Another march for civil rights.

Return to Selma
The humpbacked span of the Edmund Pettus Bridge at
Selma is crowded again today with civil rights
niarchers. Thousands of people have assembled here
to walk across the bridge to the site of a 1965 attack on
a group of non-violent civil rights activists by Alabama
State Troopers. In recent years there have been many
symbolic walks across this bridge to commemorate
that day and the subsequent success of the historic
Selma-to-Montgomery voting rights march.
But the people standing in line today have gathered
for something more important than a symbolic walk
across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. There will be no
more commemorative marches in Selma until the current crisis in American racial relations is resolved. The
"spirit of Selma"—a defiant refusal by black and white
civil rights activists to capitulate to the forces of
segregation—assured the final success of the Selmato-Montgomery march. And the victory won by that
march—the Voting Rights Act of 1965—demolished
the southern system of officially sanctioned discrimination against blacks at the polling places. It is as if the
marchers have returned to Selma to renew the spirit
of Selma, and touch again the last distinct line between
right and wrong that existed in this country.
Today, however, the great victory of 1965 seems as
remote as the long-ago dream that inspired it. At the
front of the march a banner reads "Save the Children,"
reminding those present of the disappearances and
murders of black children in Atlanta, and the racial
tensions building there. A group of marchers periodically shouts, "Remember Mobile," recalling the recent
lynching of a young black male.
The reminders of Atlanta and Mobile are poignant,
but there is another reason we have returned to
Selma. The future of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 is
in danger in Congress. The act faces the possibility of a
repeal and a rollback by the segregationist forces of the
recently elected new right wing. The traditional white
allies of the civil rights movement now appear indifferent or insensitive to the continuing problems faced
by American blacks.
In 1965 those allies had convened in Selma as a
"coalition of conscience," bound together by a shared
conviction that racial discrimination and injustice were
at odds with the future of the nation. Political leaders,
labor union officials, and religious leaders stood with
rural southern blacks on the Edmund Pettus Bridge.
Many of them walked into Montgomery on the final
triumphant day of the voting rights march. Those
leaders are absent today in Selma, and their absence is
recognized by everyone present.
Following the passage of the Voting Rights Act,
black voter registration rose from two million to over
nine million. Black political representation went up
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from 400 elected or appointed public officials to around
6,000. But of lV-A million eligible black voters, approximately eight and a half million remain unregistered.
Although it is easier today for a black person in the
south to register to vote than it was prior to 1965, in
many areas potential black voters continue to encounter white hostility and insensitivity that is only slightly
less overt. In those days of poll taxes and literacy tests
designed to prevent blacks from registering to vote, a
familiar question was asked by white registrars of
blacks: "How many bubbles are in a bar of soap?"
Today white registrars conveniently forget to announce the hours their offices are open, or allow registration only during work hours on weekdays.
The absence of the "coalition of conscience" is a
haunting reminder that white America may no longer
be listening to the voices on the bridge at Selma. And
in the face of the segregationist resurgence by the new
right, this absence may also mean that a fight will have
to be waged in Congress not only to protect and
extend the Voting Rights Act, but also to protect all of
the civil rights victories that have been won.
The forces of the new right have their own coalition.
But theirs is bound together by a desire to restructure
officially sanctioned racial discrimination and to drive a
wedge between black and white Americans. Organizations such as the Moral Majority, the Ku Klux Klan,
the Committee for the Survival of a Free Congress,
the Religious Roundtable, the National Association for
the Advancement of White People, the National Conservative Political Action Committee, the John Birch
Society, the Eagle Forum, and the American Nazi
party share mutual goals of repudiating the hard-won
civil rights victories of recent years. With their undisguised programs to restructure racial injustice in the
country, these groups promise their constituencies a
return to an America that resembles the nation in the
days p r e c e d i n g Brown v. Board of Education.

The new right has unleashed one of the most
sophisticated "code-word" assaults on black America
in history. With form letters dated May 2, 1980, and
individually addressed to each member of Congress,
Moral Majority leader Jerry Falwell enclosed copies of
his "Ninety-Five Theses for the 1980s," a peculiar
blend of far-right psychobabble and quasi-religious
Christian fundamentalist intolerance. Only the most
obtuse reader of Falwell's letter, his literature, or his
bizarre "Ninety-Five Theses" would miss the implication of his code-word glorification of a "Christian,
private school."
Falwell's assault on black America coincided with the
introduction in Congress of the Family Protection Act.
The combined forces of the new right seem intent not
only on eradicating the civil rights victories of recent
years, but also on challenging the authority of the
Constitution. If the bill were passed, it would force
prayer in public schools, thereby jeopardizing the
authority of the Supreme Court and instigating a
potential constitutional crisis. Furthermore, it would
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prevent legal services money from being used for
school-desegregation litigation, and would guarantee
the passage of one of Jerry Falweil's "Ninety-Five
Theses": "That no law be introduced to force private
schools to hire individuals solely to achieve minoritygroup balance."
So today the spirit of Selma is being renewed on the
Edmund Pettus Bridge not to celebrate the stunning
victory of 1965, but to prepare to march once more
against proponents of racial injustice. Surrounding the
speakers' podium near the base of the bridge, hundreds
of young blacks—many of them not yet old enough to
register to vote—cheer the speakers who defiantly
promise that the civil rights victories of the late 1960s
and early 1970s will not be repealed.
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Will the voters discard Giscard?

French Syncopation
There will be no landslide for Valery Giscard d'Estaing
this time. He might even be beaten. That, in any case,
is the general feeling of the country before the preliminary ballot on April 26, which will cut the field to
two candidates for the final election two weeks later.
In all probability the two will be Giscard and Francois
Mitterrand, the Socialist candidate.
Traditionally, France enjoys a bit of a scare, but only
up to a point: the left tends to prevail in the polls but
practically never at the polls. What De Gaulle used to
call la trouille (cold feet) always reinforces the right at
the last moment. But this year it's not so certain that
the country will tremble as much as usual in the voting
booths at the prospect of a Socialist victory. Giscard,
after 20 years in power—as minister of finance, then
as president of the republic—is displaying acute symptoms of an ailment that is often fatal in politics: wear
and tear.
The affair of the diamonds—offered by Bokassa, the
former African dictator, and pocketed without scrupleshattered something between Giscard and the French
people. If the French demand less of their politicians
than the Americans do, they are not quite as cynical as
they are reputed to be. They even have stopped laughing about the monarchical fever that strangely possesses this servant of the republic. Giscard believes
himself to be descended from Louis XV, whom he
often describes—against all the evidence—as "the
greatest French king." The protocol at the presidential
palace has come to reflect these fantasies. At the time
of her last official visit to Paris, Margaret Thatcher
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was served dinner only after the French head of state.
The most recent expression of this fever occurred last
January 22 when the novelist Marguerite Yourcenar
became the first woman to be welcomed into the
French Academy. It was a great moment, and, beneath
the cupola of the Quai Gonti, everyone stood up to
applaud. Everyone, that is, except the presidential couple, who remained royally seated.
No doubt these are only the childish whims of a
statesman pampered by destiny. But they nourish the
accusations of "despotism" that the left makes against
him—somewhat fatuously, since the president's power
is far less potent than it was under De Gaulle, who
was also foolishly depicted as a "dictator" until the day
he lost a referendum and resigned. Justified or not, the
blows have struck home. The spell is broken.
The balance sheet on Giscard's seven-year term is
not completely negative, however. It is not negative at
all compared to Thatcher's England, crumbling under
demands for work, or Schmidt's Germany, burdened
with a declining economy. Under Giscard, France has
had one of the strongest economic spurts of all the
industrialized nations. But the policies of Raymond
Barre, the prime minister, haven't solved either inflation or unemployment, which remain at rates approaching those that brought down Carter in the
United States. In short, there is a "depression," as
Reagan would say.
why hasn't Giscard succeeded? Because he hasn't
really tried anything. This liberal who wanted to be a
social democrat has buried all the great reforms he
promised. Between whims and disavowals, Giscardism often has appeared as merely the latest incarnation
of French-style opportunism, under the sign of Vichy.
The president himself certainly deserved better—but
not his timorous policies, which will leave France as
they found it, with its bureaucracy all-powerful, its
taxes in arrears, its society stagnant.
Thanks to what people sometimes call "Giscardodecadence," the Gaullists, given over for dead seven
years ago, have revived and gained strength. Blessed
with shrewdness as well as vitality, their candidate,
Jacques Ghirac, has given them unity and a style—
"Made in USA"—by taking up the theories of Milton
Friedman and those of the supply-siders. Like Reagan
the mayor of Paris denounces the government by agitating for a program of tax cuts. He has virtually no
chance of making the runoff, but his provincial charisma obviously complicates the game for Giscard.
In fact, the real novelty of this election is not the
division of the right. It is the complete breakup of the
left, And this, paradoxically, places Giscard in danger.
Up to now, all the elections were played out around a
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