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“After the Doors Opened”

Crossing the parish line from Orleans to St. Tammany feels almost unnoticeable. No
signs announce the shift, no walls mark the boundary, yet everything changes. Streets
become smoother, schools better funded, and public areas nicer and well-maintained.
This invisible line separates not just two parishes, but two sets of opportunities. It is a
reminder that in America, freedom often depends not on how far you are willing to go,
but where you are allowed to start.

Living in St. Tammany Parish gave me access to opportunities that many young people
across my state may never receive. Safer neighborhoods and broader extracurriculars
created pathways that felt normal to me but are far from universal. | did not earn those
advantages; they came with my address. This reality reveals that the most important
civil rights issue is equitable access to opportunity, especially in housing, education, and
environmental safety.

During the '50s and '60s, the fight was against visible chains, segregation signs, voter
suppression laws, and enforced separation. Freedom was defined by what people were
legally denied. But leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. warned that removing barriers
did not automatically create equality. In his later years, King focused on economic
justice and fair housing, understanding that freedom is not simply the right to stand
anywhere, but the ability to stand on stable ground.

By that definition many Americans are not as free as they appear, just as many were not
truly free decades ago. In the past, Black Americans were allowed to exist in society but
blocked from advancing within it. Today people are technically free to choose their
futures, yet constrained whether by underfunded schools, unaffordable housing, or
environmental neglect. The doors may be open, but the hallways remain narrow.

New Orleans reflects how history lingers in the present. Redlining and housing
discrimination pushed Black residents into underresourced neighborhoods, shaping
generations of unequal access. Meanwhile, parishes like Jefferson and St. Tammany
benefited from investment, infrastructure, and innovation from these policies. These
were not natural outcomes, but planned ones. Opportunity was mapped long before it
was measured.

Housing remains one of the clearest modern civil rights battlegrounds. Rising rents and
displacement force families to move farther from jobs, schools, and support systems. A
home is more than a shelter, but an anchor. Without it, everything else drifts. When
people are constantly pushed out, they are free to move, but never free to stay.



Education inequality continues this pattern. Brown v. Board of Education promised
equal access, yet many schools remain divided by race and income. In New Orleans,
education reforms brought change, but not consistency. Meanwhile students in other
parishes or even neighborhoods within New Orleans attend schools with more
resources, stronger networks, and higher expectations. Education becomes less about
potential and more about proximity. The classroom may be open, but the ceiling is set
low before the lesson even begins.

Environmental injustice further exposes modern limits on freedom. Communities in
Louisiana’s “Cancer Alley” live near industrial pollution that threatens health and life
expectancy. Coastal erosion and flooding place entire neighborhoods at risk of
disappearance. People are free to live where they want until the land beneath them

becomes unlivable. Survival should not depend on sacrifice zones.

Civil rights today are no longer about resisting exclusion, but about confronting quiet
systems that decide outcomes without ever announcing themselves. Freedom must be
redefined not as permission, but as possibility. Not just the right to dream, but the
means to pursue that dream without barriers disguised as normalcy. The future of civil
rights can be measured as a simple idea on whether a child’s chances in life are
determined by their potential or by their zip code.



