A history of blacks in the US
America has just elected its first black president.  The question of blacks in America has dogged our country since its founding.  Well over 90% of America's black population voted for Obama, and they have high hopes that he will improve their situation.  It is worth looking at history.

Modern black slavery began about 1450 with the Portuguese, inspired by Henry the navigator.  As they became better and better at Ocean sailing, Portuguese caravels worked their way down the coast of Africa.  When they got south of the Sahara they encountered black tribes, and many blacks and Arabs in the business of selling black slaves to each other.  They were happy to sell to the Portuguese as well.

Slaves were a useless novelty in Lisbon.  There were lots of unemployed Portuguese who worked cheaply and knew the language.  But the Portuguese soon discovered the uninhabited tropical island of Madeira.  It was ideal for growing sugar, which demands a lot of labor under a hot sun.  They started to use slaves.

Slavery was common throughout the world at this point.  Ukrainian women were being sold into harems in Turkey.  Khrestians on Russian estates were essentially slaves.  Western Europe still had laws for dealing with slaves that dated back to Roman times.  The Muslim nations made extensive use of black slaves.
Portugal discovered Brazil in 1500 and started to exploit it for lumber and sugar in the following century.  Their attempts to turn the Indians into slaves didn't work.  The Indians could too easily escape into the jungle, and they did not make very good workers.  They found it easier to import slaves from Africa.  It is a short trip.  Eventually Brazil imported six times as many slaves as the United States, and they are so integrated into Brazil's population that they do not make the distinction between blacks and whites that you find elsewhere.

Spain, France, and England also started to use slaves in the New World.  They use them to grow sugar in the Caribbean islands.  The Spanish imported them all along the Atlantic coast of Central America, and even in Peru on the Pacific Coast.  It was nothing unusual when the British colonies in the present United States started to use black slaves around 1650.

Just like in Lisbon two centuries before, the question of whether to use slaves was economic and not moral.  Slaves did not make sense in the northern parts of the United States, a country of factories, small farms, and Ocean commerce.  Slaves were very useful in the South for growing cotton, indigo, and other plantation crops.  The practice of slavery became widespread.  Although there were white and Indian slaves, and black and Indian slaveholders, by and large it was white people who owned black people.

Slavery was problematic for the church.  The Jesuits, who wanted to save the souls of the Indians in South America, found it hard to convert them when they were being enslaved.  They encouraged the Kings of Spain and Portugal to stop enslaving them.

England itself did not use many slaves, and they found the treatment of slaves in their colonies to be abominable.  A strong abolition movement arose in England in the late 1700s, resulting in outlawing slave trading in 1807, and slavery itself in 1833.

Slavery was a very contentious issue when the United States was formed.  It was illegal in many of the northern states, but the Southern state economies depended heavily on slavery.  They compromised, allowing slavery to continue, and counting a slave as 6/10 of a person for the purposes of computing representation in Congress.  The United States outlawed the importation of slaves in 1808.  The pressure to outlaw slavery grew stronger and stronger in the north of the United States, with pressure from Britain and other European countries.  As you know from history, this resulted in the American Civil War, and Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation of 1862.  Czar Alexander II had freed the serfs in Russia the year before.  Under international pressure, slavery was abolished and the rest of the Americas, Brazil being the last in 1889.

The freed slaves in the United States and the free peasants in Russia and Ukraine faced similar problems.  They remained prisoners of poverty and ignorance, still working the same land as tenant farmers instead of slaves.  Most blacks remained in the American South until World War II, when they migrated in large numbers to work in factories in the north and west.

Black slaves everywhere were regarded as intellectually inferior.  The emancipators did not say that they were equal, only that they should have equal freedoms and equal opportunity.  Negro leaders such as Booker T. Washington held the same assumptions.  By and large, blacks remained legally segregated from whites.  In many states they were not allowed to intermarry.

The final push toward equality came after World War II.  Pres. Truman integrated the Army in 1948.  The schools were integrated in 1953.  The phrase "equal opportunity" came into wide use and was supported by widespread legislation in the 1960s and 1970s.  About the 1970s, schools started to popularize the idea that "diversity" was a good thing.  No longer was it just a good idea to get along together, but it was politically correct to observe that visible differences in people's color or athletic ability were only that, but that fundamentally they were all equally capable.

The situation in the United States is complicated by two other sizable minorities.  There are a large number of Chinese, Japanese, Korean and other Oriental immigrants, and a much larger number of legal and illegal immigrants from Mexico and South America.  All of the laws that were designed to help black people were expanded to help these other immigrants as well.  This was also the era of feminism.  In the final analysis, there were laws to help everybody except white men.  Although nobody said it, favoring everybody else amounts to discrimination against white men, and it persists today.

That is the situation that one finds in the United States today.  The assumption that all people are equally capable.  If, for instance, Philadelphia has a 50% black population but only 20% black police force, there is an immediate assumption that they are discriminating against blacks.  If they use some kind of written test to figure out will be a good policeman, that test is automatically unfair if a higher percentage of white people than black and Hispanic people are able to pass it.  If the Army uses a test of physical strength to determine who will be a good soldier, it is unfair if more men pass than women.
That is a rough history of the black people in the United States.  Although they are not as rich as the white people, they are certainly richer than blacks in Africa and anyplace else in the world, and they certainly enjoy the full protection of the laws.  Pres. Obama will not be able to eliminate any more discrimination: discrimination now favors blacks.  In order to satisfy their expectations he will have to convince them to rise on their own, or will have to find a way to make the laws favor minorities even more.  Either one will be difficult.
