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Reflections on Battling White Supremacy

| was a civil rights lawyer in the 1960s. As | watched GOP senators
shrug off a racist coup attempt, | thought: We’ve seen this before.

Lewis M. Steel | Feb 22, 2021Common Dreams

Last November, we held our breaths until the votes came in--and afterwards until a winner was
declared. And again and again as the loser sought to undo his loss and retain his soiled
imagined crown.

One more time we had to suck in our breaths as the conspirator-in-chief's army marauded
through the nation's capital on January 6, smashing through doors and windows and waving the
Confederate battle flag. The vice president and members of the Senate and House of
Representatives fled for their lives.

For hours, our election results remained on hold until a newly assembled force retook the
Capitol. For weeks we waited until our newly anointed leaders took their places, and only then
guarded by the largest force any of us had ever seen in our nation's capital.

Hope against hope, we longed to dream our common dreams again. Yet as the near-lockstep
votes of 43 Republican senators to exonerate the former president for inciting all this reveals,
resistance to democracy remains dangerously powerful.

We've seen this before.

I'm part of a generation of activists who have been battling white supremacy since the 1960s. In
those years, Blacks and whites fought together--and sometimes died--to get legislation outlawing
Jim Crow passed in those very same halls of Congress. Some of us worked to see that these
new laws were implemented, and cheered as progress was made and discriminatory barriers

were dismantled.

Those of us who are older are now also seeing something else: new generations of activists--
Black, brown, and white--pushing beyond where the civil rights warriors of my generation left off.

But these gains have been under attack ever since--in the North as well as the South. | have
been in the midst of these fights since becoming a civil rights lawyer in 1964.
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| began my career by challenging system-wide segregation in Cleveland and Cincinnati public
schools. Next | worked to pry open the all-white craft unions and fight racist police practices in
New York City as associate counsel of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People.

Later, in private practice, | defended innocent Black men like Rubin Hurricane Carter and John
Artis from racially prejudiced prosecutions. Finally, | worked with groups attacking housing and
zoning segregation. These cases have been my mainstay.

There have been some victories, but that has only hardened the opposition.

Today, at 83 years old and watching from the sidelines, I've shuddered to see police still
shooting Black men in the back and killing them in custody, while Black teenagers spend years
in prison when any district attorney or judge should have seen they were clearly innocent.

School segregation is meanwhile only deepening. Last year Stuyvesant, New York City's premier
public high school, admitted 760 students--just 10 of whom were Black. Even after years of

protests for more equity, the resistance to changing the way Stuvesant chooses students is
intense.

But those of us who are older are now also seeing something else: new generations of activists--
Black, brown, and white--pushing beyond where the civil rights warriors of my generation left off.

We who were there in the 1960s and before still believe in the dreams of our generation as well
as the dreams of those who march under the banners of Black Lives Matter today. We've also

seen that those dreams will always be under attack--from the white reaction of my day to the
insurrectionists who occupied our Capitol in service of a monstrous administration dedicated to
white supremacy.

Protecting our already fragile and weakened democracy requires accountability for these violent
insurrectionists and the politicians who support them. But more importantly, it requires that new
generations of activists for equality keep rising. And this, at least, | find encouraging. Together,
we will remain strong.

Our work is licensed under Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0). Feel free to republish and

share widely.
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