
Being Black in Oregon: Walidah Imarisha’s 

“Hidden History” 
 
I recently had the opportunity to attend a lecture at the Eugene Public Library called “Why Aren’t  There 

Mor e Black People in Oregon?” given by educator Walidah Imarisha, which helped to answer a question 

that I’d been wondering for quite a while. Having been born and partly raised in Eugene myself, it was 

hard not to notice the distinct lack of diversity in my home state. Imarisha explained that Oregon’s 

black history is, in many ways, a “hidden” history, because very few Oregonians seem to be aware of 

what it is. When she gives her lectures at various public venues, she asks her audiences if anyone has 

been taught this history in their schools; usually only one person in the room raises his or her hand. 

 

I found myself astounded by what she was telling us. Oregon was the only state admitted into the union 

with an exclusion law in its constitution, which actually banned black people from living in the state 

entirely. Although the law was repealed in the 1920s, the language wasn’t removed from the 

constitution until 2001. Moreover, Oregon at one point had a higher per capita Ku Klux Klan membership 

than any other state. So why isn’t Oregon’s history often taught in our schools? As Imarisha explained, 

  

“We are often taught: people who were pro-slavery: bad, people who were anti-slavery: good. The reality 

is much more complicated.”  

 

Although Oregon was anti-slavery, this policy wasn’t out of respect for the dignity of African Americans, 

but rather due to the fact that Oregonians wanted to exclude black people from living in the state entirely. 

Oregon’s lawmakers wanted the state to be a “white utopia,” and this policy was often enforced by 

intimidation and violence. 

 

If you’d like to learn more, Walidah has compiled an incredible timeline of Oregon’s black history, which 

can be found here. Originally published in the Oregon Humanities magazine, this timeline gives an 

excellent overview of key events from Oregon’s founding to the current day. 

 

Another version of the timeline can be viewed in the video below, which contains an even more detailed 

history, narrated by Imarisha herself: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fo2RVOunsZ8 

 

Many people think of Oregon as being exempt from the historical racism that Americans often associate 

with the Deep South, but our state might be just as culpable. Although many of its residents might not 

have learned it in school, Oregon was once notorious for its exclusion of African Americans and 

participated in the worst excesses of post-emancipation racism. 
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