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The Dead Bird Syndrome

One spring morning I rose two hours earlier than normal and decided to get a head start at work.  Happily I dressed in a lightweight linen suit with matching heels and headed for the office.  I was so happy!  My computer graphics company had recently moved to a location that I believed was an affluent area of town and I felt particularly blessed to be positioned for prosperity in this way.  I parked my car and practically skipped along as I wondered simple things.

I was considering a new marketing strategy for my new location.  I began to outline a rather obtuse strategy whereby I would pretend to be an employee of the company rather than the owner because I didn’t want to upset the economic environment already in place.  I believed that as an African American female, my company may not be well received in an atmosphere where European American males are prominent.

Well received or not, all was right with the world at this particular point and I believed I could conquer any problem.  I happily hummed along as I approached the storefront, reached into my purse to get my new keychain out.  At the very moment that I brought the keys out, I approached the door and there, laying on the ground directly in front of the door was one of the most horrible sights I had every seen.  Petrified, I shrieked my alarm and came to a complete halt.  My heart leapt in my chest as I realized, yes, it was what I thought it was. . .  A dead bird lay at my feet with a broken neck.

Fear quickly mixed with anger as I dashed to my car, tore out of the parking lot and sped home.  I lived a short distance away so within minutes I pulled into my driveway, hit the garage door opener and jumped out of the car, leaving the motor running.  I ran into the condo and took the stairs two at a time.  When I reached my bedroom I violently shook my husband awake and cried, “Emmett, wake up!  Those white people killed a bird and put in front of my office door!”

Emmett jumped straight to his feet with concern.  He pulled me into his embrace to soothe my tears.  He admonished me to calm down and he quickly got dressed.  Straight away we got into the car and hurriedly went back to the office.  As soon as we reached the parking lot and Emmett saw the angle at which the sun hit the huge storefront windows; before we even got out of the car to approach the building; at the very instant that he threw the car into park, Emmett glared at me in disgust and yelled, “Girl! Have you lost your damn mind?  That bird flew into that window and broke his neck.”  Immediately I whined a perfunctory, “No it didn’t,” that didn’t even sound right to my own ears.  We approached the curb together and he was still fussing.  At that moment we were reduced to our least common denominator.  In the past Emmett and I had argued about all kinds of things but at this moment we were “fussin’” on unchartered territory because all truth had changed.  We weren’t husband and wife debating mortal issues of life.  We weren’t the preacher and wife contemplating biblical foundation.  Neither were we two professional adults arguing over abstract linear theory.  We were the children of an enslaved people arguing over the systemic world order and we were honor bound to make humankind different from the experience.  Emmett had slipped out of American Standard English and continued in the familiar ebonic dialect passed down from generation to generation of the formerly enslaved people, “You is bout’ to start ah race riot out hur an da bird hit da wall in mid flight.”  With each word I got smaller and smaller, I was overwhelmed with the gravity of my mistake.  “Whur is da bird gurl?” he growled.

I was forced to admit that the groundskeeper had already picked up the mess.  At that point the whole world stopped and dared me to get off.  I recalled how good “them wiit peoples” had been to me.  How they helped me get into the lease, get commercial insurance, and get utilities and alarms systems turned on.  Those “wiit peoples” had helped my company move from a mom and pop country store to a world-class computer graphic center over night.

Time stood still and God gave me a chance to ponder my stupidity.  At that very moment I was forced to become a new person. What made the situation so grave was my realization that: 1) I was potentially capable of starting racial unrest because as a employer and business owner my position in the African American community granted me capacity to influence groups of people; and 2) as an employer I had workers at my disposal who pretty much did as I directed (i.e., they might carry a picket sign not only because they were on-the-clock but also because I could convince them that it was “the right thing to do”. )

I pondered my error for a long time.  That laborious second became a minute, then an hour, a day, a month, a year.  That situation grew into what I now call the “Dead Bird Syndrome” (DBS.)  I realized that I was carrying lots of cultural luggage that I didn’t pack so I began to investigate where that baggage came from.  


During that year another incident occurred while I drove down the highway talking to my nephew. In heavy traffic I pulled up beside a European American middle-aged lady at a high rate of speed.  My nephew and I looked over at the lady and when she saw my nephew gaze in her direction, she locked her car door.  I couldn’t believe it!  Driving down the highway, bumper to bumper traffic, 60 mph and she locks the door!  The whole idea seemed thoroughly ridiculous.  When I saw that incident, I said to myself, “she’s got dead birds too.”  She thought that because my nephew was young and black that she was unsafe.  Thereafter I realized that not only did I suffer from the DBS, it seemed that the whole United States had the disease.

The term “syndrome” as used herein is defined as:

1. A group of symptoms that collectively indicate or characterize a disease, psychological disorder, or other abnormal condition; or 

2. A complex of symptoms indicating the existence of an undesirable condition or quality. 

Nichols, V. (1996.)  Following Nichols’ description, the collective symptoms of this disorder appear to be: 

1. rooted in a pre-existing misunderstanding, distrust or paranoid hysteria that

2. provokes an irrational action or reaction

3. towards a racial or ethnic group different from the actor’s and

4. if taken to an extreme, could activate individual feelings of anxiety or civil disorder. 

A little known case in point is the “Texas Troubles” of July 8, 1860.  This horror story began when fires broke out in the North Texas towns of Dallas, Denton and Pilot Point.  The fires were later attributed in a new invention called “prairie matches”.  The matches were proven to have the propensity to spontaneously combust; however, vigilante groups claimed slaves and Northern abolitionists started the fires.  Immediately three slaves were hanged, and two Iowa preachers were whipped and run out of town (Red River Authority of Texas, 2004.)  Although no hard evidence was ever unmasked to prove the guilt of a single alleged black arsonist or white abolitionist, hysteria in Texas ran rampant for months, therefore numerous people of both classes were hanged for their alleged crimes.  Furthermore, negroes across the country were reportedly whipped for the incident (Souls of America.com, 2004.)  Eyewitnesses reported that at least thirty people, blacks and whites, died by the hands of the secretive vigilantes, but other reports indicated that the actual number of deaths may have been closer to 100 (Reynolds, 1990.) By September, 1860, when stories of the upcoming presidential election became prevalent, extremists  throughout the South made skillful use of the Texas Troubles.  They characterized Abraham Lincoln, the Republican candidate for president, as an abolitionist whose party was really behind the Texas Troubles.  (Reynolds, 1990.)

Similarily, during the entire first week of January 1923, an incident at Rosewood, Florida prompted racial violence that left eight people dead and many beaten and molested.  Thereafter, the entire negro community was driven from the area by white mobs who then burned their homes, a church, masonic hall and a store.  The incident began because an alleged negro attacked a white woman, an allegation which was later found to be without merit (D’Orso, 1996.)  The Rosewood incident is distinguishable from the dead bird incident in that Rosewood involved a deliberate and malicious lie while the dead bird incident is a case where no intentional fabrication is made, only enomous error.

In my mind that simple little sparrow became the metaphoric embodiment of the millions of cruel jokes that fate had played on the whole United States.  His innocent death coupled with my irrational accusation of malicious intent represented 400 years of atrocious misinterpretations similar to the Texas Troubles and Rosewood and a million other smaller examples of hurt feelings for situations like the locking of a car door.

To find a remedy to this paramount problem in human relations, I look to the primary model of DBS.  Emmett demonstrated the quintessential cure for the neurosis.  The necessary elements to nip this problem in the bud are:

1. a trusted party must be on hand – many times when people are faced with a drama or trauma, they run to their most trusted confidant.  That confidant is the “trusted party”

2. the trusted party must be courageous enough to communicate

a. speak truthfully

b. in a clear and unmistakable language, void of ambiguity

c. comfortably enough to speak harshly if required

3. the actor must be willing to examine his/her own heart.  Willing to realize when old social norms are erroneous

4. the actor must be willing to forever change his/her behavior to reflect more reasonable and rational thought processes.

5. the actor must learn to recognize when he/she is reacting from old social norms and began a new thinking process; start acting rather than reacting.
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