Fight or Flight
By John Marshall

In the 1950's, on a trip to visit paternal relatives in Tennessee, we passed rundown
shacks along the road. I asked my father who lived in them. He answered
that they housed sharecroppers. I then wondered why they chose to
live in them. At first, my father's response was evasive, so I asked him to
explain the concept of sharecropping. He answered that the sharecroppers
were obliged to turn over a share of their crops' income to landowners.
This raised in me the question of why the sharecroppers' income share wasn't
sufficient to allow them to purchase better housing. My father said that
the situation was too complicated for a child to understand. When we
arrived at a rest stop, I noticed that the facilities had signs discriminating
between Whites and Blacks. I sensed that that situation, too, was too complicated
for a child to understand.
I continue with another dive into my life history. While visiting relatives in
Little Rock Arkansas as a youngster in 1957, my family and I experienced media
coverage of the school integration crisis. Governor Orval Faubus had blocked
the entrance to a school to prevent the admission of an African American student.
Our relatives did not express strong opinions one way or another, perhaps because we
were “Yankees”. This was my first personal exposure to the impact of racism.
I wondered why the admission of African American children was so controversial.
At the time, I had not formulated the concepts of white privilege and white
supremacy.
While attending high school and college, I attempted to process the political and
societal impacts of the Civil Rights Movement and the backlash to it. I began
exploring history of race relations and questioning the school textbook version.
When the Black Power Movement was vilified as terrorism, I questioned the
veracity of that claim. The War on Drugs led to mass incarceration and severe
disruptions to Black families. These attacks on our social fabric caused me to
feel very uneasy about my white privilege. I had not yet fully grasped the
extent of white privilege and supremacy in America.
A pivotal experience occurred after graduating from college in 1969. I enlisted in the
Army Security Agency and received training as a Korean linguist. During my tour
in South Korea, I gained invaluable experience in relating to members of a foreign
culture in their native language. I feel that this experience has enhanced my ability
to successfully engage with members of other races and cultures.

I am a member of the Ending Racism Task Force of the Philadelphia Ethical Society.
We meet monthly to discuss local and State race-related issues and events. At each
Society Sunday Platform one Task Force member delivers a short race-related message.
Before the pandemic struck, we sponsored monthly Pot-Luck Dinners at which nonmembers were welcome. Each dinner had a theme that oriented attendees to share their
insights and feelings.
We also attended gatherings at the Reading Terminal Market where members of different
racial and ethnic groups engaged in dialogue.
I am continuing to learn about the harms of racism as a member of the Philadelphia
Ethical Society. Consider joining, too.

