topics that I covered in class, such as the mind/body problem, may have been academically interesting, but they had little to do with the problems that my students faced in their everyday lives, and nothing to do with the overcoming of racism.

Once I came to this realization, I decided that I needed to fundamentally revise the curriculum that I used in my classes.  I realized, however, that I was poorly prepared to do this.  For although I had attended three philosophy graduate schools, almost all of the education I received in them was firmly grounded in the traditional philosophical canon.  And although I had done some reading outside of the canon, I knew that my philosophical horizons would have to be greatly expanded if I hoped to re-structure my classes so that they no longer served to legitimate the Eurocentric and racist worldview that some of my teachers had helped me overcome.

Fortunately, I arrived at this realization at a most opportune time.  Just as I had luckily begun college when traditional beliefs and values were being called into question, the realization that I needed to fundamentally re-think how I taught my classes coincided with a time when multiculturalism was being hotly debated on the national scene, and when the American Philosophical Association, the National Collegiate Honors Council, and other academic organizations were finally beginning to seriously address issues of diversity.  Shortly after I began looking for opportunities to expand my philosophical horizons, I attended a conference on teaching African American Philosophy that was being hosted by San Jose State University.  One of the people I met at this conference was Gary Kessler, who was distributing Xeroxed copies of the table of contents from his forthcoming textbook, Voices of Wisdom: A Multicultural Philosophy Reader.   As far as I know, this book was the first philosophy textbook that expanded the philosophical canon to include African American, Latin American, Native American, and other voices that had been traditionally excluded from the study of philosophy.  This conference inspired me to get involved in this nascent movement to re-think the traditional philosophical canon; and over the next several years I did extensive research into nontraditional philosophical sources.  I used this research to prepare a bibliography of “Multicultural Humanities Texts” that was distributed at several regional and national honors conferences, as well as to begin work on two textbooks that were also intended to greatly enlarge the philosophical canon—Expanding Philosophical Horizons, which consists exclusively of nontraditional texts, and Traversing Philosophical Boundaries, a multicultural reader which is also multidisciplinary in nature.

In addition to diversifying the curriculum in my existing classes to include nontraditional sources and to address issues of race, sex, and diversity, I also created seminars and courses that would allow me to expand my own philosophical horizons, while incorporating an even wider range of material.  Most of the honors seminars that I teach, such as “The 60s Experience,” “Native American Philosophy,” “The Philosophy of Sex and Love,” and “Comparative Mythology,” include material that is not part of the traditional philosophical canon.  And a team-taught class that I created several years ago, Comparative Cultures, is devoted specifically to examining cultural similarities and differences, and to discussing issues related to diversity and discrimination.
Over the years, I have participated in many other conferences, presentations, and workshops that have allowed me both to further expand my own philosophical horizons and to promote cultural diversity and multiculturalism;8  and I still actively seek  opportunities that will allow me to continue doing so.  It was this quest for such opportunities that led me to Savannah, Georgia, in the summer of 2008, where I participated in the NEH Landmarks workshop entitled, African-American History and Culture in the Georgia Lowcountry:  Savannah & the Coastal Islands, 1750-1950.  This workshop provided me with readings containing a wealth of information on a number of topics that will be useful to my teaching, especially in my Comparative Cultures course, since I teach the sections of the course dealing with African American culture and Native American culture.  Some of the topics there were particularly relevant to my thinking and teaching were the following:  the discussion of the origins of slavery in Georgia, especially the arguments that were made for and against introducing this practice into the colony; the debate about whether slaves should be Christianized, and more generally the role that religion played in the defense of slavery; the discussion of Islamic and traditional African religious practices on Sapelo Island; the promises and failures of Reconstruction in the Georgia Lowcountry; the information on John Ross and the removal of the Cherokee people from the state of Georgia; and the struggle of Cornelia Walker Bailey and the people of Hog Hammock to preserve their community and traditional values in the face of continued outside interference.   
Although I gleaned much useful information from most of the readings chosen for the workshop, the inclusion of two books on the reading list also showed me clearly that the study of history has evolved to include perspectives and sources that were once excluded.  Many years ago, I had the misfortune of taking my only two college history classes from a professor who sapped the life from the study of history, turning what can be a vibrant and multiform landscape into a parched field of dead vines.  He not only had us read extremely dull textbooks that presented a one-sided perspective of American history, but his lectures and tests emphasized memorization of dates and events that were largely disconnected.  Fortunately, after several years of avoiding history like the plague, I discovered Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States, and other sources that presented history from perspectives other than that of the dominant culture.  I also met historians who were expanding the field of historical research to include folklore and personal recollections, areas of historical study that I find especially useful in my teaching.  William McFeely’s Sapelo’s People: A Long Walk to Freedom and Cornelia Walker Bailey’s God, Dr. Buzzard and the Bolito Man, which were included on the reading list for the workshop, represent historical works that fall into this expanded domain of historical writing.
 Whereas most of the readings for the workshop provided useful information, I did not find all the readings to be equally helpful.  Not being a professional historian, I must admit that some of the readings were too detailed to be of use in my classes.  I was also taken aback by one writer’s repeated use of the term “bondperson” in place of the term “slave.”  Although I do not think the writer intended to do so, employing euphemistic language like this has a tendency to mask the reality of what is being discussed.  Having been educated in public schools in South Carolina during the 1950s and 1960s, I am well aware of how history can be “whitewashed” to minimize or entirely omit the negative effects of questionable policies and practices—something that was clearly done in the case of both slavery and segregation.

No matter how much I learned from and enjoyed the readings, the field trips and related lectures were even more informative.  At Merced College, I have been fortunate to have funds to take my honors students on field trips related to the seminars I teach.  For the seminar on the 60s, for example, I always schedule a field trip to the UC, Berkeley campus, People’s Park, City Lights Bookstore, Haight-Ashbury, and other sites associated with the material that we are discussing in class.   This trip always has a powerful impact on the students, allowing them, in some small way, to move back into the landscape of the time period we are studying.  The tours that were part of the Savannah workshop afforded me the same sort of experience.  It is one thing to read about life on the Georgia coastal islands; it is quite another thing to walk among the plants and animals and to visit historic sites on two of these islands.  It is one thing to read about the people and settlement of Hog Hammock; it is quite another thing to visit Hog Hammock and to listen to Cornelia Walker Bailey’s stories while eating food prepared by her daughter.  
In conclusion, let me say that my participation in the workshop in Savannah was an invaluable experience.  It not only provided me with useful material that I can incorporate into my writing and teaching, but it presented me yet another opportunity to expand my cultural and philosophical horizons.  Perhaps most importantly, this workshop on African-American culture and history has allowed me to take one more step down the path that has allowed me to overcome racism.
NOTES
1. Originally printed in the Egyptian Gazette, August 25, 1964.  Quoted from John Henrik Clarke, ed., Malcolm X:  The Man and His Times, Trenton, N.J.:  Africa World Press, 1990, p. 302.
2. Massive desegregation of South Carolina high schools did not take place until 1970, the year I entered college.  See Philip G. Grose, South Carolina at the Brink:  Robert McNair and the Politics of Civil Rights, Columbia:  University of South Carolina Press, 2006, p. xviii.
3. Quoted from Max O. Hallman, Traversing Philosophical Boundaries, 3rd ed., Belmont, California:  Thomson Wadsworth, 2007, p. 127.

4. For moving biographies of these and other victims of racist violence, see Free At Last:  A History of the Civil Rights Movement and Those Who Died in the Struggle, published by the Southern Poverty Law Center.

5. Many historians have noted the existence of a “common culture” between black and white southerners.  Cf. C. Vann Woodward’s statement that the two groups have “shaped each other’s destiny, determined each other’s isolation, shared and molded a common culture.”  C. Vann Woodward, American Counterpoint:  Slavery and Racism in the North-South Dialogue (Boston:  Little, Brown, 1971), pp. 5-6.  However, I am not sure to what degree historians have noted how racism based on class interests has been used to keep poor whites from recognizing this.
6. In the 1960s, the John Birch Society sponsored billboards with a picture of Dr. King attending a labor organizing meeting at the Highlander School in Tennessee, with the headline, “Martin Luther King, Jr., Attends Communist Training School.”
7. It is telling that HBCU (Historically Black College or University) is a commonly-used acronym today, whereas HWCU (Historically White College or University) is not.  However, the first African American student was not admitted to the University of South Carolina until 1963, just seven years before I began attending the university.  In the mid-1970s, one of my duties as a philosophy graduate student was to tutor Alex English in logic.  Alex, who was one of the first African Americans to play basketball for the University of South Carolina, went on to a distinguished career in the NBA and to a life committed to community service.  Getting to know Alex that semester in the mid-1970s was an invaluable experience that no doubt further contributed to the process through which I was able to overcome racism, a process that had begun several years earlier with other positive personal interactions that are described later in this essay.  
8. One of my earliest presentations on multiculturalism was entitled “Multicultural Diversity and the Hmong Experience.”  Three of my honors students and I did this presentation at both the Western Regional Honors Council Convention and the National Collegiate Honors Council Convention.  I discussed the philosophy of multiculturalism, while each of my students, who were Hmong, presented a different aspect of their culture.  Teaching at a college in California with a very culturally diverse student population has presented me with many opportunities to widen my cultural and philosophical horizons by simply encouraging my students to discuss and write about their own culture.   
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