Notes for DG (Race Relations Breakfast) on  060322

Presentation made at the Race Relations Breakfast 060322 by Marge Zettler

“Challenges and Opportunities in Coweta County regarding race.”

I am very pleased to be here this morning, to bring you up to date on where we are in Newnan and Coweta County in our efforts to make diversity a positive, enriching aspect of our lives.  A little over a year ago, Don Chapman had an idea that improvement in race relations would only begin to happen if the subject became more openly talked about. He came here to Columbus for a first hand look at One Columbus, how it was organized and functioned, then he and a group of friends launched Come To The Table. The goal was to provide a forum for candid discussion about race and to try to find unity in our diversity.  Blacks, whites and later Hispanics began to come together on a regular monthly basis, share a covered dish supper, and tell our stories, hoping to come to a better understanding one another’s viewpoints, learn to listen to and respect one another in spite of differences, and build on common values. We benefited greatly from One Columbus’s support and suggestions, and especially appreciate your presentation at one of our meetings.  Our numbers grew, primarily by word of mouth, to a fairly steady group of about 30 people.  

During the first 6 to 8 meetings, sometimes a member of the group shared his or her experience, or a guest gave a presentation, or we had a discussion around a particular topic.  History, both individual and community, was an integral part of every meeting, not with blaming or finger pointing, but rather with the perspective that by acknowledging and understanding the past we could move into a better future.   We all felt we were learning how to talk with and really listen to each other, to recognize stereotyping, and to become more aware of racism in everyday life and how it affects all of us.  Frequently the issue of whether or not to “go public” came up, but we held off, feeling that we needed to be more secure with ourselves, more formally organized, before announcing ourselves. At the close of every meeting, each of us was urged to bring someone new next time.  But in spite of everything, attendance began to fall off.  Some voiced the opinion that it was because the group did not “do” anything, and that we had to get known, get out of the meeting room and out into the community.  Ideas of what we should do and/or how to do it varied all over the place.  Others felt that we were not nearly ready for that until we had a more organized, structured approach and more general agreement on a plan of action, but that that was not happening either.  

Drawing on the experience of One Columbus, we made the decision to begin study circles, using the booklet that had been distributed to all of us several months before.  However, our approach would be to cover one session’s materials at each of our next 4 monthly meetings, starting with session 2, thinking that the material in session 1 had been more or less covered in one way or another at our previous meetings.  So we began.  The first part of each meeting, people would read through copies of the material (most for the first time, even though we had been asked to come prepared), then we would break into a smaller groups to discuss it.  Needless to say, this did not work very effectively— without a facilitator discussion would get sidetracked or bogged down, there were different people in attendance (we were down to about 15, but not always the same ones) and wrap up was hurried and inconclusive.   At our February meeting, Session 5 of the guide, which is moving from words to action, a list of ideas came out of the discussion, but again, it was just a list, not an action plan.  The group broke up and people started leaving.  Something, some comment, triggered some of us and we sat back down and began to wade through the list of suggested actions.  Without much trouble, we quickly came to agreement on several very specific steps, chief of which was to increase our visibility in the community, and hopefully, increase our numbers.  So the week before the March meeting, an interview with Winston Skinner, the assistant news editor of the Newnan Times Herald, was arranged, and about a dozen of us attended.  The result was a wonderful, very positive, informative front page article in the paper, followed the next day by an editorial endorsing the idea of Come To The Table, calling it long overdue, and encouraging anyone interested to attend the next meeting. We met next on March 6th, with about 60 people in attendance, many of whom had never attended before, but who came as a result of the articles in the paper, including a county judge, two sheriff’s deputies, and a county commissioner.  Also including Mr. Skinner, who again put an article on the front page of the paper, summarizing the meeting and expressing the optimism all of us felt that Come To The Table could become a very positive force in the community.  So that is where we are at the moment.  We know that it will be a challenge to maintain this new momentum, especially since we only meet monthly.  We recognize that we need to address and resolve some organizational problems. We do have several other specific steps to work on from our list, such as individual, personal contact with local ministers, participation as a group in social activities, apart from meetings, and the possibility of participating in Newnan’s 4th of July parade.  And we welcome ideas and suggestions. 

As for the challenges and opportunities in race relations--- I moved to Coweta County 4½ years ago, and even though I grew up in Atlanta, I left the area in 1960 and have lived all of my life since in the northeastern US, and I still am still experiencing culture shock.  But I think Newnan is not unlike many other communities in the state.  Incidentally, Newnan and Coweta County are used almost interchangeably, even though only about 5 % of the county’s population lives within the city limits of Newnan, and less than half that many people live in the other incorporated towns of the county combined.  I read in a guide recently that Newnan remains close to its Old South roots.  I guess that’s as good a way to put it as any. There is a strong sense of history, tradition, and pride.  Newnan calls itself the city of homes, and to me there are an amazing number of very large, old, grand, Victorian and antebellum houses, beautifully maintained, which speaks to the wealth there is in Newnan.  County statistics list the median household income for the county at $58,000, which I think is misleading.  Median means there are an equal number above that amount, some are well above, and because I am a regular volunteer at the Coweta Food Pantry, I come in contact with the increasing numbers of folks who are significantly under that amount.  

With regard to racism and relations between the races, the biggest problem is that it is just not talked about.  There are some whites who believe there is no need to talk about race, that the civil rights movement all but eliminated the major problems, and there are even those who contend there never were any problems, especially in the days when blacks knew their place. 

There continues to be misunderstanding about what racism is, as opposed to prejudice or bigotry. There is a defeatist or resigned, almost hopeless attitude on the part of some blacks. On the other hand, two young black women, daughters of regular members of Come To The Table, one in high school and one in college, spoke at one of our meetings, and both felt that they had not experienced much if any racism or prejudice.  There are those who want to focus on how far we have come, and we know how true this is when our older black members talk about what it was like for them growing up in Coweta County.  But the struggle is far from over.  In county services, there is a great deal of inequality in a number of areas, for example, the lack of access to recreational programs and facilities for black and Hispanic youngsters, especially those in lower income families.   In addition, the county is growing and expanding very rapidly, and many are just not ready for this, and even strongly opposed to it, especially to the number of immigrants, all of whom they lump under the heading, illegal Mexican.

I am constantly amazed at the people I meet who have lived their whole lives in Newnan.  There is tension between the “born and raised in Coweta” and the newcomers, especially if they are Yankees. But that is changing, as the population of the county continues to mushroom.  It has nearly doubled just in the last decade, and is now around 105,000, with about 22,000 living in the city of Newnan. 

The county is roughly 76 % white, about 18 % African American, 3% Hispanic, and 3% other races.  Projections show those percentages remaining about the same in the next 5 years.  On the positive side, several black members of our group who have moved here more recently, live in mixed race neighborhoods in newer housing communities, find the atmosphere welcoming, and feel social interaction is increasing. 

Of course, the greatest needs are for awareness, open and honest discussion about racism, greater understanding and acknowledgement of white privilege, so that attitudes can begin to change.  This is happening on a small scale for those of us already involved in and committed to Come To The Table.  We need to get greater involvement in the process, especially of civic and religious leaders, so that it can begin to happen in the larger community of Newnan and Coweta County as well.   The struggle is not over, there is much work to do.  Good evidence of this came in the “Sound Off” section in the paper, where readers can submit comments on any topic.  After the article highlighting our March meeting, where there was a presentation on white privilege, one person wrote : Quote: Now we have been exposed to white privilege, can we be exposed to black privilege, such as Miss Black America, NAACP, Black History Month, etc.  Everyone has been stepped on before.  Get over it.  Nothing will improve until your leaders stop fanning the fire. End quote.   

And another wrote, quote:  It is easy to blame disadvantages to Afro Americans on whites.  But like Samuel L Jackson suggests, blacks should be less black.  Race relations would improve if I was not constantly reminded you’re black.  Drop the Afro and just consider yourself American.  End quote.  

We were not surprised by that kind of thinking, and there really is no answer, but we know that Come To The Table has been able to open a few hearts and minds. We need to do more.  We want to do more.  We think we can.  Thank you all. 

