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PRESENTATION OF PAPER ON THE LIFE AND LEGACY OF WHITNEY M. YOUNG, JR. AS A SOCIAL WORKER BY CHIEF (MRS.) OPRAL M. BENSON, MON, CSA, TO MARK THE REDEDICATION OF THE WHITNEY M. YOUNG INFORMATION CENTRE ON JUNE 3, 2OO4 

The Consulate general

Of the United States of America,

The Public Affairs Officer,

Other distinguished Staff of the

U.S. Embassy here present,

Fellow Discussants,

Distinguished Guests,

Gentlemen of the Press

I feel honoured and priviledged to have been asked to take part in this discussion today. I whole heartedly accepted this opportunity to be part of this epoch-making event – the rededication of the Whitney M. Young Information Center. Thank you for inviting me.

In this paper, I will be speaking on the outstanding and exemplary life and legacy of a great hero of all times, Whitney M. young jr., an imitable social worker. I will also try to show how his life and ideologies resonates the social conditions of Nigeria today.

But, before I go into the topic of today, let me proudly say that I personally knew and interacted with the legendary Whitney Young as far back as 1957, forty-six years ago, in Atlanta, Georgia, USA. Have I surprised you by this statement? Perhaps so-but here is what happened:

In 1954, I traveled to Atlanta, Georgia- from Monrovia, Liberia, in search of the GOLDEN FLEECE.  My destination was Morris Brown College, a Black College that was one of the 5 Black Institutions affiliated with Atlanta University in what was known as the Atlanta University Educational System. The other Colleges were: Morehouse College, Clarke College, Spellman College and Gammon Theological Seminary. What this affiliation did was to grant us, students of these Institutions the opportunity to register in one of the Institutions and attend lectures in any of the other Colleges. I therefore registered at Morris Brown College and was opportuned to take some of my classes at Morehouse and some at Spellman College. Atlanta University was a graduate School- but its students took interest in associating and discussing with and tutoring undergraduates from the affiliated Colleges. I was priviledged to meet students registered in Atlanta University’s School of Social work. Whitney Young had become Dean of the school in 1954 after having been recruited through the personal intervention of Dr. Rufus Clement, then President of Atlanta University.  I remember discussing social problems with him and some of his students among whom were John Mack, Wilfred Delaper and Barbara Johnson. It was through Whitney Young that I (and other African students) got to meet and discuss with the legendary Martin Luther king who was frequently in and out of Atlanta. We, (African students) were sometimes asked to give our experiences about social issues in Africa.

After my graduation from Morris Brown, I was determined to remain in the South where the Civil Rights Movement was most active. I therefore registered at Atlanta University for a masters program in Education under the supervision of Dr. Horace Mann Bond. I continued my interaction with the school of social work, learning from some of their programmes. After graduation in 1959, I returned to Africa and did not follow the activities of Whitney Young until I was priviledged to meet with him again in Lagos when he came for the African-American Dialogue Conference in 1971. I met the group the night before and the following day. I was sitting at a function organized by the then Military governor of Lagos state, Molokai Johnson, and discussing with Congressman john Lewis of Atlanta who is the husband of my good friend, Lillian, Lewis-also of Atlanta University. We were talking about Lillian and about the life in Atlanta when news reached the Audience about the death of Whitney Young.  The event of course was called off. The rest is history. However, I was invited by Chief (Mrs.) Titi Shodeinde to be part of the opening ceremony of the Resource Center named after him. Again, thank you for bringing me back to relive present memories.

Distinguished Audience, first of all, let us look at the birth and background of this great man. Whitney M. Young Jr. was born in Lincoln Ridge, Kentucky, on July 31, 1921. His parents were black; they were educated; and they lived in the Southern part of the United States where in those days Blacks generally did not have equal rights and opportunities.

That not withstanding, some blacks were more priviledged and more equal than others and Whitney Young fell into the priviledged category as his father was already the President of the Lincoln Institute, a black Boarding School that Whitney eventually attended. His priviledged background therefore contributed to the making of the legend, which he became. He was married to Margaret Buckner in 1944 and they had 2 daughters. As a student, he was intelligent and bright in school and graduated at the top of his class- the valedictorian.

During his educational pursuits, Whitney Young had disruptions, which was not his making. However, he did gained experiences through such disruptions- for example, one year training towards his ambition to become a Medical Doctor; two years training to become an Engineer; two years as a Soldier in the United States Army. After disrupting his University education to serve in the Army for 2 years, he returned and completed his University Degree before moving on from Kentucky in the south to Minnesota in the Southern States.

As I have stated, it can be deduced from the facts available that all of these distractions helped Whitney to build up and support his struggle against social and racial inequality and injustice. His outstanding role in working for social justice and equality was no doubt strengthened by the dual segregation and racism he experienced especially in the U.S. Army and the Unitarian church in Atlanta, among others.

After receiving his B.S. from the segregated Kentucky State Industrial College, and the University of Minnesota, to pursue his graduate and post-graduate studies in Social work. And, in Minnesota, he was offered a job as President at the national Urban League. He was known for his articulation and as a refined man with great reputation, he moved freely between various social circles. He taught at the University of Nebraska and Creighton University between 1950 and 1954. During this period, Young had been engaged in the struggle against social and racial inequality and injustice in other to protect the civil rights of American blacks. Young (as part of his achievement) influenced the government greatly concerning equal education for both white and black. And, as a member of the Atlanta Unitarian Church, he forced the Church to face racism in the Church directly.

At the time that Whitney Young was recruited to the school of social work in Atlanta, it was because he had the will, the capacity, the experience and the drive to be part of the vanguard that was moving to socially reshape the south and extend throughout the U.S. Atlanta was at the time the State where so much was happening .The Atlanta school of social work was founded in 1920 to train black social workers who would make positive impact on the social position and conditions of black Americans. The school was affiliated to Atlanta University in 1938, and Whitney Young was recruited by Atlanta University President- Dr. Rufus E. Clement in 1953. Whitney Young accepted the Deanship of Atlanta University School of social work in 1954 at age 33 because he wanted to mould lives that would make social changes in the black society and a recognition and versatility of the school. He attracted talented students to the school and found grants and scholarships to implement its programmes.

At the time, Atlanta was the leading Industrial City in Southern America- providing opportunities for the civil rights struggles. During his tenure at Atlanta University, Whitney Young became a board Member of the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP); a Founder of the Atlanta Committee on Cooperative Action; a leader of the Atlanta Citizens’ Committee on Economic Opportunity and Employment; and the Co-Chairman of the greater Atlanta Council on Human Relations. He hastened the admission of talented black students to the Atlanta School of social work and also helped to end discrimination in Atlanta public Schools. Young left the South after which he received a Rockefeller grant to study for one year at Harvard University.

In 1961, as President of the Urban League, an umbrella organization fighting for the emancipation and rights of blacks, he revolutionized the inner workings of the league. And his ‘OPERATION RESCUE’ revitalized the League and led it to radically demonstrate human rights violations and gross inequalities between whites and blacks. He observed, for example, that in payment of salaries and wages throughout the history of the U.S., the white family earned more than twice as much as the average black family. Preferential treatment was given to the whites in areas like Education, health and offer of employment at the detriment of the blacks. He agitated strongly that the black citizen be included in the mainstream of America’s life. Though in the course of his fight, he tried as much as possible to avoid alienating the whites, whom he needed to help him achieve his goal…He was therefore also a Diplomat.

During his tenure as executive Director of Biracial League, Young secured jobs for forty thousand Black Americans in 1966 and eight thousand got their jobs upgrad3ed by the League.

Whitney M. young in the course of his struggle towards black emancipation, wrote two books titled: ‘TO BE EQUAL AND BEYOND RACISM’ and ‘BUILDING AN OPEN SOCIETY’. He was also a Newspaper Columnist. And, in recognition of his role and commitment to human values and rights, he was awarded with the MEDAL OF FREEDOM (America’s highest Civilian award) and also honoured with an L.H.D. degree at the Starr King School for the Ministry in Brinkley, California in 1968.

Young’s dream like that of other social Crusaders of his time like Martin Luther King Jr. was: ‘one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and Justice and equal opportunity for all’. He said that ‘to have true equality, it is not just what the law requires, but, what we individually can do, because that respect which can only come from the heart of one person to another, a respect for his dignity, his individuality, for his immortality, that is something that must come from each of us’. He believed that though government has its responsibilities but that every citizen of a country has a moral duty and aspiration to uplift his nation through commitment to realizing his personal dream and the dream of the nation by living within the ambits of the law.

Irresolute and reasonably uncompromising Whitney M. Young Jr., ‘THE KING OF HEARTS’ and compassionate black Activist, died in Lagos, Nigeria, on March 11,1971 after suffering a heart attack while swimming at the Lighthouse Beach in Lagos while attending a Conference of Black leaders. Whitney Young died in the struggle for the emancipation of the black race and for equality and Justice; he died while trying to put an end to man’s inhumanity to his fellow man; he died while striving to give a voice to the voiceless; he died while mending the ladder of equality of the human race; he died while trying to restore hope to the hopeless.

In an Eulogy delivered at the Funeral service for Whitney Young on March 17, 1971, Richard Nixon (U.S. President), who referred to Young as a social Genius had this to say about him: ‘He knew how to accomplish what other people were merely for. He was not a patient man but he understood the uses of patience; he was an eloquent Speaker-but a Doer-not a talker. What monument do we build to him? He leaves hi own monument, not one, but thousands; thousands of men and women in his own race who have a chance, an equal chance, that they otherwise might never have had except for what he did; and thousands of others not of his own race who have an understanding in their hearts which they would not have had except for what he taught’.

Whitney M. Young Jr. foresaw a nation governed by laws and not by men and where Lawyers can uphold the majesty of the law as noble men and without sentiment. He fought for the abolition of slums, rehabilitation of millions of families off breadlines and put them in pay lines. He believed that for social equality to be realized, there must be adequate education, housing, health facilities and welfare. He stood for the fundamental rights of Black Americans- right to live; to study, to travel, to worship, right of express and to work along side their white counterparts according to their qualifications (a non-discriminatory employment).  He also believed that the panacea to poverty, unemployment, human rights abuses and racism is qualitative education which he noticed was being deprived of the blacks. In his days, he saw a dangerous segregation of the black children from the whites in public schools, which he said led to inferiority complex in the blacks. Nevertheless, he opined that education is the major antidote for social change.

Similarly, the present social condition in Nigeria today to a great extent resonates with that of the black Americans in the days of Whitney Young. Though a mono-racial country, there is also social inequality and injustice, which has bestowed untold hardship on the masses. The fundamental human rights and dignity of life of the poor majority are daily trampled upon by the priviledged few and the upper class. Corruption pervades every facet of the nation despite the endless efforts by the various governments to bring it to a minimal halt by setting up various agencies and enquiries.

Sadly enough, Nigeria (the sixth oil richest country in the world) is regarded as one of the poorest and economically stagnant countries due to inadequate housing, health facilities, education, food and a deadly inflationary trend such that the per capital income is considered lower than one U.S. dollar.

Majority of Nigerians have no access to basic amenities of life .The people of the Niger delta continuously lament the formular for sharing of the nation’s wealth despite the activities of the Niger-Delta Development Commission (NDDC); The Police, who are supposed to be the custodian of the law, are constantly accused of flouting these laws, and the rights of the people are deprived.  Politicians themselves challenge election results.  There is also increased attacks on human and material resources; and security of life and property is not assured.

Consequently, the social economic problems bedeviling every facets of the country as caused the citizenry to imbibe a stereotyped and anything–for-a-buck attitude for survival thereby worsening the social condition of the nation.  The interest of the nation is no longer in the minds of the populace and conscience and morality seem to have gone on holidays.  Like Whitney M. Young Jr., many human rights activists in Nigeria have been fighting endlessly to secure the rights and priviledges of the citizenry.  The constitution is not accepted by some and not adhered to by others.  Therefore decisions that affect the lives of the people are taken without their inputs

Distinguished Audience, I submit that Nigerians should borrow a leaf from Whitney M. Young Jr. who loved his country with all its faults because he realized that this was a country in which he had the power to change what was wrong and change it peacefully.  His message was: “What can I do to make my Country better”?  What can I do through helping others, through recognizing their equality, their dignity, and their individuality, to realize the American dream?

Finally, in appreciation of Whitney M. Young Jr’s struggle, our country, Nigeria irrespective of religious affiliation, sex and status must all stand up, stamp their feet in Unison of purpose, and be committed to the cause of building a good and stable life.  Nigeria today therefore need leaders like Whitney Young who can lead a crusade of change not for themselves but for the larger society.  To help us realize the African dream we in Nigeria today need men and women who have a vision and a dream for social change and justices and who are willing to make sacrifices to bring these necessities home to the people.  We do not have a race problem but we do have a problem of in equality and integrity.  And I submit that if those with priviledged backgrounds should do less of advertising themselves and their wealth – on the pages o Newspapers and through ostentatious living and move these blessings forward to where they will be more useful – helping the under-priviledged.

Unity and Integrity must be our watchword if we are to immortalize the Whitney Young who died that the generations after him might live.

Thank you,

OPRAL M. BENSON, MON  

