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Introduction  
 

In 1968 several individuals, including Horace Seldon, created Community Change Inc. 

(CCI). With its mission of working against racism and for racial justice, CCI has focused on in-

stitutional manifestations of white racism. A description of CCIôs programs and services may be 

seen at www.comunitychangeinc.org.  

As founding director for CCI, Horace Seldon wrote a number of essays and articles on the 

many aspects of racism. Most of the essays, or commentaries, were written specifically for the CCI 

newsletter. In limiting almost all of the essays to 1-3 pages, the author acted on his assumption that 

people are more likely to read a brief article and to pass it on the others. The essays, therefore, are 

not intended to be comprehensive, but, instead, to start people thinking. Whether discussion the 

definition of racism as a ñwhite problem,ò or the language that is a symptom of racism, or the 

similarities between basketball and affirmative action, the essays demand attention to issues. 

 Those on the newsletter mailing list looked forward to reading Horaceôs words and, over 

the years, CCI has received numerous requests for copies of the essays. This book is an attempt to 

make all of the essays available in one place. In this edition, we have included a final section of 

more recent articles which are not grouped by topic but are in chronological order. We hope that 

you enjoy these and all the articles available here. 
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November 1974 

Pluralism and Racism  
 

 genuine concern for a culturally pluralistic society is emerging. Numerous 

commentators on social trends have written asserting that white ethnic groups will 

increasingly claim and affirm their heritage. School systems are beginning to 

adopt Evaluation Guidelines for Multiracial, Multicultural Education, and teachers are developing 

supplementary units stressing an appreciation of diversity. The ñmelting potò theory is dead. We at 

Community Change applaud that death and are eager to move into a multiracial, multicultural 

world whenever it is an alternative to racism. 

The melting pot theory held that America was a place where people become alike, ho-

mogenized into one conforming mass. The standards for that homogeneity were white middle 

class, mostly Anglo-Saxon values. When those values were acted out, the ñmelting potò eliminated 

differences in dress, behavior, language, and traditions. The result was a homogeneity which 

defined societal acceptability in white terms. The melting pot became racist because people who 

are not white just cannot ñmeltò into ñwhiteness.ò 

At Community Change we believe that all white ethnic groups have benefited from and 

contributed to the perpetuation of racism. Any failure by white ethnics to deal with their in-

volvement in racism is an obstruction to the goal of cultural pluralism. It is not a question of 

whether or not white ethnics as individuals or groups ñlikeò Black people, or Chicano, or Native 

American people...instead it is a question of the ways in which white ethnics have institutionalized 

racism, i.e., in trade unions or in urban school systems, such as Boston, where resistance to de-

segregation is embedded in a white ethnic controlled School Committee. 

At Community Change we want to move into cultural pluralism as rapidly as possible. Our 

anxiety is that the movement into cultural pluralism might become a substitute for dealing with 

racism. For instance it would be possible in a school to initiate cultural exchange programs without 

changing tracking and testing systems which often place racist limitations upon Black students. A 

business might implement an equal opportunity employment policy intended to recruit a mul-

tiultural group of employees, but never change policies which deny access of non-white persons to 

decision-making positions of power. High school students might be encouraged to celebrate a 

Mexican festival, while the school continues to deny a bi-lingual program for its Spanish-speaking 

students. Or it might become fashionable to study Native American customs as if they represented 

a ñdeadò culture, and bypass responsibility for a modern-day Wounded Knee. 

All of these might be done in the name of cultural pluralism, but all fail to deal with racism. 

At Community Change we are committed to working ñthroughò racism toward cultural 

pluralism. That means working to eliminate racist policies, practices, and values as a means of 

preparing for cultural pluralism. Our focus is on the elimination of racism. 
×  
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April 1983  

We Have ȰNo Problemȱ...Again 
 

bout twenty years ago whenever the issue of racism was mentioned in the presence 

of my white suburban friends there was always someone to assure us that ñwe 

donôt have that problem here.ò Pursuing that statement usually led to another one 

that went something like this: ñWell, there arenôt many black people hereò...so the 

logic seemed to say...of course...ñno problem.ò 

I knew then that my friends were wrong for a number of reasons. First, they assumed that 

the problem of racism existed only when people of color were present. The assumption ñlocatedò 

the problem among black people and other people of color; it failed to see that racism is rooted in 

white people and in white institutions whether or not there are black people present. Second, I 

knew that the absence of many black people was itself part of the problem; attitudes and practices 

by the majority white population limited the choice of blacks who may have wanted to live in the 

suburbs. Third, the ñno problemò argument was an attempt to avoid responsible action; if there is 

ñno problemò or if the problem is somewhere else, then one is absolved from doing anything. 

Fourth, I knew that a lot of people in the suburbs were there precisely because they wanted to avoid 

ñurban problems,ò and that many of my friends equated ñurban problemsò with the presence of 

racial minority groups. To assert that ñwe have no problem hereò was to distance themselves from 

the city. 

That was some time ago, and while the ñno problemò attitude still persists it is argued in 

slightly different forms now. 

One of the ñnewò statements of the ñno problemò syndrome proceeds from an assumption 

that there is no problem of racism unless there is some overt incident which expresses hatred and 

bigotry. Recently a high school principal assured me, within minutes of our introduction, that ñwe 

have no race problem here.ò That meant there had been no stabbing, no violence, and no racial-

ly-motivated incident in the school. Before seeing the principal I had already talked with a number 

of students, both black and white, and a couple of teachers; they had all told me of the presence of 

racism in a variety of forms in classrooms, corridors, and school activities. But the principal made 

it his priority to assure me that there was ñno problem.ò 

In the ñno problemò view, the word ñproblemò is used almost exclusively to refer to an 

incident of bigotry; someone calls a name, a racial slur appears in graffiti, an openly discriminatory 

act occurs. When something like that occurs, people on the site and in the community are quick to 

respond, ready to condemn it, and hopefully, equipped to administer a just solution. In many 

instances, after that initial response everyone goes back to ñbusiness as usualò as quickly as 

possible. A collective sigh of relief goes up as everyone says, again, ñwe have no problem.ò It is 

the underlying, ever-present problem that is seldom addressed. Most white people donôt believe it 

is there, they donôt want to have it pointed out, are eager to leave it alone. So the enculturated, 

institutionalized base of the problem goes untreated. It remains the festering bed of the next in-

cident. 

There is a second interesting way in which the ñno problemò argument appears. A recent 

experience on a college campus is an example. I was on campus to conduct discussions about 

racism with a number of different people. A number of faculty and administrators were concerned 

that I might ñstir up something,ò and thus create a problem. That response embodies two contrary 

assumptions. First, it betrays a fear that a placid ñno problemò setting will be disturbed. ñThere is 

no problem here, so what are you looking for...why are you here...any problem will be your crea-
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tion...so be careful, and leave as quickly and quietly as possible, please.ò I had enough time and 

talked to enough people who did acknowledge the presence of a problem. The statement of ñno 

problemò was then seen as a way of keeping that placid exterior calm. So we are not far from the 

second and contrary assumption behind the ñdonôt stir up somethingò pleas. That second as-

sumption is that there is ñsomethingò to be stirred up. If there were no problem, there would be no 

need to be concerned about ñstirring upò something because the ñsomethingò to be ñstirred upò 

would be non-existent. ñDonôt stir up anythingò is a plea to avoid the problem. It may be founded 

in fear that the problem is in fact more pervasive, more difficult, more present than people want to 

deal with. ñBury itò...ñit will go awayò...but ñdonôt disturb anybody or anything.ò 

The ñno problemò response to racism is usually heard from white people, and usually in 

institutional settings where there are few people of color. Since I have not yet found an institution 

where there is no problem, my assumption always is that we have simply to uncover it. 

It doesnôt take long for most people of color to say there is a problem. If the problem is not 

identified, and if there are no mechanisms for continually dealing with the problem, it is more 

likely to erupt in an ugly form at another day and time. As with most problems, it is best to identify 

it, respond to it and provide support for everyone in the situation while attempting to move beyond 

racism. To leave the sore unattended is to invite a more serious manifestation later. 

People of color can tell you where the problem is, and what its effects are. White people 

who have been sensitized to racism can also be helpful. The important thing is to put aside fear of 

the problem, because it is a human problem which can be solved by people of good will. 

Our culture is deeply ingrained with racism; our institutions are founded on it. As long as 

we move in this culture and in the institutions of this culture, assume a problem of racism. Donôt 

fear it; discover it; uncover it; even stir it up if necessary. Then we can begin to deal with it. If we 

donôt do that, then weôll soon be right back at the same old place...ñwe have no problemò...again! 
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December 1989 

No Racism Immune System!  
 

ecently a phone conversation with a newspaper reporter led me to reflect on an 

incident in the Boston area in which some highly visible, educated ñliberalsò were 

caught publicly with their collective racism showing. The embarrassment became 

an occasion for shock, much finger pointing, and ñyah-yahing.ò Lots of people felt better because 

now they had proof that ñliberals are not as great as they think they are.ò The reporter would have 

liked me to add fuel to that fire. 

I disappointed the reporter. She would have been happier if I had expressed great shock, 

surprise, and horror, and then proceeded to excoriate the ñliberalsò in appropriate, educated lan-

guage and with a dose of street invective which would have made great copy. I did neither. Our 

conversation went something like this: ñI donôt want to comment on the specific incident,ò I said, 

ñbecause I am unfamiliar with the exact details. All I know is what I have heard on radio and seen 

in the papers, and thatôs not always the best source of truth.ò (That didnôt increase my stature!) On 

the larger, generic issues I was willing to comment: ñThat well-known, publicly-labeled óliberalsô 

might get involved in racism is not a surprise to me.ò (Silence on the other end!) I went on: ñAs a 

matter of fact those of us who are card-carrying liberals may have a peculiar vulnerability to 

racism. By definition we are assumed to be vigorously intolerant of racism, and this often may lead 

to a very subtle internalized assumption of being óbeyond racism.ô When that notion gets acted out, 

sometimes the óliberalô is especially vulnerable to getting caught up in doing something which is 

racist. Then the most common response is a combination of surprise and delight that the óliberalsô 

have incriminated themselves.ò The reporter didnôt understand, and though I wanted to explore the 

thought a bit further with her, she was intent on terminating the conversation. 

In the United States of America there is No Racism Immune System! No one, no group, no 

class of people is immune to the presence and influence of enculturated racism. (Right now, I donôt 

want to argue whether or not people of color can be racist! As a white person, I am here addressing 

a conviction that no whites, not even ñelite liberalsò are immune to racism.) There was a time when 

I implicitly understood that highly-educated ñliberalsò were, of course, not racist. That notion went 

to an early death when a ñliberalò law professor from a very ñprestigiousò university told me that 

there never was a civilization in Africa, and when a ñliberalò teacher at an equally prestigious high 

school told me that Native Americans had no culture! Ignorance and racism feeding on each other 

and in the heart of liberalism! 

Those of us who are often called ñliberalsò encounter some built-in risks which make us 

peculiarly susceptible to racist behavior: 

1) The fear based on assumptions that power is a negative dynamic, often blinds us to the 

reality of the power we have. Recently I heard a group of white people engage in dis-

cussion of what ñempowermentò means, and I reflected that I had never heard a group 

with any significant number of people of color engage in such a discussion. I have 

heard people of color talk about effective actions for gaining power, but I suspect that 

discussion of the meaning of empowerment is a peculiar temptation for ñliberalò whites 

who often donôt want to acknowledge that their use of power demonstrates a clear 

behavioral understanding of what it is. 

2) The love of ideas and verbal expression often becomes a propensity to circumlocution. 

We talk issues to death. In conventions we pass resolutions which are often filled with 

words that do nothing, that go nowhere. The love of words may be a disease among us. 
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3) Our desire to hear all sides often leads to indecision. We want to be so ñobjective,ò 

there is always more data to be collected, another point of view to be explored, and 

sometimes, rather than decide ñthisò or ñthat,ò we end up straddling a fence, and our 

indecision becomes a form of passive racism. 

4) Our assumption that knowledge and information will answer every problem often traps 

us in a cognitive web. Guts, emotion, determination and passion must accompany what 

the anti-racist knows, and sometimes such displays scare the ñliberalsò away. 

5) There is a dangerous and subtle assumption that we are more progressive, more ad-

vanced than most when it comes to many social issues. Racism then becomes some-

thing that is ñover there,ò in ñthat other group,ò and that ñlocationò of the problem often 

leads to a failure to examine our own culpability for its presence. 

 

In the United States of America there is No Racism Immune System! 

No vaccination against racism.  

No inoculation against racism.  

No anti-racism ñshots.ò 

No pills that prevent racism.  

No anti-racist corpuscles.  

No racism medicine. 

No insurance policy against racism. 

No cleansing agent that washes racism away. 

No militia armed against racism. 

No legislation that guarantees protection. 

No ideas that all by themselves eliminate racism. 

No communication tool devoid of racist tendency. 

No place where there is insulation against racism. 

 

There is No Racism Immune System in the United States! Not even for ñliberals!ò 
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August 1990 

Assumptions (Convictions) About Racism in  United States of America  
 

ecently a friend who was writing a doctoral dissertation about racism, asked me to 

share some of my major assumptions about racism, how it functions, and how to 

work to eliminate it. My response is what you now have in hand. 

Soon it became clear that what I have listed here are more accurately described as con-

victions to which I have come over the past twenty years. It also became clear that Iôd never 

complete the list satisfactorily; and indeed as soon as this is done I am sure that I will think of more 

to add, or some more adequate way of restating what is here. 

It has to start somewhere! So here is a basic list, in no particular order of priority. If it helps 

you to define more clearly some of your assumptions about racism, it will have served its purpose. 

- That our nation is founded on a terrible contradiction which on the one hand asserts the 

equality of people, but on the other hand assumes the superiority of white, propertied 

males. 

- That the above contradiction was written into the laws and many judicial decisions of the 
colonies before we were a nation, and then into the Constitution. 

- That beliefs, values, and norms built on assumptions of white superiority have been tho-
roughly ingrained into the cultural milieu which governs the way most whites perceive the 

world, decide, and act in the world. 

- That racist ways of perceiving, deciding, and acting are often determinative of policies, 
procedures, and practices in white-controlled institutions. 

- That the intersection of separate institutions and vast systems which are controlled by 

white people frequently result in disparate negative effects for people of color. 

- That racism occurs sometimes by intention and sometimes unintentionally. 

- That racism need not be perpetuated by any conspiracy of intention, but simply becomes a 
result of the ways in which society, institutions, and cultural norms function. 

- That racism denies to people of color equal access to goods, services, resources, and 

power. 

- That racism is often internalized with devastating personal results for individual persons of 
color. 

- That the necessity to cope constantly with a racist environment, creates a burden of stress 
for people of color and drains energy and time which might otherwise be channeled into 

academic and vocational goals. 

- That racism must be actively countered. That racism must be addressed directly as racism, 

and must be named for what it is...racism. 

- That it is important to learn to use the word ñracismò as a descriptive word, rather than as a 
judgment. 

- That racist assumptions of white superiority are built on and perpetuate white privilege and 
power. 

- That racism has negative long-range impact on white people. 

- That racism encourages white people to believe a lie about their superiority. 

- That racism results in the under education of people of color and the mis-education of 
white people. 

- That racism can only be fully understood by examining the dimensions of institutional and 
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systemic white power. 

- That racism intersects with sexism, classism, anti-Semitism, and heterosexism, and its 
relationships to those forms of oppression must be understood in plans to eliminate any of 

the oppressions. 

- That efforts to eradicate racism must be undertaken by whites and people of color in coa-

lition; each group has distinctive roles to play in that combined effort. 

- That efforts to overcome racism which are initiated by whites must include intentionally 
built-in mechanisms of feedback from people of color. 

- That the systems which create racism will continue to perpetuate it unless there is an active, 
intentional effort to stop it 

- That language is a prominent carrier of cultural values and norms, and will actively con-
tribute to racism unless it is continually reviewed for its racist effects. 

- That guilt is a common and normal response for many whites when they discover their 

complicity in a racist system; moving beyond guilt into responsible action for the present 

and future is essential for white liberation. 
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November 1991 

Racism: Negative Effects on Whites  
 

ver the years I have often heard talk about how racism has impacted white people. 

Usually that discussion comes in the context of an assumption that, if whites can 

see that racism has negative effects on them as a group, that realization will mo-

tivate action to eliminate racism. I do not share that assumption; racism is a far more powerful and 

recalcitrant force than this assumption acknowledges, clinging stubbornly wherever it is lodged. In 

addition the loss of benefits, privilege, and power which accrue to whites from racism may simply 

be a price which not many whites are willing to pay to bring an end to racism. While few whites 

would admit, and may not even recognize this dynamic, it is one which I believe functions to keep 

some whites from active anti-racism. To measure the benefits, privilege and power which make 

life better for us than for people of color could, in some subliminal process of thought and feeling 

outweigh the negatives. Peggy McIntosh has written about those privileges with insight and per-

suasiveness.
*
 Those of us who are white can balance the negative effects of racism with those 

privileges; there are no balancing positives to racism to tempt people of color, 

While I am not sanguine that identifying the negative effects will motivate many whites to 

act against racism, it may still be helpful to probe thought about the subject. So here are some 

convictions to which I have come about how racism hurts those of us who are white. The genera-

lizations here do not necessarily apply to all whites, they are not in any particular order, they are 

not expanded or explained, and I am sure that they do not represent all that I will want to include 

immediately after the list is finished. 

Some of the negative effects of racism on whites: 

- Racism has distorted reality for many whites. Teachings about history, the world, the 
pursuits of thought, expressions of culture, and personal relationships have for most 

whites been both limited and false. 

- Racism has taught whites that we are members of a race which is superior, and that 
assumption creates false expectations and warped illusions. 

- Racism, particularly during the period when Africans were enslaved, taught white men 

that it is all right to rape black women, and also exacerbated the devaluation of white 

women. 

- Racism has taught whites that we are entitled to privilege as a right of birth, undercut-
ting the assumption of achieved merit which is one of the cornerstones of democracy. 

- Racism, present at the foundation of our nation, left a country built on a fundamental 
and terrible contradiction between a belief in equality and a belief in white superiority. 

That contradiction remains unresolved. 

- Racism has produced in white society a mental health problem: characteristic res-
ponses among many whites are dominated by unfounded fear of blacks, hatred, sus-

picion, guilt, shame, and jealousy. These words are the language of disease. 

- The cost for whites who want to move beyond racism has been a high one, measured in 

time, emotion, psychic energy, and sometimes money. 

- Racism, as one of the root causes of poverty, costs our nation huge amounts of money, 

                                                         
*
 See White Privilege and Male Privilege, by Peggy McIntosh, 1988. Available from the Center for Research on 

Women, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA 02181. For a more thorough analysis, see Impacts of Racism on White 

Americans, edited by Bowser and Hunt, Sage Publications, 1981. 
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measured in crime, unemployment and related social ills. 

- Racism has set whites who are made poor in our society in competition with people of 
color, and has also increased the separation between classes among whites. 

- Racism, infecting the minds and hearts of whites who have built the institutions of our 

society, has led us to create systems which do not produce goods, services, nor allow 

access to resources for people of color as they do for whites, resulting in injustices 

which plague our systemic health. 

- Racism has blinded many whites who do not see nor understand when they are offen-
sive to people of other races in thought, word, and act. 

- Racism, practiced as discrimination, frequently denies to white institutions and busi-
nesses the talents and experience of people of color. 

- Racism, practiced as housing discrimination, has too often created white ghettos, 
where white children and adults are isolated from the rich interactions which can come 

from living with people whose life experience by race has been different. 

- Racism has created a justice system which does not deliver equal justice to whites and 

people of color, a system which reflects dishonor on white society. (You can expand 

this into most areas of our systems, i.e., health care, employment, and others.) 

- Racism has taught us to incorporate into our thinking and speaking negative stereo-
types that perpetuate racist ideas. 

- In our relations with other nations racism has led us to actions which prejudice large 
segments of the world population against us, and complicate our role in the world. 

- Racism has led us to ignore the teachings of native peoples about how to relate to the 

natural world, contributing to our environmental problems. 

 

Here is where you can start adding your own thoughts to the beginnings above...keep it 

going! Above all, find some places where you can redouble your efforts to bring about anti-racist 

changes. 
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October 1992 

On The Permanence of Racism 
 

errick Bell has once again moved my thoughts and my heart in a new direction 

which is both frightening and exciting. To appreciate the impact his latest book has 

had on me, it is important to review an experience centered in a question I have 

been asked numerous times. 

The question I have heard so often is, ñWhen do you think we will overcome racism in this 

country?ò Over the years I have developed a guarded response which generally is something like, 

ñMy best guess is that we may overcome racism in 500 years.ò People have usually thought that I 

am resorting to hyperbole rooted in pessimism when I respond that way. ñYou canôt mean that!ò 

has been the tone of disbelief! ñYes, I do believe that, and that is my most hopeful prediction,ò I 

have said. 

In quiet reflection after such exchanges, I have frequently found myself confronted with 

my real thought, the one I dared not express, because of the consequences which might be implied 

both for me and for others. The thought I have not dared express says, ñI am not sure that we will 

ever overcome racism in this country.ò That thought trembles on the brink of the next obvious 

question, ñThen why should we continue to work against racism, if there is no hope of overcoming 

it?ò That is a frightening thought which threatens the essence of what I have seen my life to be 

about for well over twenty years. It is frightening because it leaves me, as with others who might 

also be tempted to give up, without hope. So I have instinctively backed away from an honest 

personal response to the question about the future of racism...the five hundred years ñbest hopeò 

has been said with a hole in my tongue! 

Now comes Derrick Bellôs newest book, Faces at the Bottom of the Well, with a subtitle, 

The Permanence of Racism. It is the subtitle which grabs me! That is especially true when com-

pared to the subtitle of his And We Are Not Saved (1987), which is, The Elusive Quest for Racial 

Justice. From ñElusive Questò to the ñPermanence of Racismò in five years is, in itself, a powerful 

message! 

The truth is out, leapt my heart! Now at last I may dare to say that I believe we will never 

overcome racism! I raced through the pages of the book, hoping to find out how Derrick Bell deals 

with that next question which has so frightened me. What about the potential consequences of an 

answer which might for many undermine their anti-racist motivations? Very soon came the au-

thorôs response, set forth in this proposition: ñBlack people will never gain full equality in this 

country. Even those Herculean efforts we hail as successful will produce no more than temporary 
ópeaks of progress,ô short-lived victories that slide into irrelevance as racial patterns adapt in ways 

that maintain white dominance. This is a hard-to-accept fact that all history verifies. We must 

acknowledge it, not as a sign of submission, but as an act of ultimate defiance. 

Accepting the permanence of racism is not an act of submission, but is the ultimate act of 

defiance!!!! I was dancing, free! 

How on earth could I explain to myself or anyone else the exhilaration I felt in acknowl-

edging the permanence of something I abhor with my whole being? For days I was almost evan-

gelical, pushing Bellôs book into the face of everyone I met, declaring a new source of energy for 

the continuing task of working against racism. That was what excited me; I felt a new surge of 

energy and determination. To understand what was happening to me, I made some initial notes. I 

list them here, with a few comments, hoping that for someone else out there they might ignite 

similar excitement. 
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First, accepting the permanence need not be an act of submission. An alcoholic friend 

reminded me that acknowledging the permanence of his condition did not diminish but rather 

energized his determination to resist it. A person working to prevent child abuse said it may never 

be eliminated, but her work would always continue. A pacifist would not give up working for 

peace even if convinced that war would still be used as a means of settling international disputes. 

Continued efforts for any particular good are not dependent upon assurances that the offensive 

behavior will be eliminated. Suddenly my fearful question lost its hold on my heart, and I was 

indeed free in a new way. As a matter of fact my fear to address the future, knowing that racism is 

permanent, now looks almost stupid, and I must continue to wonder why I asked the question. 

Second, accepting the permanence of racism eliminates despair as an option. Despair is 

borne out of recurring, deferred dreams, out of hopes never fulfilled. If I no longer expect the 

elimination of racism, then I have no option to despair over the frustration of that goal. The dream 

and the hope may still remain in redefined form. They are embodied in the continuation of oppo-

sition to racism, in the defiant fist raised against the oppression. 

Third, once I have accepted the permanence of racism, being engaged in the struggle 

against racism becomes the end. I no longer need to look for signs of the ultimate victory some-

where out there in the future. I am now free to attend fully to the present moment of the struggle. 

Thatôs all that matters! No need to worry about measuring ñsuccess,ò though we continue to cel-

ebrate every tiny sign of victory. Just knowing that I am engaged in the struggle is all that I have to 

ask for. 

Fourth, accepting the permanence of racism adds another dimension to the task of op-

posing it. That dimension stretches into an unknown future. In some peculiar way I do not yet 

understand, a new kind of ñhopeò is being born. For me the new statement of ñhopeò is that ñflying 

goalò of which Protestant theologians spoke after the early 20th century shattered the hopes of 

ultimate progress; that goal is always ñout thereò ahead of me, beckoning my heart and prodding 

my action. Or it is that much older Jewish tradition that reminds me that though I know I may never 

reach the goal, there is no excuse for failing to undertake the task? 

The new sense of hope is that which Garrison announced when he demanded ñimmediate 

abolitionò of the system which enslaved Africans in this country. Garrison well knew that there 

would not be ñimmediateò abolition, but he shouted that slavery ñoughtò to be abolished imme-

diately! In the Civil Rights Movement, the shout was for ñfreedom now!ò No one expected free-

dom on the spot, immediately; that was also a statement of what ñoughtò to be! So it is today, when 

we speak of the elimination of racism; it too is a statement of what ñoughtò to happen. That is a 

kind of hope which is not subject to despair or to ñgiving upò or to ñburning outò but, rather, 

gathers energy even while it gives energy to the movement. 

Fifth, accepting the permanence of racism emphasizes in a drastic way the seriousness of 

the problem and the struggle against it. Bellôs book specifically reminds me that even the best 

strategies, the most progressive accomplishments against racism are likely to be manipulated and 

become subversive of original intents. Racism has an almost diabolic way of consuming many of 

the mechanisms of its opposition. As those who are committed to the continuing struggle we must 

be always alert to that possible dynamic. At the very least it means that we must always be looking 

for new strategies. 

So, there are my first reflections on The Permanence of Racism. Letôs talk about it, not in 

the luxury of drawing room discussion, but within the context of the continuing struggle.  
× 
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August 1993 

Why There I s No End To Racism in the U.S.A. 
 

aving come to the reluctant acceptance of the permanence of racism and the si-

multaneous liberation that acceptance has brought to my involvement in the 

struggle against racism,
*
 I have been asked often to indicate the reasons which 

lead me to the assumption of ñpermanence.ò Sometimes the questioner seems rooted in stubborn 

resistance, sometimes in puzzled inquiry, sometimes in defiant incredulity. The question begs both 

my mind and my heart for an answer. 

Three large categories of what seem to me to be factual observations become the headings 

under which I cluster my response to the question. Here is an outline of some reasons which lead 

me to conclude that racism is permanent in our nation. 

First there is massive ignorance about race/racism in white America. Andrew Hacker has 

said that every one of us could write a book about race. That is true. Almost everyone I meet 

regards themselves as an authority on race. That common assumption makes it doubly hard to 

make my point about ignorance. Yet the almost daily experience of talking with whites leads to a 

conviction that the lack of basic information is appalling. The ignorance of which I speak is never 

an excuse for inaction to end racism. In our society, ignorance is never an excuse; we are sur-

rounded by information sources which can provide understanding beyond our ability to act on it. 

The will to pursue the information is frequently lacking (thatôs my next point!); the willingness to 

act on what is known lags even behind the knowledge, but the vacuum of ñnot-knowingò remains 

real. 

When I consider evidence for the ñignorance,ò the questions and comments which have 

assaulted me almost daily for years flood my memory: 

 

- A distinguished professor of law wondering why I speak of African civilization, because 
he knows of none such! 

- Public debates about Affirmative Action by people who do not know about the history of 
what brought it into being. 

- The worn-out question asked about black people in particular, ñWhat do they want, any-
way?ò 

- Why do they destroy their own neighborhoods? (Asked after every riot of the century.) 

- What do Asians think about...? (Insert any topic you care to.)  

- Why all the complaints about Columbus? 

- Why canôt Hispanic people learn to speak English? 

- Donôt talk to me about slavery; that was hundreds of years ago! 
 

At this point, you can expand the illustrations to your own satisfaction. Then we could 

engage ourselves in a l-o-n-g discussion about whether the list is an illustration of ignorance or a 

more subtle form of psychological denial. The answer to that question will depend very much on 

the particular situation or persons involved. Still, at one level it seems to me often to be simple 

ignoranceðthere is a lot which many people do not know about race/racism in the United States. 

Apart from those who know but just donôt want to do anything, apart from those ñknowersò who 
                                                         
*
 See Seldonôs essay, ñOn the Permanence of Racism,ò October 1992. 
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are tricked by their own psyches, I am appalled by the numbers of people whose conversation is 

laced with not-knowing when it comes to race/racism. 

The educational job is MASSIVE, and needs addressing at every level where communi-

cation takes place in our society. Ignorance is never an excuse for inaction, but action based on 

ignorance will produce no good. The educational job will always leave HUGE vacuums of ig-

norance out of which will come actions which are not solutions, but which are barriers to change. 

Second, there is no sustained national will to end racism. Underline in your thoughts the 

words, ñsustained,ò ñnational,ò and ñwill.ò Dr. King said once that we are a ñseven-day nationò; 

his reference was to attention given by media to major events representing societal problems. 

Something cataclysmic is featured on the front pages or at the ñtopò of TV news for a couple of 

days, recedes to the inner pages, and then disappears about seven days later. My completely un-

scientific observations affirm that King was just about right. The attention span given to some of 

our major problems is measured in column inches and sound bites; racism seems particularly 

prone to this treatment. The ñcolor lineò emerged as the great problem of the twentieth century; the 

unresolved issue now projects itself into the new century. 

After the ñL.A. riotsò of last year, I spoke at a rally here in Boston. A ñcubò reporter sought 

me out, hoping that I would respond to her question about what would happen because of the rally 

with an assurance that there would be some real changes made. My answer, born in a history she 

did not understand, told her that the primary good which would result was that the people who 

came out in the rain would feel better. That was important-I asserted, but history taught me not to 

expect much else from rallies. Sustaining the energy and the concern that propels people to come 

ñoutò is never easy and, unfortunately, the attempt encounters the lack of will to address racism, 

even among well-intentioned people. 

During 1992, when we were organizing around Alternative Quincentenary efforts to 

de-mythologize Columbus, there were about seventy people involved in planning and actions; the 

ñfadò of that year-long ñmomentò dissipated shortly after October 12th, and only a few were left to 

continue the on-going struggle for indigenous rights. Staying power is minimal; absent is the will 

to engage in the long haul! 

To recognize the truth of the absence of a sustained national will to respond to racism is not 

defeatist; it is acknowledgment of reality, and can be the impetus to invigorated determination to 

continue the struggle. That determination engages the hard work to create that national will, to 

continue to hope in the face of hopelessness. 

You can complete this beginning list too. You will have instances from your own expe-

rience illustrating the failure of a sustained, national will. 

Third, the economic-political system which regulates our life in this nation is built on 

conserving principles, guided by controlling interests concerned to protect and extend a past which 

has served them well. The political system is designed to allow for change, but that change is 

managed by those dedicated to expansion of policies which clearly work for their benefit and 

profit, while believing or pretending that the system serves all people. That system has worked 

steadily to empower some and to impoverish others. Economic-class disparities flourish, and in 

that context racial divisions are created, exacerbated, and exploited. History teaches that clearly. 

Racist views and policies put into practice have built a nation on the backs and labor of 

enslaved Africans, of dispossessed indigenous peoples, of Asian, Latino, and European immigrant 

groups. That is not rhetoric, but demonstrable fact. In the context of that development we built race 

into the social compact in such a way that closed to groups of color avenues of escape and ad-

vancement available to whites. Progressive attempts to remove the barriers for people of color are 
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met with resistance and strategies to undermine and subvert every gain. We need only to watch 

what is happening to Affirmative Action, undertaken only a few short years ago as a conservative 

and modest step, now attacked both because it has worked for some and has not worked for others. 

Similar evidence is rooted in the history of progress and regression in our nation. There is little 

which makes me think that the future promises more than the past when it comes to race and 

racism. 

It is your turn now! If you agree, please add to my comments. If you disagree, say that too. 

If you think me wrong I hope you are right! Even better, I hope I live to see that day when you have 

proven me wrong, not in discussion, but in the places where ideas become reality. 
×  
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June 1993 

Some Characteristics of Anti -Racism 
 

here have been numerous times in recent years when I have become aware of the 

different ways in which people think about what it means to be ñanti-racist.ò The 

ways in which ñanti-racismò is described necessarily stem from oneôs view of 

racism, and since my view is one which is clearly not adopted by many people, I have often found 

myself in disagreement with what many call ñanti-racism.ò The issue has come to my con-

sciousness in specific ways. 

Several times in the past couple of years, I have had requests from people who want me to 

send them a list of organizations which I would call ñanti-racist.ò When that first request came I 

knew immediately that I was going to be in trouble because I would not want to include on my list 

a lot of organizations which clearly see themselves as ñanti-racist.ò The same kind of difficulty 

comes when I am asked to suggest whether or not individuals are anti-racist in the way they live. 

To help clarify my own views I have started to list some of what I look for when determining what 

characterizes anti-racism, in either an individual or an institution. What I share here is a beginning 

of that process. 

Probably what I look for most of all when I define anti-racism is some form of sustained 

action, the intent of which is to change a system or an institutional policy, practice, or procedure 

which has racist effects. For me this is a primary criterion for defining what constitutes an-

ti-racism; it is also the criteria which separates me from many others. It is born out of a conviction 

that racism is both deeply institutionalized and widely enculturated in the systems of our national 

life. Unless the presence of racism in those forms is addressed at some level, there is not an-

ti-racism. A person may be engaged in building authentic relationships with individuals of dif-

ferent races, may be consistent in educating people about prejudice, may be stalwart in resistance 

to discriminatory actions, but without action to bring about some systemic change, may not be 

fulfilling the needs of anti-racism. I will applaud and assist in the efforts to create authentic rela-

tionships, in the education against prejudice, and in the stance against discrimination. All of those 

things must be done by the anti-racist person. The other thing which is the most difficult for many 

people, and is frequently untouched: there is too often the failure to see or the lack of willingness to 

change the racism which is built into systems. It is there that the prejudice, the unauthentic per-

sonal relationships, and the discrimination find its support. Unless those support systems are 

changed, the full task of anti-racism is not addressed. 

At Community Change, we do work to help educate people about how prejudice functions 

in their lives and relationships; we do stand wherever we can against discrimination, and will 

always do so, circumscribed only by our limited resources. We do also identify systemic issues 

which in some way we can probe with an intention to bring about change. Because of our con-

viction that we must work on that level also in our anti-racism, we, for instance, cooperate with 

others in gathering data to be used in a national effort to eliminate government involvement in the 

harassment of black, elected officials. That is an issue reaching beyond prejudiced attitudes, 

though certainly prejudice is involved, going beyond poor interracial relations, even beyond dis-

criminatory acts, though both are involved, but encompassing institutional commitments to a racist 

status quo in which power is held by some and denied to others. Anyone familiar with the history 

of government agencies will understand how those institutional commitments often function to 

support racism. 

I emphasize the importance of addressing the institutional issues, because I find white 
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friends in particular frequently do not do so. It is necessary for the anti-racist who works in housing 

to be aware of how policies which appear quite harmless may in practice have racist effects, as, for 

instance, a restriction on numbers of children. As a stated preference that may sound all right, but if 

it is discovered that such a policy will limit housing opportunities for a racial group which statis-

tically has larger families than others, the anti-racist will become active to change that policy. 

Similarly, a person may be an administrator in a college with a stated commitment to ñdiversity.ò 

The college may sponsor multicultural events, underwrite support services for students of color, 

and revise curricula to include a spectrum of perspectives, but may still have a policy which limits 

the listing of certain courses in a catalog. If those courses are, for instance, in Black Studies, stu-

dent accessibility to them is made difficult. The result clearly may be racist. The anti-racist ad-

ministrator will document that effect, and move for a policy change. 

Action which focuses only on individual relationships, on attitudes, even simply on dis-

criminatory behaviors, will seldom address the institutional and systemic nature of racism. For 

those of us who want to be anti-racist, it is imperative that we address this larger level at which 

racism functions. 

Another dynamic I look for in anti-racism is the extent to which a person or an organization 

is involved in multi-racial efforts to combat racism. This becomes more complex as the demo-

graphy of our population assumes greater racial variety. I become daily more aware of the con-

tinued ways in which Native peoples, the ñoriginalò oppressed of our hemisphere, continue to 

experience oppression. I see a rapidly expanding presence of Asian peoples from vast areas of 

ocean and continents, greeted by xenophobia and racial hatred. I see people whose primary lan-

guage is Spanish, from a spectrum of nations and cultures, greeted by racial and linguistic preju-

dice. I daily see African-American concerns of three hundred years still not addressed. I see an-

ti-Semitism rooted in centuries of stupid stereotypes. As I witness the complexity of intra and 

inter-group relationships, it becomes clear that we must work in every way possible to unite all 

these groups with progressive whites in coalitions to create a new and more just common life. This 

is hard work, requiring a combination of patience, action, clarity of vision, eagerness to listen, 

willingness to risk new roles and relationships, and sheer determination to persevere in the face of 

harsh reality. 

I also look for a clear focus on racism, always in the context of a larger picture. The picture 

analogy is helpful to me; I think of a huge canvas which depicts all the forms of racism and other 

oppressions. That is an immense canvas which circles the earth. The patterns which various op-

pressions take, the dynamics which characterize them, and often the people victimized by them 

have much in common. All these forms of oppression need to be resisted, all need to be dimi-

nished, all need attention, BUT no one person, no single organization can give attention to all 

forms of oppression. Somewhere I learned that power comes from focused energy. So, I need to 

focus my attention, to focus my resources, to focus my energy in order to maximize any power I 

have. I have to choose some place to focus, while at the same time keeping the whole picture in my 

eye. So I look at the canvas, and say this is where I will focus my attention for me, and for 

Community Change that focus is on racism...but we must never forget that racism is part of a web 

of interconnected forces, all of which we must resist. Keep the whole in mind but focus on a place 

where you can gain enough knowledge, enough power to have some effect. Sounds like a version 

of ñthink globally, act locally!ò The anti-racist needs to nurture an awareness of the intercon-

needness of all oppressions, yet for the purposes of gaining effectiveness needs a clear focus for 

action. 

Tomorrow Iôll  probably want to add to this beginning, or maybe to start all over! Letôs keep 



 

 

 
 

[22] 

the discussion going. 
× 
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October 1994 

A Question for  Sal...ȰAmerican First ?ȱ 
 

e was a young man of Italian descent, a student in my class at Boston College. The 

class is gathered around the topic: The History and Development of Racism, and 

features a great deal of discussion between students as we look together at the 

broad sweep of racism in our history. Sal had been a vigorous discussant in that group, and it is 

clear from his level of participation that a lot was churning in his head and heart. So I was not 

surprised when he requested a chance to talk about his most recent paper. 

Salôs paper was titled AMERICA FIRST and it was, in part, an expression of his thought 

process through the semester, tracing what was happening in a turbulent time for him. Sal had 

come into the course without any strong sense of what it meant to be of Italian descent. As he heard 

other students articulating a vibrant meaning of their ethnic or racial background, Sal had begun to 

explore his Italian roots, and what he found was exciting to him. He began to say, ñIôm Italian 

American,ò but that designation did not feel comfortable on his lips, so he confronted himself in 

his paper to find out just what he did think and feel about his identity. 

AMERICA FIRST! was the answer to Salôs search! So that was the first title for his paper; 

still there was something wrong. AMERICA FIRST sounded a bit too much like an assertion that 

everything about his country had to be seen as superior to all other groups, and that was not what 

Sal meant. We talked about that and soon he decided that what he really wanted to say was 

AMERICAN FIRST! He wanted to put that ñAmericanò part of his identity at the core of ex-

pressing who he is. For Sal being an American was more important than being of Italian descent. 

We talked at some length, and Sal explained that he did not want to deny the importance of 

his Italian heritage, that he had indeed come to a rising, new sense of pride in that part of his 

identity, and he felt good about that. He did not want in any way to diminish that new-found im-

portance, nor did he want to seem to say to anyone else that their heritage was not important. But 

Sal was wrestling with another critical question. 

For Sal the question burning within him asked, ñin the midst of all this emphasis on ance-

stral heritage, where does the sense of unity come from for all of us who live together in the one 

nation?ò Sal was afraid that we might lose something of vital meaning as we strive to build a 

nation, if we emphasize too much our differences of background. So, for him, acknowledging the 

importance of being Italian had to be subservient to being AMERICAN. Hence, AMERICAN 

FIRST! He wanted to argue in class that we all adopt that same view and begin to probe together to 

find what was common in being AMERICAN. 

The question Sal raised is an important one. Here we are all together in the same land and, 

regardless of how we got here, how recently or how long ago we came, here we are, and we must 

work together to build a common-wealth, a nation. Isnôt it tragic, he reasoned, that we seem to find 

our unity only when we are at war, or in competition in the Olympics. For Sal the positive lesson to 

learn from the Olympics is the sense of pride he felt every time an AMERICAN did well in that 

competition. ñThat person is an AMERICAN, and that is great!ò Sal affirmed. Why canôt we seek 

that kind of unity in all phases of our common life? Put the AMERICAN part of our background 

first, he was saying, and then acknowledge any other heritage we want to, but being AMERICAN 

was of FIRST importance. 

Sal was obviously teaching himself; his questions and his answers were leading him into 

new explorations, explorations which were challenging him about the very role of his life in 

building a society. That was exciting and my job was simply to raise some other questions for him, 
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to assist his own challenging spirit. 

I knew that one question Sal was going to have to face was the extent to which he could ask 

others in our class to share his emphasis on AMERICAN FIRST. I wanted to affirm the search for 

commonness, and I tried to do that, but at the same time to suggest that everyone might not share 

his conviction that the answer was in AMERICAN FIRST. I was either not very clear or precise in 

raising the question, or Sal was so absorbed in the excitement of his own ñdiscoveryò that he could 

not hear my questions. So, I suggested that he try out his new theory in the next class session, to see 

what response it would get. 

During the next class session I was eager to hear what would happen in the discussion 

group where I was sure Sal would raise his concern. I got into the room as Sal was posing his 

question; he did it well, articulating an invitation to everyone to join him in an emphasis on the fact 

that we all exist in ñAmericaò and, therefore, ought to be primarily concerned with being 

ñAmerican,ò of finding together what that means as we build an ñAmericanò nation. It was a strong 

pleading, clearly motivated to seek what was good for all. Salôs whole being was in his words, 

articulated with passion and hope. I waited to hear the response. 

A young, African American man, leaning and listening, was ready with his reply. ñThatôs 

all very nice...I agree with what you want to achieve...I want to get to that sense of common unity 

too...but being ñAmericanò does not ñdo itò for me...Youôve got to recognize what the ñAmericanò 

business means to me...I canôt ñbuy intoòñ that!...Weôve read that history together, and being 

ñAmericanò to me means enslavement, and segregation, and discrimination...It doesnôt mean to 

me what it means to you...Thatôs true of our history, and it is true of our lives today. Iôm not treated 

the same as you are treated in lots of situations today so donôt expect me to claim to be ñAmericanò 

FIRST...I canôt do it!ò 

It was calmly but forcefully stated, and then affirmed by yet another African American 

student. There was continuing exchange for a few minutes, during which a part of our history came 

very much alive once again. 

Frederick Douglass and his 1852 Fourth of July Oration were there in that classroom! After 

acknowledging the greatness of the occasion and the importance of the Declaration of Indepen-

dence for those assembled to celebrate it, Douglass asked, 

 

What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? 

Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice embodied in 

that Declaration of Independence extended to us? And am I, therefore, called 

upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits 

and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your independence 

to us?...I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included 

within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence only reveals 

the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this day, re-

joice, are not enjoyed in common. The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, pros-

perity, and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by 

me...This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. 

 

Sal, we cannot expect many African Americans, or many others who have lived lives li-

mited by prejudice, discrimination, and racism, and who continue to confront limited opportuni-

ties, to be quick to claim an identity as ñAmericanò with the fervor you feel. 

I yearn too for the sense of common identity you seek, but that toward which we build must 
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be built by all of us together. Maybe you and I need to listen to the present-day Frederick Doug-

lasses and invite a dialogue in which that new identity and unity will truly belong to and emerge 

from the whole. Iôm ready for that move, Sal, and I think you are too. Letôs begin by continuing the 

dialogue you started in class.  
× 
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December 1986 

ȰLeft -Overȱ From the Sixties 
 

arly in the decade it was said that those of us who were active during the ó60ôs and 

still continue the same activities today, are ñleft-overs,ò ñhangers-on,ò out of touch 

with present reality, to be pitied more than scorned, because our efforts were futile. 

All of that critique was negative stuff to absorb, and then along came Clarence Pendleton to 

call us ñnew racists!ò Racism does take new forms today, but letôs not put all the old activists into 

a useless category. We donôt need any ñnewò racists, because weôve still got plenty of the ñoldò 

ones hanging on and around! So I quickly dispensed with that bit of demagoguery. 

As far as being called a ñleft-overò from the sixties, Iôve decided to claim that title gladly! 

It reminds me that some very good things did happen in the sixties, and some of those things still 

need to happen today. It reminds me that we need some ñsixties-left-oversò precisely because there 

is still a lot of racism also ñleft-over.ò 

The racism that is ñleft-overò is not only ñleft-overò from the 1960ôs, but from the 1860ôs, 

the 1760ôs, and the 1660ôs at least. So you see the genesis of my thought is much more antique than 

the name-callers realized. The agenda that is ñleft-overò for this nation is an historic one. Racism is 

ñleft- overò because weôve never yet really dealt with it as a nation and as a people. 

Racism is ñleft-overò from the 1960ôs. There were advances in voting rights, but 

ñleft-overò racism means that those advances must be vigorously guarded or they are quickly 

eroded by administrative or legislative acts. There were advances in employment for people of 

color, but ñleft-overò racism has found ways to subvert those advances and to keep a defined place 

at the top of most everything for whites only. There were advances in access to education, but 

ñleft-overò racism means that today decreasing percentages of students of color on our campuses 

are subjected to verbal, physical, and psychic abuse. There were advances in the sixties in some 

parts of the criminal justice system, but ñleft-overò racism today reinstitutes a death penalty which, 

by virtue of the way the whole system functions, is bound to be discriminatory toward people of 

color particularly and poor people generally. Myrdalôs warning that race was this nationôs primary 

problem predated the sixties, but it remains to remind us that there is a great ñleft-overò agenda 

indicating an inability or unwillingness to dig at the roots of the problem: racism. 

Racism is ñleft-overò from the 1860ôs. Racism was ñleft-overò in large doses by the failure 

of the nation to enforce the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments which came so rapidly after the Civil 

War. Racism was ñleft-overò when President after President in those late decades of the last 

century treated the problem primarily as a political one rather than as a moral one, and proceeded 

with caution rather than conviction. Racism was ñleft-overò when ñstatesô rightsò was given 

priority over the right of newly freed citizens. ñLeft-overò racism occurred when we invented new 

post-Reconstruction ways to control the formerly enslaved Africans. It happened too when we 

decided as a nation first to exploit and then later to exclude Asian people. The nation had an op-

portunity to ñReconstructò the dream, but it fell flat on its collective white face. Racism was 

ñleft-over.ò 

Racism is ñleft-overò from the 1760ôs. Racism was a ñleft-overò after the founding of our 

nation. It was ñleft-overò when references to it were deleted from the Declaration of Independence. 

It was ñleft-overò when our founders postponed an end of the slave trade in the wording of the 

Constitution, and also defined the enslaved Africans as each one ñthree-fifthsò of a person. 

Washington, Jefferson, Madison, and other great leaders of the time knew that we were postponing 

something which would finally come back to haunt us, but they chose to ñleave it over.ò The 18th 
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century also gave birth to ñscientificò studies called phrenology and physiognomy, classifying 

people by facial angles and skull measurements; even when investigators denied any racial ap-

plications for their findings, they were frequently used in the new colonies to buttress assumptions 

of white superiority. The ñleft-oversò from those studies became a racist legacy in anthropology 

for years, and still live in many hearts and minds today. 

Racism is ñleft-overò from the 1660ôs. By this time in our history slavery was rapidly 

becoming institutionalized; indentured servanthood was being replaced by a more permanent 

ñarrangement.ò We had decided that enslaving native peoples was not going to work, so we pro-

ceeded on a course of driving them from their land, alternated with various forms of cultural ge-

nocide. Africans were better candidates for slavery, so on their backs we built a nation, and the 

economy of both North and South became dependent upon the ñpeculiar institution.ò There were 

people in the fledgling land who knew then that we were wrong-headed morally and economically, 

but as a new people we nurtured the evil thing, and racism grew as a cancer in the body politic. It 

was ñleft-over.ò 

The ñleft-oversò are abundant. Every time in our history when we have failed to deal with 

racism, it has been ñleft-over.ò ñLeft-overò for the next generation to take care of; ñleft-overò for 

some laissez-faire doctrine to work out; ñleft-overò on the assumption that human beneficence 

would simply allow the ugly monster to wither away and die of its own accord. 

Racism does not die by itself. Untreated it will flourish and grow. It will always be 

ñleft-overò until the day when we make sure that there is nothing there to be ñleft-over!ò 

Because racism is ñleft-overò from the past, it is good to have some ñleft-overò and new 

anti-racist activists on the scene. For one, I am ñleft-overò from the sixties, and proud! Iôm going to 

keep reminding myself and others that until we determine to uproot racism in some massive and 

foundational ways, it will continue to be ñleft-over.ò 
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March 1990 

The Roots and Fruits of White Fear  
 

ear has been asserted by many over the years as a dominant dynamic in race rela-

tions. It is a truism to say that people often fear what or who they do not know. An 

attempt to overcome that fear of the unknown is one rationale behind the myriad of 

programs which are organized to bring people together across racial lines, engaging them in dis-

cussion, play and other common pursuits. Getting to know the other person or group is often an 

important way to overcome the fear which accompanies ñnot knowing.ò 

There is also evidence that getting to know the personal and group differences does not 

always eliminate fear; sometimes the process of ñgetting to knowò results in confirming previously 

held stereotypes; then separation and fear deepen. Whatever the outcome, the experience under-

lines the fact that fear is a strong motivating factor in racism. 

Once several years ago I was reading a book in which a black writer commented that white 

fear of blacks was the fundamental dynamic of racism. That seemed to me to be an extreme em-

phasis, and my first impulse was to discard that idea, chalk it up to some sort of oversensitivity. 

Still, the suggestion began to ñburnò in my mind! I knew this writer and had profound respect for 

his ideas, informed by a life experience dedicated to combating racism. So, I phoned him. Did he 

really mean to say quite that baldly that fear was at the very roots of racism, that it was in fact the 

fundamental dynamic? 

My question must have sounded rather stupid. This was a writer whose profession de-

manded that he use language very carefully, that he craft every sentence to say precisely what he 

meant here I was asking if he really meant what he said! 

The answer was an equally clear and concise restatement of his claim. My incredulity 

seemed to be the only thing in question. A patient phone discussion pushed my thoughts to con-

template my friendôs comment, a process continued even now, as I explore the depth of white fear 

toward people and communities of color. 

In Boston, during the late fall and early winter of ó89 we saw an incredible example of the 

fear dynamic. A white suburban couple in their car after leaving a Boston hospital, were robbed, 

then forced to drive the car to an area close to a predominantly black area, where they were both 

shot, the pregnant woman fatally, her husband wounded in the stomach. The assailant was said to 

be a black man. Most of the nation knows that eventually it became clear that the husband himself, 

now a suicide, is the alleged murderer. Aside from what investigation may eventually prove, the 

ñfear-fullò response of much of the city and its metropolitan area is a demonstration of the power 
of the dynamic of fear. 

Hysteria is a word which might easily characterize much of the response to the allegation 

that this white suburban couple had been attacked in the city by a black male. Government offi-

cials, police, electronic and print media responded in shock, horror, and outrage. In offices, on 

subway cars, in coffee shops, theater lines, wherever people met, it was the subject of conversation 

for weeks. There was for the most part a quick acceptance of the allegation that a black man had 

perpetrated the heinous act. The fear that both produced and was generated by the accusation 

moved through the air with electric speed and power. The instant, area-wide fear expressed toward 

the black community in general, set my heart wondering. 

In a reflective mood, I remember some of the roots of racial fear on the parts of whites, with 

evidence from my personal experience and from history: 

- The fear reflected in the eyes of those white ñhate staresò during demonstrations of the 
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Civil Rights Movement. 

- The fear which characterized much of the white response to Malcolm X, and to the 
Black Panthers, both of whom explicitly said they would not initiate violence, but 

would respond to violence with violence. 

- The fear which the óSlack Powerò emphasis sent into the hearts of much of white 

America 

- The fear of having blacks and other people of color move into a ñwhiteò neighborhood, 
expressed in terms of concern for personal safety and/or property values 

- The fear of school desegregation programs 

- The fear that Affirmative Action might mean a ñlowering of standardsò as people of 
color come into the workplace 

- The fear of interracial marriages, which in the early part of this century was characte-

rized by the comment among whites, ñyou wouldnôt want your daughter to marry one,ò 

which was somehow supposed to terminate any discussion about integration. 

- Underlying the white concern about the ñblack tableò in the cafeteria of every college I 
have visited, is a basic fear that someone might be doing something in secret which 

cannot be controlled by whites. 

- The fear which many black people report seeing in the eyes of whites they pass on 
crowded streets, or who close the windows in cars next to them 

- The consistent fear expressed among suburban whites of going into the ñinner cityò for 

meetings; I have seen numerous meetings moved from sites scheduled in the city, be-

cause suburban people ñjust wonôt come.ò 

- The fear of insurrection by enslaved Africans during antebellum days, dominated by 
slave codes, night patrols, drivers, overseers, supervision of black gatherings for 

worship, and other organized intimidation 

Much of the above is a recollection of things from my personal experience, but the dy-

namics behind each of those have an origin which can be specifically traced in our national history. 

The references to the period of slavery and the fear of insurrection are known to anyone who has 

done a serious study of that ñpeculiar institution.ò Less known probably are the roots of the sub-

urban suspicion of the city. 

In his book, Toward the Final Solution: A History of European Racism, George L. Mosse 

traces some of the origins of notions which are contributory to the suburban-urban fear dynamic. 

Arising from the Pietism of the eighteenth century, sometimes intersecting with ideas from the 

Enlightenment, was a glorification of the peasant and of rural life. The natural world was thought 

to symbolize the emotions; plants and animals exemplified legends and myths, and symbols were 

often related to nature, all of which was seen as the work of God. The rural life, in affinity with the 

seasonal rhythms of nature gradually became viewed as the more desirable environment for human 

development. A corollary argument led to a deepening suspicion of city life and thus the city. The 

historical line from the eighteenth century finds its outcome in todayôs generalized fear of the city. 

Too often that fear is accompanied by assumptions that areas outside of the urban centers are 

superior places for living and raising a family. 

The evidence is easy to see; the fruits of fear are too clear. Tracing some of the roots in the 

history of our nation helps to illuminate the depth of the enculturated fear that is almost a part of 

the air we breathe. It helps to explain the extraordinary and immediate mass response to the Stuart 

case here in Boston. Moving through and beyond that massive cultural dose of fear is the next, 

harder step. Analysis is the easy step; next come the steps each must take toward community 
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relationships liberated from the bonds of fear. 

Perhaps one first step is simply to acknowledge that the fear is there, that it dominates en-

tirely too much of our life and responses to events. Next comes the determination to be free from 

the forces which create fear and the resulting divisions in our society. That will be a GIANT step, 

for all humankind. 
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January 1992 

Notes from a Mis -Educated White Man  
 

 am an educated man. 

I went twelve years to school and graduated from high school. 

I am an educated man. 

I went to college for two years, before going to World War II. 

I am an educated man. 

I went to college for three years, and graduated, after World War II. 

I am an educated man. 

I went to graduate school for four years, and graduated. 

I am an educated man. 

In all that ñeducationò I was told little about African Americans, most of it wrong. 

In all that ñeducationò no one ever asked me to read a book by an African American author. 

The most I learned about enslaved African people during those years was that they were 

ñhappy,ò passive, and loved their masters (à la Samuel Eliot Morrison.) 

I was not taught that our national economy was built on the backs of enslaved African men 

and women. 

I was not taught that the religion I loved condoned and, at times, inspired the enslavement 

of blacks. 

I was not told that it was absurd and arrogant for the Pope and the Kings of Spain and 

Portugal to assume that they had the right to divide the world between the two countries. 

I was not told that many years before Columbus African people had come to this hemis-

phere. 

I was not taught that the coming of Columbus to these shores was the beginning of geno-

cide for Arawaks, other native peoples, and slavery for African people in this hemisphere. 

I was not taught that for thousands of years before Columbus there were flourishing so-

cieties, with elaborate ways of relating, governing, living, and surviving in this hemisphere. 

No one explained to me the existence and growth in Europe of anti-black attitudes, prior to 

the explorations into this part of the world. 

No one described to me how those old European attitudes got translated into the decisions 

to enslave African people here. 

No one told me of the heroic and steady resistance by African people to their enslavement.  

No one told me of the ways in which countless laws in our colonies denied the value of 

African lives. 

No one told me that most of our admired Founding Fathers believed African people to be 

inferior to whites. 

I was not taught that the original Constitution of the United States had written into it as-

sumptions of white superiority. 

I was not taught that most white Abolitionists believed in white superiority. 

I was not taught about the continuing discrimination practiced legally against African 

people for three centuries, continued in more subtle forms today. 

I was not taught about the amazing tenacity with which African peoples struggled to 

maintain their culture in spite of enslavement. 

I was not taught about the ways in which ñmyò government was involved in the willful 

neglect of black health, for instance, in the Tuskegee syphilis experiment, nor how that neglect 
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continues today in policies which watch black infants die at a rate far greater than whites. 

I was not taught that the unemployment rate of blacks has for years been almost double that 

of whites, and no one seems much concerned to correct that institutionalized discrepancy. 

No one told me about the campaigns of some branches of ñmyò government to undermine 

black leadership, instanced by the FBIôs conspiracy against Dr. King, or by alleged, continued 

harassment of black elected officials today. 

No one in all those years of ñeducationò told me about the persistent ways in which many 

of the systems of my society arc infected with both personal prejudice and institutional ñtiltsò 

which deny African Americans equal access to goods, services, and resources. 

No one explained how subtle but pervasive anti-Black prejudice often drains the energies 

of African American people into simply coping, thus diminishing their abilities to perform in the 

academic or professional world. 

No one told me that I, as a white male, had some obligation and ought to take a role in 

amending the wrongs of the past, and in creating a present/future which is more racially just. 

No one told me that ofttimes what is ñwrongò is not in the Black community, or in Black 

individuals, but in the heads, hearts, and habits of white people. 

No one told me of the differences between prejudice, discrimination, and systemic racism, 

nor did they explain how those differences affect the ways I work for racial justice.  

Am I an educated man? 

I am trying to become such; every correction of the untruths suggested above, every empty 

space filled, has had to come from personal effort, from reading, from observing, from conversa-

tion with trusted friends. The educational systems methodically mis-educated me! That process of 

mis-education applies equally to my ignorance about other groups of people of color, and indeed 

of many white ethnic groups other than my own. Correcting that will be an on-going process for 

the rest of my life; at the cost of time, energy and emotion I cannot measure. 

So I have watched through the years as the emphasis on African American history has 

expanded in our schools and other institutions, and I give thanks for it. African-American History 

Month is just one opportunity to educate people more fully, more honestly. That is a good ñthinkò 

for us all. 
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July 1992 

Where Will You Be in Ȭ93? 
 

1992 approached with announcements from official bodies of plans to celebrate the 

Quincentennial of the date when Columbus set foot on an island in the Caribbean. It was clear that 

the year would be crowded with expensive, lavishly-orchestrated events. In true entrepreneurial 

spirit, corporate entities and ad agencies began using themes of ñdiscoveryò to sell their products. 

Then came the counter-campaigns. Indigenous groups united in anger, naming the begin-

ning of genocide and racism in our hemisphere as the true legacy of Columbus, and announcing 

that they would use the occasion to celebrate 500 years of resistance to oppression. Activists from 

a spectrum of groups joined in coalitions, progressive cartoonists portrayed the political truth, 

historians set the record straight, and individuals joined the cry for an Alternative Quincentenary. 

Four months into the year came the Rodney King trial, the verdict, and the uprisings of 

protest. Our phones rang and our doors opened to people who had found new motivation to re-

spond to such blatant racism. Many were asking questions such as ñWhat can I do? How can I get 

involved? Where should I begin? What group shall I work with?ò  

Responding to the questions of what to do is not as easy as one would like it to be. The 

levels of acquaintance with the issues among the newly-motivated are different, the place for each 

person to begin is not nearly as clear as you might think, and the depth of the motivation is often 

muddy. So I try to reply with sensitivity both to the questioner and to the questions. Finding the 

time and energy to adequately respond leaves me frequently feeling frustrated, wondering how to 

better use the opportunity. 

One of the nagging questions I find beating in my heart when approached by someone who 

wonders what to ñdoò is, ñWhere will you be in ó93?ò Usually I stifle the question before it be-

comes audible, because it is my job to encourage motivation, to help find the place for people to 

become involved. Still, the question lingers... 

Where will you be in ó93? or in 2003? Or, for that matter, in 2013? I ask out of the expe-

rience of watching people come to the issues, stay briefly, then disappear from the movement. I ask 

it not in arrogance, and I always address it to myself first. ñWhere will I be...? Where will we be...? 

Where will you be in ó93?ò 

My question is rooted in a conviction about the intransigence of the problems of social 

injustice. What began in our hemisphere in 1492 is deeply enculturated, institutionalized, and 

systematized in this nation, particularly in white heads and hearts. It is not going to fade quickly. 

There are no ñfixesò for an immediate tomorrow. There are no easy answers about what to ñdoò 

absent a dedication to the long haul from the questioner. 

So, where will you be in 1993? Experience leads me to an expectation that many of those 

who crowd to be involved in 1992 Alternative Quincentenary actions will be absent from the scene 

in ó93. The issues that dominate the concerns of native peoples will still be with us. James Bay, 

Leonard Peltier, re-naming Columbus Day, issues of land rights, public stereotyping of native 

peoples, desecrations of native burial grounds, curriculum revisions about Indians, revision of 

traditional historical lies about native Peoples - all will need constant attention way beyond 1992. 

The need for folks to organize, mobilize and become active will continue. Where will you (I) be 

when called for action then? 

In a recent conversation with a native person whom I greatly respect, he said he has lots of 

ideas about what to do to continue the momentum of 1992. His fear also is that most people active 

now may not be active next year. That fear is not born of unfounded cynicism, but in the reality of 
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how few of us have been involved in the struggles of native peoples in the past. The sudden at-

tention ofô ó92 is welcome, but the challenge now is to maintain the momentum. 

The issues rooted in racism today will be with us. Increased hate crimes, the failure of our 

major systems to deliver health care, jobs, education, housing, and justice for people of color, the 

challenges to bilingual and multi-cultural education, the harassment of black officials, the attacks 

on the modest programs of affirmative action -- these and more point us to concerns about racism. 

In a talk recently with one fine young man who approached me about what he could do, I 

outlined a number of places for him to take action. He seemed interested, and as he left my office 

he asked me to give him a call. ñNo,ò I said, ñYou call me. I want to know how motivated you 

really are. If after our talk today, you are not even ready to take the initiative of a phone call, then 

Iôm sure not going to follow-up. When youôre ready, Iôm ready. The next move is up to you!ò 

That might have been harsh, perhaps even arrogant, and possibly dead wrong. Still, it puts 

the issue clearly on the line. The challenge ofô ó92 is about our staying power. Where will we be in 

ó93? 
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April 1993 

Self -Interest for White Anti -Racists 
 

ecently in a class I teach at Boston College, I observed a young African American 

woman speak firmly and eloquently about her anger in the face of racism; in that 

context she challenged white students to be angry also. One of the women asked, 

ñWhat should I do, as a white?ò The answer was quick: ñI canôt tell you what you should do...Iôm 

not white...but do something!ò A continuing exchange was punctuated by a plea for the white 

students to become active against racism, to do something, and to do it because racism simply is 

not right. ñIt is not just; canôt you see that! Do something,ò was the urgent theme. 

As I watched the young whites in the class struggle to find how to become active an-

ti-racists, I felt also their need to discover a motivation, something that would move them to act. 

Reflecting on that exchange took my thoughts to another time, when I worked with other 

whites to identify a motive for anti-racist involvement. 

About twenty-five years ago when I first became fully active in the anti-racist movement, a 

common discussion among whites centered in sharing our motivations for working against racism. 

I often stated my motivation in terms of wanting to see ñjustice.ò Most others said this was too 

vague and ethereal; it never seemed that to me, since I could see the practical effects of injustice 

every day. Still, I understood the discomfort which others felt, and wanted to respond to what most 

of my colleagues articulated as a concern rooted in white self-interest. 

Much of the concern to identify the self-interest which might motivate white anti-racists 

comes from a desire to avoid the paternalism which so often accompanies a concern to ñhelpò 

people of color. I wanted to avoid that also, and was as eager as others not to fall into the trap of 

simply appearing to be a kind of white savior, working to release people of color from their state. 

So we began to look for reasons why anti-racism would benefit whites, and would therefore be in 

our self-interest. 

Most of my friends thought that white self-interest would provide a more authentic moti-

vation than ñhelpingò or seeking ñjustice.ò Yet I was never completely at home with the 

self-interest focus. It seemed just as logical for me to say that continuing racism was as much in my 

ñwhiteò interest as being anti-racist. In the short run of history, racism works very much for my 

advantage as a white male. From that point of view it could be argued that my self-interest would 

be better invested in keeping things as they are. 

The long run would more easily entertain arguments about the self-interest of white people. 

Still, the idea of white self-interest as the primary motivation for anti-racism did not go down well! 

My motivation was, and still is, rooted in a concern for justice. It still does not seem ethereal or 

vague to me. It takes little to whip up a lot of motivating anger around that concern. 

Today I work at Community Change, with a consciously-articulated focus on the need for 

white people and white-controlled institutions to change significantly the racism which prevails. 

Racism is unjust; it is simply wrong, and wrong because of what it does to people. With that ar-

ticulated point of view, I know clearly what has troubled me about rooting anti-racist motivations 

in what is called white self-interest. 

History helps me to understand the dangers in anti-racism which focuses on the negative 

effects of racism on whites, and subsequently on the benefits of anti-racism for whites. I caution 

against making white self-interest a primary focus of anti-racism. 

Thomas Jefferson illustrates the reason for my caution. He was confused when it came to 

his feelings about both the institution of slavery and those whom it enslaved. He declared all 
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ñmenò to be created equal, yet he believed whites to be superior to African people. He knew that to 

enslave another person was wrong, but he was a slave-holder. Confronting this terrible contra-

diction in his own head and heart, he wrote about what was wrong with slavery. In his writing he 

expressed his concern for his self-interest as a white man, and showed less concern about what 

enslavement did to the enslaved Africans. 

Jefferson was mainly concerned about the fact that white children would see their slave-

holding parents and neighbors doing something which was manifestly wrong, and, witnessing this 

daily exercise in tyranny, they would be ñstamped by it with odious peculiarities.ò He went on to 

express a concern that white morals would be depraved, leading then to the destruction of ñin-

dustryò among whites. He ñtrembledò when he thought of Godôs justice, knowing that ñhis justice 

will not sleep forever.ò That ñtremblingò was in the context of Jeffersonôs fear of slave rebellion, 

which he knew would bring death to whites and destruction to the white system of slavery. As a 

white, there was much articulated self-interest in Jefferson, but that self-interest did not lead him to 

end a racist system. Then there were white abolitionists; memory of them stirs me with respect and 

admiration. Yet when they were motivated by white self-interest they were weakest and least 

effective. Some wanted to end slavery as a way to rid the nation of the slaves. Thus they supported 

the Colonization movement which proposed to send freed, former slaves out of the country. The 

concern was not rooted in the system of enslavement and its affect on Africans. Rather, the Co-

lonizationists were convinced that the two races were not equal and could never get along; 

therefore, it was best to release and remove the Africans. Clearly a motivation of white 

self-interest; just as clearly, racist. Other white Abolitionists simply wanted to get rid of a bad 

system, which in the long run was not economically viable and was poisoning the nation. White 

interest surely, but hard to call anti-racist! 

Among the religious people, white self-interest led to two dominant stances in regard to 

slavery. Some religious leaders were eager to convert enslaved people to Christianity, insuring the 

slave owners that the new state of baptism would make their slaves more docile and obedient 

ñservants.ò That would increase the number of people on the role of church-members, each a kind 

of ñnotch in the beltò of soul savers! Clearly that was a matter of white self-interest! There was no 

need to worry that the new state of ñgraceò would change the status of the enslaved converts. They 

would remain slaves! The interest of white owners was served! Other white religious Abolitionists 

urged Christian slave owners to free their slaves, and wanted churches to take a stand against 

slavery because in each case it would remove the stain of an immoral system from the perpetrators 

of the system. Neither guilt nor taint was good, so get rid of both. Again, the concern was for the 

slave-owner rather than the enslaved, a matter of white self-interest; also, fundamentally racist in 

view and effect. 

Forrest Woodôs lengthy discussion of the role of many churches led him to conclude: 

ñEternal truths notwithstanding, when it came to matters involving racial issues, Christianityôs 

readiness to accommodate secular interests was second to none. The only truth that was eternal 

was the truth of self-interest.ò
*
 

So history teaches me to be cautious whenever anyone puts a primary motivation for an-

ti-racism into the context of white self-interest. It is much too easy for that white self-interest to 

undermine anti-racism. White self-interest often belies a naive view of the insidious propensity of 

racism to leave white self-interest mired in white self-interest. White self-interest too often be-

comes stalled in concern for whites, and may never move beyond that. When that happens, racism 

gets its way. 

                                                         
*
 Wood, Forest G., The Arrogance of Faith, Knopf, 1990, page 338. 
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Others may argue that my concern for justice is not a solid grounding for anti-racism, 

fraught with its perils for the actual work. Help me to be aware of those, and Iôll try to keep you 

ñhonestò about white self-interest. 
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December 1993 

Heroes of Democracy in the Twentieth Century  
 

n the waning years of the twentieth century it is time to recognize the significance of 

the Civil Rights Movement as a major contribution to democracy. It was Vincent 

Harding whom I first heard say that the Civil Rights Movement was about democracy. 

In the on-going process of building a democracy, that Movement which dominated so much of the 

middle part of our century has played a crucial role. 

There cannot be democracy in a society which does not value all its peoples; that I heard 

recently from Mel King, a highly respected African American here in Boston. That is one of those 

self-evident truths, which sometimes I do not ñseeò until someone like Mel King brings it to my 

attention. 

From that truth a quick look at our history makes it clear that the nation which was estab-

lished by the Constitution of the United States of America was not a democracy. Our nation was 

founded on a contradiction which asserted equality and at the same time established a social con-

tract in which African people were enslaved, in which Native peoples were regarded as savage 

barriers to development, into which women were not invited, and which protected the rights of 

those who owned property over those who did not. Until that fundamental contradiction is resolved 

and the reality of life in our homes, on our streets, and in the institutions of society values all 

people, we will not be a democracy. The Civil Rights Movement insisted that Black people were to 

be valued and respected as full and equal citizens. To claim and win that for any group of people is 

a ñmovementò toward democracy. 

The Civil Rights Movement emerged from the wounded and proud hearts of Black 

Americans, and they confronted our nation with a truth which demanded action, nudging us closer 

to equality and democracy. The recognized leaders of the Civil Rights Movement rode the 

shoulders of many who in previous years struggled, labored, and risked both in quiet dignity and 

shouted protest to call us to account. 

To begin to name those heroes of the twentieth century would inevitably leave out many; 

any list would focus only on the recognized ñleadersò and I do not want to do that. There were 

thousands of others giving life to the ñmovement;ò while they may be lost in the footnotes of 

history, it is they who were the movement. I want to acknowledge my debt to them all. 

The movement reaches far back into the beginnings of the century. It is an evolving con-

sciousness among Black people reflecting an ever-growing anger with the ñlotò assigned to them 

in American life, followed closely by a determination to effect change, backboned by the dignity 

of racial pride. The early years of the century made clear that separation and unequal treatment was 

to be the style of the ñdemocracyò Blacks would experience. Came the First World War and an 

expanded consciousness of a world-wide connection with Black and other peoples of color, and 

with it the conviction that in a world now supposedly ñsafe for democracy,ò this nation was no 

longer ñsafe for hypocrisy.ò 

The awakening consciousness was fanned by the Black Renaissance, led by a remarkable 

chorus of Black writers, musicians, and performing artists whose lives spoke the prophetic words 

of truth about justice, equality, and democracy. Political activism called upon the national powers 

to do justly, while at the same time exhorting the Black community to save itself. Gradually there 

emerged the great mass which became the Civil Rights Movement, led across the land by giants of 

determination, persistence, and moral power. 

Backsliding there has been surely, and it will continue in the face of a reluctant majority of 
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the nation, sometimes supported by, often manipulated by powerful forces of the status quo. On 

the eve of the new century we move with a vision of the democracy we want to build; that vision is 

shared by countless numbers of people representing oppressed groups of varied description, 

building on and working from the base of the Civil Rights Movement. If we still want that de-

mocracy we have looked for, we must regain the spirit, the conviction, the moral courage of the 

Civil Rights Movement. There can be no higher calling or mission for our nation. 

A few weeks ago at a conference of The Black Educational Movement in Boston, I listened 

to reflections from people who had given leadership to the events which brought the desegregation 

of the Boston schools. It was a re-counting of a local movement towards democracy; many of the 

stories told reminded me of the consistent courage which characterized those efforts. One state-

ment took on special meaning for me, and becomes the focus of this essay. Elma Lewis, a res-

pected, even revered Black leader of Boston, commented on her conviction that when the history 

of this century is written it will be finally said that Black people were its heroes. Her thought 

settled into my being, and linked with Vincent Harding and Mel King becomes this expression of 

gratitude for the heroes of democracy in this century. 

Those are easy words to write; the task now is to make gratitude vibrant in the works of 

every day. 
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January 1995 

Speak Now Against the Day 
 

or a Christmas gift a son and his wife sent me a book which has quickly become a 

treasure. Speak Now Against the Day by John Egerton bears a subtitle: The Gener-

ation Before the Civil Rights Movement in the South. It is the story of men and 

women of the South who spoke and worked against the development of segregation as a way of 

life which they knew to be destroying both the South and the idea of equality. This is a story that 

has not been told before in detail from the perspective Egerton brings. For me it brings a call to 

action directed very much to our present time. The context for that call comes from Egertonôs use 

of the words of William Faulkner, in 1955: 

We speak now against the day when our Southern people who will resist to the last these 

inevitable changes in social relations, when they have been forced to accept what they at one time 

might have accepted with dignity and good will, say, ñWhy didnôt someone tell us this before? Tell 

us this in time!ò 

Faulkner was speaking at a meeting of the Southern Historical Association in Memphis, at 

a dinner where Benjamin Mays was also a featured speaker. It was the year after the Supreme 

Court decision pointed a clear way toward the end of segregation. The South had almost un-

animously rejected that decision; most leaders from every segment of that society spoke against 

the decision and spent creative energy devising ways to avoid its implementation. With assurance 

that the execution of the Court order was impossible, that it would never be effected, the South dug 

in for long-term resistance. This meeting was called to discuss both the decision and the resistance. 

In that context Faulkner warned against the repetition of mistakes of the past: ñWe accept insult 

and contumely and the risk of violence because we will not sit quietly by and see our native land, 

the South, not just Mississippi but all the South, wreck and ruin itself twice in less than a hundred 

years over the Negro question.ò Then he went on to call for ñspeaking against the day.ò 

If resistance continued Faulkner knew that the day would come when people of the South 

would realize the 1954 decision had provided them an opportunity to reconstruct their society; 

they would recognize the error of resistance and would then look to their neighbors with the 

question, ñWhy didnôt someone tell us this before?ò 

Faulkner called for people to ñspeak against that day,ò and to speak against the day of re-

sistance. Those who know Faulkner better than I are often very critical of his own failure to use the 

enormous prestige he enjoyed to ñspeak outò as vigorously as they wish he had. Without engaging 

that argument I want to take into my own heart the call from Faulkner: 

Speak Now Against the Day! 

That is the call which comes from Faulkner, through John Egerton, now to me and to you. 

Speak Now Against the Day when politicians direct the anger of middle class voters 

downward toward welfare recipients, those with the least power to defend themselves. 

Speak Now Against the Day in which crime invokes more punishment and prisons than 

prevention. 

Speak Now Against the Day when frustration seeks scapegoats in new immigrants who are 

not white, have little money, and whose first language is not English. 

Speak Now Against the Day when wealth is encouraged to prosper while poverty is blamed 

on those who are poor. 

Speak Now Against the Day when an increasingly white suburban population avoids in-

volvement with urban life, and responsibility for urban development. 
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Speak Now Against the Day when ñFar Righteousò religious leaders distort the Christian 

faith to engineer their personal, political, often racist visions. 

Speak Now Against the Day when young Black men are to be found more frequently be-

hind prison bars than college desks. 

Speak Now Against the Day when artists are denied the support which encourages their 

creative contributions to the progressive movement of society. 

Speak Now Against the Day when the President fails to extend clemency to Leonard Pel-

tier, allowing him to languish in prison convicted of a crime still not proved. 

Speak Now Against the Day when many join the insane clamor which asks that the state kill 

in order to prove that killing is wrong. 

Speak Now Against the Day when our nation rests easily with a disproportionately high 

infant death rate among Black babies. 

Speak Now Against the Day when too many accept the decades-old pattern which main-

tains an unemployment rate for people of color at least twice as high as it is among whites. 

That is a good call to attention! Letôs not let the hour pass quickly to a day when we sud-

denly wake up to see how we have missed the opportunity to speak for what we know to be right, 

and good, and just. The time may not recognize the hour, but, we must. Letôs make sure that no one 

can ever say to us, ñWhy didnôt you tell us what was happening?ò 
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August 1980 

On Being Color Blind in 1980  
 

 felt as if I had stepped into a time machine and been thrust backward at least twenty 

years! It was early morning, in late July 1980, and I was walking across the Boston 

public gardens when a black woman friend greeted me, and pushed a local paper into 

my hands. ñHow do you respond to this?ò she said, and continued, ñI feel negative about it!ò 

The article to which she referred me served as the time machine. I didnôt want to believe 

what I read, but there it was-1960 re-visited! The article was about a new advertising campaign to 

be launched ñto spread the message of racial toleranceò in the city. The campaign was announced 

by two leading spokespersons for the Boston Covenant Committee, originators of last fallôs Co-

venant for Peace and Harmony, an effort which secured over 250,000 signatures on a petition for 

harmony and understanding. The advertising campaign is a follow-up on the Covenant signing, 

and pictures in the newspaper showed large posters saying, ñAll children are born color blind. 

Letôs keep them that way.ò 

The ñcolor blindò posture which is called for is what took me back to the early sixties at 

least. That is before the ñblack is beautifulò movement, before the affirmation of racial identities 

by many people of color. Shadows of the past enveloped me and I heard all the familiar words of 

yesteryear. ñI donôt see color; I see only people.òðñI see all people as humans; thatôs all.òðñI 

donôt see you as black; I see you as a person.ò I hadnôt heard anyone talking like that for a long 

time, and my shocked sensitivities sent me reeling into the past. 

Iôm sorry, but I cannot cooperate with that effort to encourage a return to the ñcolor blind 

syndrome.ò I cannot because the reality with which I deal every day is very different in 1980. I 

cannot cooperate for at least two reasons. 

First, I cannot say to my friends who are people of color, that the affirmation of their color 

is now unimportant. I remember a young black mother telling of the day when her daughter went to 

school in her first Afro, announcing as she left the house, ñI am black and beautiful,ò and I still 

thrill with the sense of pride with which that mother told of the incident. Her daughter had never 

gone out of the house saying that and feeling like that before! It was an important day for that 

whole family! Pride in color was and still is to that family an important concern. I cannot now say 

to my friends that I am not going to see that color which they have affirmed so strongly. 

I remember a black man in a workshop group responding to a white man who had just told 

him that he only wanted to see him as a human being, not as a black man. With intensity and 

conviction the black man said something like this: ñOf course I am a human being, and I want you 

to see me as such but, if you really want to see me as the full human being I am, I want you to see 

me as a black. My blackness is an essential part of my humanness and, if you forget that or will not 

see that, then you are not seeing me as the full person I am.ò I cannot say to that man or any other 

person of color that I want to be color blind, or want them to be color blind, or want their children 

to be color blind. Among the people of color whom I know the vast majority have struggled to 

proclaim respect for their color, have labored and fought to claim the dignity of their color. Now I 

cannot turn my back on all of that recent history and say, ñLetôs be color blind.ò 

Second, I cannot say to my friends who are white that color is no longer important. 

Whenever I have encountered the ñcolor-blindò emphasis among white people, it has very fre-

quently been a way of denying race and subsequently, of denying racism. If one doesnôt have to 

think about color (race), one doesnôt have to think about racism, because obviously if there is no 

color (race), then there can be no racism. If there is no color there can be only individual acts of 
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wrong-doing, of prejudice; there can be no systematic, historic conscious or unconscious, constant 

oppression because of color. If we donôt have to think about, talk about, and deal with race, then 

we wonôt have to think about, talk about and deal with racism! And there are lots of white people in 

particular who would prefer it that way! 

I cannot cooperate because it is important that I and others of my friends are white. I want 

to affirm whiteness, value it, and call for respect for that too! My whiteness is an important part of 

who I am. It helps me to understand the history of my people in this country. It puts me in touch 

with a history and a present fact of white privilege gained at the expense of people of color. Unless 

I can get in touch with that, feel it, and understand it, then Iôll never be able to move beyond it. 

Unless I can understand that the dominant values, beliefs, and life styles of this country are white, 

and how that relates to people of color, I will not understand my present situation at all! Unless I 

can understand that the major institutions and systems of this country have been and are 

white-controlled, white-dominated and know how that impacts people of color, I can never know 

how to move out of oppressive modes of community life. 

If I deny that there is color, it is to enter a false world. There is color difference, and it is 

beautiful! There is nothing wrong with differences in color; it is only what we think, believe, and 

do about that difference that might be wrong. The difference itself is beautiful, exciting, to be 

affirmed, respected (never merely tolerated), and encouraged as a positive attribute of life! Vive la 

difference! Donôt deny it! Donôt blind yourself to it; see it, celebrate it! 

My hunch is that most people of color will not buy this ad campaign to become ñcol-

or-blind.ò My concern is that lots of white people might flock to its banner. It sounds so ñgoodò if 

you like the sounds of yesterday and lots of people do! It sounds so ñliberal,ò so ñhuman,ò so 

ñnice;ò it unclutters a lot of things and tidies up things. Go for it! 

Not me, thank you! I cannot cooperate with this one! To be ñcolor-blindò requires me to 

deny color which is important to me and to hundreds of my friends. To be ñcolor-blindò requires 

me to ignore a history and a present fact of prejudice, discrimination and racism built on assump-

tions that white people are superior to people of color. To be ignorant of racism is to assure that we 

cannot move beyond it. I cannot buy that, any of it! I cannot step into that time machine. I cannot 

go back to the early sixties. For all that is wrong with 1980, give me the present reality! So says 

one white man! 
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October 1981 

Letȭs Eliminate ȰMinorities ȱ 
 

hen I publish my dictionary, I will leave out the word ñminorities.ò That will not 

be a popular thing to do, for there are lots of people who like the word and will 

undoubtedly continue to use it. When I do eliminate the word from my dictio-

nary, I will be in a clear ñminority.ò 

I have no say as to what goes into any dictionary, and I donôt anticipate requests for advice 

from any publishers, but I can control my own vocabulary usage. I will no longer use the word 

ñminoritiesò to refer to racial groups in this country. There are several reasons. 

First, there are a number of my friends who are offended by a word which has an accu-

mulated meaning which is tainted with images and concepts of inferiority. Here are some exam-

ples of that prejudice: 

In logic the ñminorò premise is the lesser or secondary one. 

In sports we designate as ñminorò leagues those which are deemed not as good as the 

ñmajors;ò to call a player a ñminor leaguerò is to diminish that playerôs status. 

When we name periods of life, we reserve the term ñminorò to apply to those who have not 

attained a legal age, who are assumed not to be as responsible as persons over the designated age. 

Minors are still legally treated as children. Add to that the history of ways in which society stripped 

black people of their adulthood, particularly referring to black men as ñboys,ò and there is a po-

werful image of deprivation. 

In playing cards the ñminorò suit is the one which has lesser scoring possibility. 

In numbers the ñminorityò is less than half, the smaller number, and in a society where 

bigness is valued, that which is smaller is often de-valued. 

In music the word is more neutral; even there, however, a ñminorò note which is simply a 

half tone between whole tones might carry for some a meaning of being ñhalfô and therefore not 

ñcomplete.ò 

The accumulated weight given to the word leaves ñminorityò heavily burdened with neg-

atives. It is doubtful that many people can apply-the word ñminorityò to racial groups in this 

country and be free from those deeply enculturated assumptions which accompany the word. The 

word is often heard as offensive by those whom it labels. Since I donôt like to offend people, there 

goes that word! 

A second reason for eliminating the word ñminoritiesò from my vocabulary is that its 

meaning has diminished as more and more people claim to be ñminorities.ò There was a time when 

the word was used almost exclusively to refer to groups which were either small in number and/or 

oppressed groups; in everyday use here in the United States of America, that most often meant 

racial groups. After the attention given to ñracial minoritiesò in the Civil Rights movement and in 

Congressional debates, more and more people began to claim the status of ñminorities.ò Gay 

people were defined as ñminoritiesò both because of their numbers and their oppression. Women 
.
cannot claim to be a ñminorityò by numbers, but certainly by their oppression they qualify. Han-

dicapped persons, older citizens, and white ethnic groups began to claim ñminorityò status, and all 

have a just claim to that word in some sense. Stretching the word to the logical conclusion of its 

meaning everyone becomes a minority of some sort, and then the word begins to lose meaning. It 

loses meaning especially as it becomes applied to any group which is oppressed, because it seems 

to imply that all oppressions are the same. 

All groups have not suffered oppression in the same way; racial groups have been espe-
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cially singled out for harsh forms of oppression in this country: 

- Not all ñminoritiesò have been enslaved and lynched as have blacks. Not all ñminori-
tiesò have had land and rights stolen from them as have Native Americans. 

- Not all ñminoritiesò have been the object of fluctuating immigration and border rules as 

have Chinese and Mexican people. 

- Not all ñminoritiesò have been born as citizens, as have Puerto Ricans, migrated to the 
mainland and then been treated as foreigners. 

- Not all ñminoritiesò have been put behind fences as Japanese Americans were during 
World War II. 

- Not all ñminoritiesò have been subjected to the consistent and long-standing discrim-
ination of anti-Semitism. 

There are distinctions which are blurred when we begin to refer to all groups as ñminori-

tiesò in the same way in which we refer to racial ñminorities.ò Since I think it crucial to keep those 

distinctions clear, there goes that word in reference to racial groups! 

A third reason for eliminating the word ñminorityò when referring to racial groups comes 

from an expanding world view. The groups to which we in the United States of America have 

traditionally referred as ñracial minoritiesò clearly represent a majority in the world. Those of us 

who are white are the numerical minority. Designating people of color as ñminoritiesò obscures 

this fact. To forget that people of color are a majority in the world and that whites are the minority 

is to operate in the context of a myth which we can no longer afford. The term ñminorityò when 

applied to racial groups in this country contributes to a misunderstanding because it encourages a 

way of thinking which denies the world reality. The reality is a world made up largely of people of 

color. 

So I have eliminated the word ñminorityò in referring to racial groups. If you have read 

carefully you have already understood what I will substitute. I will refer to racial ñminoritiesò as 

people of color. (And that is not the same as the old term, ñcolored people!ò) I will do so because it 

more accurately designates what I mean, it avoids a word loaded with negative connotations, it 

refers to a wide range of racial groups, it includes recognition of the uniqueness of racial groups, 

and it avoids the illusion that whites are the majority of people in the world. 
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June 1992 

Diversity Diversion  
 

n the last three or four years there has been a rapid growth in stated concerns for issues 

of ñdiversityò in many areas of society. Partly in response to demographic projections 

for the early twenty-first century there is an almost hectic move to ñdiversifyò Boards 

and staffs of innumerable organizations. In the corporate world, in higher education, and among 

social service agencies ñdiversity initiativesò have spawned a growing number of trainers who 

guide the ñdiversifyingò process, and prepare both individuals and the organizational climate for 

ñdiversity.ò 

My response to the ñdiversityò emphasis is much like that which was mine when the 

ñmulticulturalò emphasis first became the rage a few years back. I want to affirm both, but also to 

point out that both very frequently fail to deal with racism. Racism in my little corner of the world 

still is the foundational issue. The problem with ñdiversityò is that it may not, and often does not 

touch the underlying problem, the root of racism. I want to explore some of the ways that an 

emphasis on ñdiversityò too often works to ñdivertò attention away from racism. 

The idea of ñdiversityò is itself based on a puzzling view of human life. I have always 

assumed that all people are ñdiverse,ò that any two people are in fact quite different. This con-

viction is based on assumptions about the uniqueness of human personality; ñno one else is like 

you,ò I was always taught. With that assumption in mind, I see ñdiversityò everywhere when even 

two or three people gather. That phenomenon is obviously not what the ñdiversity initiativeò is 

about. That initiative is focused on ñdifferenceò which is identifiable by appearance, as in race or 

color, sometimes physical impairments, or by stated conditions, such as sexual orientation. Then I 

begin to get a clue as to how ñdiversityò is determined. The intent is to bring together people who 

bring to any combined effort a richness of ñdifferenceò which has too often been ignored and 

frequently avoided. That goal is one which I enthusiastically affirm, a promise of a creative and 

exciting future. 

ñDiversityò is basically an idea which is measured against an often unstated norm, which 

becomes clear as I hear people talk about the subject. It is common for me to receive phone calls or 

in-person inquiries from people who seek help in ñdiversifyingò an aspect of an organization in 

which they have some measure of decision-making influence. In my experience the people making 

those inquiries are almost always speaking about organizations which are predominantly white. I 

have never had a person of color call to ask about ñdiversifyingò an organization composed mostly 

of people of color. That is an interesting phenomenon, rooted in an assumption about who is 

ñdiverse.ò Obviously it is not white people who are regarded by these inquirers as ñdiverse.ò The 

unstated assumption is that the organization will become ñdiverseò only when some ñdiverseò 

people are added! That is a rather perverse idea, because it does not credit whites with any uni-

queness at all. Even more seriously, it is based on an assumption that ñdifference,ò ñdiversityò is 

measured against a white norm. Therein lies a potential problem...the norm is white. (Or the norm 

is male, middle class, heterosexual, ñabled,ò etc; here I want to focus on the issue of race.) On the 

rock of that white norm many a ñdiversityò program can be scuttled. 

That the norm remains white could be the source of much unintentional, hard-to-identify 

racism. In subtle ways that norm works to undermine the intention to become ñdiverse.ò The 

people who are ñdifferent,ò who ñdivergeò from the norm are the ñdiverseò ones. Sometimes a 

subtle assumption works to affirm those who constitute the norm as being in some ways superior 

that is in fact the practical function of a norm. The norm establishes what is ñnormal,ò and it is 
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often tough to divorce that idea of ñnormalò from an idea of what is best. 

There is a danger that ñdiversityò may become an unintentional ñdiversionò from facing the 

subtle working of racism. When whiteness is the norm there is a racist assumption at the ground 

level of every program, every attempt to ñdiversify.ò So the racism works at a subliminal level like 

carpenter ants, weakening the whole structure. A few examples may give an indication of how this 

dynamic sometimes occurs. 

A social service agency, with a predominantly white staff, engages its staff in ñdiversityò 

training, with one of its stated objectives being to make the staff more alert to the possibilities of 

racism affecting its delivery of services to an increasingly, racially diverse clientele. The agency is 

proud to point to the in-creased sensitivities it engenders among the staff. While the training ses-

sions are proceeding, over the course of several months, three staff changes are made, with a net 

gain of two whites on staff. Hardly the way to ñdiversify!ò The failure to implement a change in 

staff undercuts the most obvious way that the agency could reach its stated ñdiversityò objective. 

Attention in the meantime has been ñdivertedò to the ñdiversityò training. 

A business is concerned that there are unintentional racist effects in the way it conducts 

itself, and so it undertakes a strong affirmative action program. The result is a rapid diversification 

of its personnel by race, and the corporation soon develops a reputation for seriousness in its 

ñdiversityò program, and it enjoys calling public attention to that record. It proclaims ñdiversityò 

as one of its priority objectives. That becomes a cover for the fact that most of its employees of 

color are at low-level entry wages, with insecure positions, and there is no plan implemented to 

change that pattern. The newly ñdiverseò staff does not reach the levels where major decisions are 

made. So the same old pattern of determining decisions, of setting policies, continues because the 

same decision-makers are still guiding the process. The employment figures show increased ñdi-

versity,ò but nothing very substantial has changed, and the racist effects of policies about which 

the company was concerned in the first place are likely to continue. 

A school does a reasonably good job of ñdiversifyingò its teaching staff but control over its 

curriculum does not allow for anything but ñcosmeticò changes, and the instructional methodology 

is not questioned. The complexion of the staff is more ñdiverse,ò but little else has changed. An 

increasing number of students of color, whose primary language is not English, find little help in a 

curriculum which does not change, in theories of learning which do not reflect a sensitivity to the 

new population, and it soon becomes clear that the newly ñdiversifiedò faculty will not demon-

strate any substantially improved ability to educate linguistic minorities. The appearance of ñdi-

versityò obscures the more basic problem. 

Diversity initiatives need not work this way, and sometimes do actually bring about sig-

nificant changes in what may have been the patterns of racism. I have seen that happen also, and 

when it does it is a moment for celebration. Enthusiasm for those moments is tempered by another 

reality which often sees simply one more way of ñdivertingò Americaôs attention from the prob-

lems of racism. 

When that happens I like to call it the ñPerversity of Diversity.ò 
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August 1993 

Managing (Controlling) ȰDiversity ȱ 
 

roliferation is an appropriate word to describe what is happening in many sectors of 

society under the heading of ñmanaging diversity.ò Most weeks bring to my desk a 

new announcement about another group that is offering to do ñdiversity training.ò 

Inquiries come from corporate and community organizations indicating that they are eager to 

become more ñdiverse.ò The announcements and the inquiries include something about how to 

ñmanageò diversity. 

In another essay I have indicated why I find the ñdiversityò idea itself too often to be a 

ñdiversionò from dealing with the issues of racism.
*
 For me, while the intent of ñdiversityò em-

phases and some of the outcomes are both to be encouraged, the practice of ñdiversifyingò does not 

frequently enough concern practitioners with issues of power and decision-making and control: 

the ñgutsò of racism. 

So I look at the implications of ñmanagingò diversity. 

ñManagingò has everything to do with control. Control has everything to do with deci-

sion-making and power. The manager, by definition, has some sort of, some ultimate degree of 

control and power over the process s/he ñmanages.ò Even the most enlightened manager, who 

seeks to encourage the ñmanagedò to exercise a large degree of power, retains the final word. That 

is the essence, and an appropriate characteristic of managing. 

You might guess where my concern takes me next. Most managers I see around me are 

white, and the ñhigherò the level of management the whiter it gets. Exceptions prove the rule. 

Unless I see some moves to change the ñcomplexionò of top management, I do not look for 

substantive change in the institution or organization which claims to want to ñmanageò diversity. 

ñManagingò means controlling, shaping, manipulating direction, making sure that what-

ever (or whomever) is ñmanagedò moves in the direction the ñmanagerò wants to move. Let the 

person or the ñitò which is managed move too far in a direction the manager does not like, and you 

will soon see what the characteristic of power is. ñManagingò then may be just another way of 

ñcontrollingò a recognizably and inevitably ñdiversifyingò workforce and population. Anyone 

who has studied the history of white America carefully will know that danger. One place to look 

for evidence which gives rise to my concern is to examine the history of white America as it has 

invaded the land, the culture, the religion, the economy, and the way of life of native peoples. 

Explicitly, implicitly, guided by expediency and euphemism, we have consistently practiced what 

amounts to near-genocide. In relationship to African Americans, our nation has ñmanagedò di-

versity for the good of whites; it has discovered it cannot ñmanageò strong anti-racism, so it eli-

minates those who lead movements toward genuine freedom, equality and justice. Immigrants of 

color, mostly Asian and Latino have been ñmanagedò to provide a labor force when we need it, 

excluded when we do not. We have consistently ñmanagedò policies, practices, and people to 

implement the whims of white supremacy. 

óDiversity Diversion, June 1992 

Some will argue that my view is much too cynical; so it may be. I argue that unless the 

danger I see is recognized as a possibility, there is little hope that we will build into the ñman-

agementò of diversity a reality which will be the major kind of change which is necessary. 

What is the way to avoid the consequence I fear? I am not sure. I know it will be difficult. I 

                                                         
*
 See Seldonôs essay ñDiversity Diversion,ò June 1992. 
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know that there will be stumbling efforts along the way. But letôs not kid ourselves. Anything less 

than a radical re-thinking of ñmanaging diversityò will result in a euphemism for a phenomenon 

which is another way of ñcontrollingò people, keeping the lid on restlessness about racism, making 

sure that nothing changes very much. Letôs inject racism as an understanding of power relation-

ships into the discussion. ñManaging diversityò as I see it now being practiced does not often do 

that. 
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August 1983 

Oh!...Incidentally   
 

h! Incidentally... Youôve heard that or said something like it many times. You may 

have been talking with someone and the conversation suddenly called to your mind 

another concern about which you had forgotten. You mention it, while you are 

thinking of it...ñOh, incidentally...that reminds me...I just remembered...ò 

What you were reminded of was obviously not foremost in your thoughts, not a major 

concern, something relegated to a subsidiary notion, obviously not a priority matter, but something 

you just happened to think of...ñincidentally.ò 

Most of us would agree that, when acts of bigotry and violence are perpetrated, they ought 

to be viewed as a major social concern, matters of high priority, to which immediate attention 

should be given. Yet often the beating, the mugging, the stabbing, the robbery, the break-in, the 

name- calling, the assault is characterized as an ñincident.ò So we soon find ourselves referring to 

a series of racial ñincidents.ò We can sit in the cool comfort of a cozy chair and talk about ñinci-

dentsò abstractly. 

When we begin to talk about ñracial incidentsò as a substitute for naming them as what they 

are, they become trivialized, de-personalized, and both compassion and passion are removed from 

our response. Maybe thatôs why we use words such as ñracial incidents;ò it sounds a lot better than 

ñracial mugging,ò ñracial stabbing,ò ñracial attack.ò The abstraction reduces the hurts, the anger, 

and the shame. It also reduces the sense of urgency, that there is something of first importance to 

be addressed right now, right here! 

Iôm not referring to the difficulty of determining whether or not a stabbing or an assault for 

instance, is racially motivated. I focus rather on how we refer to violent behaviors after it has been 

determined that race is involved. Categorizing such violence as ñincidentsò may be an attempt to 

take the sting out of wounds we wish were not there. But they are there; racism exists, and naming 

its evidence as ñincidentsò will not make them disappear. The way of health is to name what 

happened correctly...òstabbing,ò ñbeatingò...You may call them ñincidents;òbe around to remind 

you that they are not incidental! 

It may be that the use of the term ñracial incidentò arises from the fact that society generally 

does not view things racial as of first importance. If so then the use of ñracial incidentò is a way of 

saying ñitôs not importantò...ñif we think of it tomorrow...incidentally...we may do something 

about it...ò You may lapse into that relaxed state too easily; Iôll be around to remind you that 

racism is not incidental. 

Look at that word ñincidentò for a moment. An incident, according to some of the dictio-

naries I have consulted, is a ñnatural happening, especially of a subordinate or subsidiary fea-

tureò...it is a ñsubordinate action or event,ò an ñaccidental occurrence,ò a ñslight matter,ò ñsome-

thing incidental to another.ò Deriving from ñincidentò is ñincidental,ò defined as ñcasual, hence 

minorò or ña chance or undesigned feature.ò Then we can add ñco-incidence,ò ñcoincidentally,ò 

and with each derivative we are removed farther and farther from the event to which we refer. The 

heat of the beating, the mugging, the assault is removed, and the passionate anger is removed from 

our response. Dispassionate reviews are necessary, and I am not calling for blind passion in our 

response, but our capacity to emote is sometimes dulled by the way we talk about racial ñinci-

dents.ò At times it may be necessary to ñdistanceò ourselves from the pain of violence; I hope we 

will never allow ourselves to become ñdistancedò from the anger which demands that violence be 

stopped. 
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Acts of violence are not ñincidents.ò Letôs not think about them, or feel about them, or talk 

about them ñincidentally.ò 
× 

  



 

 

 
 

[54] 

October 1986 

A ȰConvertedȱ Racist? 
 

ecently, I saw an editorial in the Boston Globe (September 21, 1986), in which 

there was comment on a suggestion which Andrew Young evidently made about 

choosing a new United States Ambassador to South Africa. The editorial says, ñA 

converted racist would be the ideal person to deal with the bigots in Pretoria.ò 

That idea has some appeal; Herman Talmadge, former Governor and US Senator from 

Georgia, evidently was Youngôs choice. Certainly a white person going to South Africa and 

speaking to white leaders might have a special impact. That suggestion is still very debatable, and 

were Ito dwell on it, there are several arguments I would want to consider. 

As I read the editorial I found myself focusing more on the concept of a ñconvertedò racist. 

I am doubtful that there is such a person! The assumption that a person can change from being a 

racist into being a ñnon-racist,ò and is therefore ñconvertedò from the previous condition to a new 

one, is a concept which does not match my personal experience or observations. 

The analogy with alcoholism is one that more adequately expresses what I think happens in 

the personal dynamics of racism. The alcoholic who is aware of his/her condition is one who 

knows very precisely that they are not free from the problem ever, and that they must be constantly 

on guard to beat down its temptations. It seems clear to me that some similar dynamic occurs in 

whites who are racist. (Here I am writing as a white about my experience, and donôt want to engage 

the debate about the color of racism!) 

As one who has worked hard for about twenty years on the racism within myself, in others, 

and in society, I would be very skeptical abut trusting the judgment of anyone who is designated as 

a ñconvertedò racist. That statement betrays an understanding of the nature of racism which does 

not recognize that racism, like alcoholism, is not easily sloughed off. It does not recognize either 

the way in which racism is enculturated so that it almost infects the air we breathe, or the way in 

which institutional forms of racism sometimes involve white people in its perpetuation unkno-

wingly or even against their will. 

The alcoholic knows that alcohol will always be a problem in his/her life, that one is never 

free from it and must always be on guard against its active emergence into life. So also the person 

who comes to know what racism is must be aware that it is a presence against which always to be 

on guard. 

I do not intend to imply that my personal experience is either a model for whites or is 

comparable to what most whites go through. Still, I am convinced that it has enough validity to be 

shared here. Out of that personal experience I think of myself in a manner which is quite different 

from that implied in the ñconvertedò racist concept. Rather, I am an intensely anti-racist person and 

also recognize my continuing tie to racism. So I would call myself a ñracist anti-racist.ò That calls 

for an explanation of ways in which that is different from being a ñconvertedò racist. 

In becoming ñanti-racistò I have learned a great deal about how racism functions, and I 

know that its myths and lies are pervasive in the values, behaviors, norms, and standards of the 

society in which I have grown up. As a product of that society, it is not surprising that I have had to 

ñun-learnò a great deal; I probably will never be sure that I have ñunlearnedò it all. As one who 

continues to live in that same society, I see it evolving in ways which sometimes simply replace 

old lies with new ones, or with new ways of stating the old ones. I must be continually on the alert 

to prevent myself from being swept up into these new expressions of racism. The roots of racism 

are still there and I must be sure that I constantly nurture my anti-racism. It is an on-going struggle, 
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for life! Racism is an ugly presence which may surface itself at any moment and, like the alcoholic, 

I must deal with it as a daily threat in my life. 

In becoming ñanti-racistò I have also come to understand that I am connected to institutions 

and systems which continue to function in racist ways. Those institutions are primarily white 

controlled, and I am enmeshed in them, my life is entwined with them irrevocably, unless I go to 

the moon, and I canôt do that without the help of NASA! So, even if I were to become personally 

ñcleanò of racism, I will still die with connections into the systemic nature of white society. In that 

sense I remain racist. 

So I will call myself an ñanti-racist racistò (letôs put the emphasis where it belongs!), and 

that has implications for me which I am afraid the ñconvertedò racist might not see. I need constant 

help from my friends, both white and people of color, to help keep me honest to my anti-racism; I 

need to be constantly analyzing my connections to institutions, I need to be watching alertly for 

any signs that the old lies might find a foothold in my life again. I can never be sure that I am 

ñconvertedò to some new way that completely submerges the old. I know that I am dealing with a 

personal and cultural force that is a powerful presence. I must constantly be alert to its temptations 

and manifestations. 
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September 1989 

Whispering About Racism  
 

s I have come to see the depth and breadth of racism in our society, I have often 

found myself reaching for analogies which help me to understand how to break the 

tenacious grip by which racism holds us in bondage. So I begin to wonder what is 

a first step for breaking out of bonds. I search for other analogies. 

In my personal life the analogy which is most helpful for understanding a first step toward 

the elimination of racism is in the ways I have seen people respond to the illness of cancer. That 

racism is a cancer in our society has been clear to me for years. That being so, I then began to look 

for similarities in the way I have heard persons think and talk about the two diseases, seeking clues 

which may lead to health. One early lesson to be learned is that a necessary step is to ñnameò the 

problem; that includes a willingness to say the word, ñracism,ò and to talk openly about it. The 

pattern I most frequently observe is one in which people do not want to recognize the problem of 

racism, or to even speak the word ñracism.ò Such avoidance is symptomatic of the problem; it is a 

failure to take the first step toward health. An antidote for the condition is found in the way many 

people have learned to think and talk about cancer. 

Reflection about the way in which people today speak of cancer in contrast to a few years 

ago reveals a developing psychic health in the way we name, talk about, and subsequently treat the 

disease. 

When I was a youngster there was a general reluctance to talk about cancer openly. I recall 

hearing my parents and other adults talking very cautiously about how a neighbor was ñvery sick.ò 

The tone of voice, the facial expressions conveyed an ultimate seriousness that I understood, 

though nothing had been communicated about the illness itself. The whispering told me that the 

subject was something we ought not to talk about. Fear and impotence was a clear message; there 

was nothing anyone could do. Gradually those subdued conversations were emboldened ever so 

slightly by the occasional still-whispered question, ñis it terminal?ò That was an attempt to dis-

cover exactly how ñvery sickò someone might be, without saying the dreaded word, ñcancer.ò 

Often the answer to the question came only by a sadly affirmative nod. Everyone knew what the 

nod meant, but the careful avoidance of saying a person had cancer put the whole matter in a 

context of something so powerful that any victim was doomed. 

I can remember how astonished I was when I first heard those pioneers who dared to say 

right out loud in public that ñso-and-soò had cancer! A sacred taboo had been violated, but it 

seemed sensible to me. Then I heard for the first time a person say of his own condition, ñI have 

cancer,ò and it was clear that a new attitude toward the illness was born. I soon acknowledged the 

positive nature of that openness. At least now we could talk about what was happening, how we 

felt, and what to do. Tithe situation still meant an acceptance of fatality, to that also we could 

respond in a more healthy way. Today it is common to engage in discussion of cancer and its 

effects on the patient and loved ones. The ñnamingò of the disease, the facing of its presence, the 

direct address of its effects, reflect a maturity of response which is an instance of greater social 

ñhealthò in dealing with what is still a terrible condition. 

As a society our response to cancer puts us way ahead of our position in response to racism. 

That is true at both the level of diagnosis and of naming the problem. If we move toward using the 

word ñracismò openly instead of whispering it we will be better off. Naming the disease is an 

important step in coping with it. Facing it as racism, acknowledging its effects in ourselves, our 

institutions, our social norms, will be movement toward health. 
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Here are some suggestions of ways which may be helpful in gaining an increased ability to 

use the word, ñracism,ò to name the problems as ñracismò in a realistic way so that it no longer has 

to be whispered, but can be spoken about openly, and solutions then be sought. 

First, recognize that the word ñracist,ò when applied to individuals does not refer only to 

the most blatant, openly active bigot. Unfortunately, the word ñracistò conjures for many people 

the image of someone who expresses prejudice in a series of overt actions, including name-calling, 

physical assault, and open announcements of their assumed superiority. Such a person is a bigot, 

one who holds extreme notions of superiority, and of course no one, except possibly the bigot, 

wants to be called by that name. Most of us are not extreme bigots, and some scholars have indi-

cated that probably no more than 10% of the adult population is. So if one thinks of the word 

ñracistò as meaning only that extreme form of bigoted person, few will want to hear the word, and 

its sound will raise automatic defenses. Use the word differently, as indicating persons who are 

imbued at any level with assumptions of racial superiority or who act in ways that have racist 

effects, and many more of us can use the word without defensiveness. 

Second, try to unload the word ñracismò of as much of its emotional content as possible; try 

using it descriptively, as a word which points to and describes a particular situation. It will not be 

easy to say ñracismò without an emotional overload, but it can be done. When one begins to think 

and talk in this way, seeking solutions proceeds with less emotional heat and hopefully with more 

light. 

Third, try using the word ñracistò applied to yourself or others without necessarily im-

plying that you or the other is a ñbadò person. Certainly, racist behavior is not ñgood,ò but it is 

possible to think of oneself as ñracistò in some degree without assuming that one is a ñbadò person. 

Many years of exposure to racist norms and ideas have had an effect on me, and I can, therefore, 

readily acknowledge racism in myself but I will stoutly maintain that I am not a bad person. The 

word, if used descriptively, tells something about me but does not condemn me as a kind of human 

trash. 

Fourth, try using the word in the same way when you describe our society. To say that the 

United States is a racist society does not necessarily imply that the whole nation is rotten. It simply 

describes a history and a present fact which mars the nationôs fabric fundamentally. Not to ac-

knowledge that history and the presence of racism today is to participate in a lie. It would be an 

equal lie to imply that because of racism there is nothing good about our society. 

Those are very simple suggestions to make, harder to integrate into a way of thinking about 

racism. The next time you hear people talking openly about cancer, remember there was a time 

when we only ñwhisperedò the dreaded name. Now we can approach it openly and honestly and 

with a greater hope. The same may be true of how we think and talk about racism. Letôs not 

ñwhisperò the notion; letôs say it right out loud where everyone can hear and see it and respond to 

it openly. That will lead us to a more healthy milieu for solutions. 
×  
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June 1990 

The ȰNewȱ Racism ??????? 
 

very once in a while I read about a phenomenon which is described as the ñnewò 

racism. That sends my thoughts racing, trying to figure out what is ñnewò about the 

action being described. Soon my thoughts go in two contrary directions: one di-

rection tells me that there is no such thing as a ñnewò racism, and the other acknowledges that 

maybe there is. 

My first thoughts are skeptical about any ñnewò form of racism, because my reading of 

history indicates so many forms that have already been given to racism that it is hard to imagine 

that there can be anything ñnew.ò If people think there is a ñnewò form of racism, that may be a 

measure of what they do not know about the old forms. 

Then my thoughts go in the other direction, affirming the possibility of some ñnewò forms 

of racism. The very fact that our society has been so creative and innovative in perpetuating rac-

ism, leads me to expect some ñnewò forms today. 

These two sets of contradictory thoughts, led me to list some of the major forms which 

racism has taken; not surprisingly, it went for several pages of penciled notes. What follows here is 

a categorizing of things which appeared on my list. There is no particular order, and it certainly 

isnôt exhaustive; every glance at it reminds me of other forms of racism which ought to be added. 

Read it and then judge if there is anything ñnewò about racism today. 

- Racism has consistently offended the personhood of people of color: name-stripping, 

slurs, jokes, stares, destroying self-respect, creating expectations of limited ability. 

- There has been physical violence in many forms: rape, castration, beatings, lynchings, 
bombing churches and homes and organizations, shoving dung into the mouths of 

children, stoning buses in which children ride. 

- Psychological violence to people of color has resulted in internalized oppression taking 
many devastating formsðwords such as ñsudden-death syndrome,ò ñsurvivor guilt,ò 

and ñpost-traumatic stressò remind us of these phenomena. 

- We passed laws to define an ñinferiorò place for people of color: colonial laws and 
judicial systems did it before we were a nation; we wrote it into our original founding 

Constitution, and created legal precedents to give it continuing credence. 

- The denial of the right to vote has been another form racism has taken. Once the right 

was granted, we subverted it through literacy tests, ñgrandfather clauses,ò poll taxes, 

gerrymandering, controlling places of polling, and other manipulative devices. 

- Our criminal justice system is tilted against people of color and all poor people from the 
arrest, arraignment, bail, charges, defense, jury selection, all the way through the sys-

tem and, most notably, to the death penalty. 

- We created testing procedures in education and job recruitment loaded with cultural 
and racial bias. 

- We developed segregated facilities early in our history and then, when ñseparate but 

equalò became the law, we found ways to make sure ñseparateò was not ñequal.ò 

- Our art and cultural standards of beauty have been defined by European, white stan-
dards, which eliminated people of color and the contributions of their cultures from 

serious consideration. 

- The movement and mobility of people of color has been regulated to meet govern-
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mental or corporate interestsðnote the frequent relocation of Native peoples, and the 

1942 internment of Japanese Americans. 

- Immigration laws and policies have been passed, annulled, revoked, and subverted to 
the disadvantage of people of color to suit the labor needs of white employers and white 

laborers. 

- For decades unemployment figures have been approximately twice as high among 

people of color as among whites. Slavery, sharecropperism, denial of job opportunities, 

low wages, ñlast hired, first fired,ò are all words which point to forms of racism ma-

nipulating labor.  

- Restricting interracial marriage has been a form of racism. 

- N. Medical experimentation has been a sordid part of our racist history, remember the 
Tuskegee experiment? 

- In education we have developed both formal and informal tracking systems which have 
served to channel a disproportionate number of students of color away from higher 

education. 

- Spying, phone tapping, room bugging, infiltration into organizations of color have 

been ways to co-op, undermine, and divide communities of color for racist ends. 

- Complex systems intersecting housing, job opportunities, tax structures, transportation, 
and school aid formulas have often created options more limited for people of color 

than for whites. 

- Our maps have projected a northern hemisphere (largely white) of distorted largeness 
as compared to the southern hemisphere populated mostly by people of color. 

- Pseudo-sciences such as phrenology and physiognomy have given support to racist 

views. 

- Sociological studies, psychological theories, understandings of how people learn have 
been developed without accounting for different methods, styles, and norms among 

people of color. 

- Systems of communication in radio, TV, movies perpetuate stereotypes and lies about 
people of color. 

So thatôs a partial list to begin with...Iôve run out of steam! It displays a remarkable ability 

on the part of our dominant white society to create almost innumerable forms of racism. Maybe 

that should make us alert for the ñnewò racism. 

So...What is new? 
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August 1990 

On Being a Non-Entity  
 

requently I hear someone refer to a person or a group of people as being ñnonwhite,ò 

and it usually leads me to plead that we identify people by what they are rather than 

by what they are not. I donôt want to be called a ñnon-female,ò for instance; I have 

spent a lot of time and energy coming to a positive sense of what it means to be a white male, and 

want that identity to be for everyone an important part of who I am. 

Generally people donôt go around talking about ñnon-females.ò The ñnonò word is usually 

used in relation to race, and, while it is sometimes heard in ñnon-black,ò it is most commonly heard 

in the term ñnonwhite.ò It may be worth some examination as to why that term is offensive and 

inappropriate to many as well as inaccurate for all. 

ñNonwhiteò is obviously less than fully accurate; it tells us almost nothing about the person 

or group to whom the word is applied. Is the person Black, Asian, Native American, or some 

mixture of colors? The term tells me nothing except what the person is not; beyond that I am left to 

speculate and choose from a number of possibilities. It communicates little and leaves me with 

many questions. Who is this person? All I know is that she/he is one among many groups of color, 

who compose most of the world population. Identity remains obscure. 

ñNonwhiteò is a term which fails to identify who this person of color is, and therefore runs 

the risk of failing to acknowledge an identity which may have been won at great price. Just as I 

have spent time and energy coming to a positive sense of what it means to be both male and white 

(two oppressor classifications), most individual Blacks in this country, certainly as a group, have 

won a positive identity through great struggle. To use the term ñnonwhiteò is to ignore and to 

minimize the importance of that struggle. It is almost as if the speaker were to say, ñIt doesnôt 

really matter how hard you have worked to come to a sense of who you are, to me you are simply 

not white.ò 

ñNonwhiteò is offensive to many because it implies a standard by which people are being 

judged or measured, and clearly the standard is white. Anyone who is not white is just ñnon,ò as if 

nothing! Very few people who use the word would mean that or would even want to imply it, but 

that is the value and meaning which is carried by the word. Why not identify the person or group 

by who they are? 

So much for now from this non-African, non-Asian, non-South American, non-Greek, 

non-Irish, non-female, nonentity, who has written this on a ñnon-typewriter.ò 
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March 1991 

Those Who Are Made Poor 
 

o work with the urban poor to fashion a vision of wholeness of human life 

against the realities of economic, racial and social injustice; to hold that 

vision and its responsibilities before the churches of the U.C.C. and the 

people of Metropolitan Boston; and to work with the urban poor towards the 

fulfillment of that vision. 

ð Excerpted from Purpose Statement, City Mission Society, written for the 175th Anniversary of the City 

Mission Society, Boston, Massachusetts, March 1991 

 

For some years I have taught a course at Boston College on the History and Development 

of Racism, and that experience has helped me to see the importance of the language we use to 

identify groups of people. For instance, in that course Iôve discovered it important to change the 

word by which I designate African people who have usually been called ñslaves.ò I have replaced 

that term with ñthe enslavedò or ñthe enslaved Africans.ò The latter term does not characterize the 

people, but rather communicates what was done to the African people. It has been a good con-

sciousness-raiser for students, reminding them that slavery was something done to people, rather 

than a description of the enslaved. 

In a similar way I would like to see us at City Mission Society re-think the way we de-

signate the people who are the focus of our concern. My consciousness about this was heightened 

recently when I heard William Sloane Coffin refer to the way Archbishop Romero spoke of ñpoorò 

people among whom he served. The Archbishop used a phrase which in his Spanish language 

translates ñthose who are made poor.ò 

To refer to people as ñthe poorò seems to characterize them; it vaguely points to assump-

tions in the speakerôs or hearerôs mind about who ñthe poorò are. ñThose who are made poorò 

raises to consciousness a whole set of circumstances which create the condition of poverty. 

ñThose who are made poorò reminds me that the status of poverty is something done to 

people, a state into which society thrusts them and too often keeps them. It reminds me that in a 

nation of affluence there is no way to justify that any person should be in poverty. 

ñThose who are made poorò reminds me that I am the beneficiary of a personal, family, and 

societal history that has insured me against poverty. There is nothing about me as a human being 

which would or should indicate that I am where I am rather than be in poverty. My position has 

nothing to do with my humanity; it is the result of the way my society is organized. The position of 

those whom some call ñthe poorò has nothing to do with their humanity; it is the result of the way 

society is organized. 

The vision that we share in CMS is ñagainst the realities of economic, racial and social 

injustice.ò That vision reminds me that society does not have to be organized in a way in which 

some are ñmade poor.ò 

Every single time I say ñthose who are made poorò I am reminded of the realities of in-

justice; I am reminded of the vision toward which we work and move. Changing the word is the 

easy part; the tough struggle comes as we encounter those hard realities of the world. 

 Changing the word will be a constant consciousness-raiser for me and hopefully for others 

who will listen. Out of the raised awareness that poverty is an injustice to be addressed, Iôm 

hopeful for a prod that will keep me in the long struggle, dissatisfied with anything less than the 

vision. ×  
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IV.  Essays on Responsibility  
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December 1983 

Guilt, Shame, and Responsibility  
 

ecently I saw an old article written by a white man who had gone through an ex-

perience in which he had found relief from the sense of guilt he felt because of 

racism. For him relief from guilt came from a direct experience in which a black 

person forgave him. His life since then has led him to significant change and involvement in the 

struggle against racism. Other white people have had similar experiences, often within the context 

of a religious setting. Those experiences, when accompanied by active change in lives, are valid, 

and I do not want to argue with them. However, I do have quarrels with some people who assume 

that these experiences dictate the way all whites must find relief from guilt. I have heard it declared 

as the route which whites must take. That route for the remedy for white guilt also defines a role for 

blacks; whites have had a historic propensity to define roles for blacks, and we have had enough of 

that. 

I have two other objections to the insistence that whites must seek forgiveness from black 

people for their involvement in racism. First, it places the burden for the whole matter back on 

black people, asking them to take the role of savior. The oppressor takes a foot off the back of the 

oppressed and says, ñWhat I have done is terrible...I feel guilty...now forgive me!ò Second, this 

approach misses the fact that demographically there are not enough black people to do the for-

giving for the many more whites, and most black people have better things to do than run around 

forgiving whites. 

Guilt is a common human response which many white people experience when they are 

confronted with the facts of how white racism exploits people of color. Guilt is felt, guilt is given 

verbal expression, and when it is ñacted out,ò it takes numerous forms. Guilt can warp responses, 

or it can give direction to them. Guilt can motivate action or it can become a substitute for action. 

Guilt can contribute to understanding, or it can cloud realities between people. Guilt can mani-

pulate or it can be manipulated. 

Most often when I hear white people talk about guilt in relationship to race relations and 

racism, there is an attempt to deny it. ñI donôt feel guiltò...ñdonôt blame me for slaveryò...ñI never 

owned slavesò ...Or sometimes the expression of guilt by one white person is met with an ñOh, you 

shouldnôt feel guilty; that will do no one any good!ò In each case there is an attempt to deny the 

feeling of guilt. 

1. Since the issue of guilt does come to the fore frequently, here are several observations 

about guilt which I hope will be helpful. 

2. Guilt is a predictable human reaction when one sees another person or group op-

pressed. It is probably a peculiarly human reaction; not to feel guilt under such circumstances 

would be a measure of inhumanity. One who is incapable of feeling or expressing guilt may be on 

less healthy psychological ground than the one who does feel and express guilt. So letôs not deny 

the guilt feelings when they come; guilt is a real human emotion. 

3. Guilt is a feeling which we can acknowledge, work through, and then move beyond, to 

take a positive action to correct the situation about which we feel guilty. A major danger is that we 

become flagellants, delighting in the wringing of hands and endless verbalization of remorse. Then 

guilt becomes a swamp of inaction. The trick is to avoid getting trapped in guilt, but rather to use 

that emotion to generate activity which counteracts racism. Doing this is much harder than saying 

it, but the goal is to move beyond guilt over the past into responsible action for the present. 

4. Religious expressions have often led people into guilt feelings, and some will argue 
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that religion has created more guilt than it has alleviated. Religion at its best provides a way for 

many people to deal with guilt, and from that perspective guilt should hold no horror at all. The 

Christian churches and their members should have no fear of guilt. In its theology and forms the 

church has ways of responding to guilt, for leading people through guilt to positive action. Some of 

the words which remind us of those forms are: confession, forgiveness, repentance, new witness. 

Similarly Judaism and other forms of religious expression have ways of acknowledging guilt and 

responding to it, with positive results in the lives of adherents to the particular faith. 

5. People often argue that they cannot feel guilty about the past, for things that happened 

before they were born, or for events in which they were not actors. This is usually the argument 

that white folks make when they say, ñDonôt blame me...I didnôt own slaves!ò Yet those same 

people are quick to invoke an opposite emotion and to express pride over things in the nationôs past 

to which they did not contribute. No one I know who so proudly celebrated our Bicentennial 

fought in the Revolutionary War or helped to write the Constitution! Every Fourth of July we glow 

in the pride of our history, and shout about events to which we did not contribute! Maybe the 

complainer did not own slaves, but slavery was a national system, and it is an appropriate response 

to feel some sense of guilt about slavery, if one is a part of the dominant society. Similarly in the 

present, one may not contribute directly to housing discrimination, but still feel a sense of shame 

for a society in which housing discrimination functions to make it measurably more difficult for a 

person of color to obtain housing than for a white person. 

6. There is a corporate nature of life which often finds us in situations where we carry out 

a responsibility assumed by someone else or some other group with whom we are identified. I am 

part of a corporate group which is obliged to make a regular mortgage payment, necessary because 

forebears fifty years ago borrowed money with which to erect the building we still enjoy. Most of 

us who now are responsible for raising and paying the mortgage were not around when the obli-

gation was incurred. If we were to go to the bank and announce that we were not going to make 

more payments because ñwe did not incur the debt,ò we would be told clearly and forcefully (with 

law behind the statement) that the corporate nature of our relationship to the original debtors does 

indeed make us responsible for their past decisions. 

7. Another aspect of the corporate nature of life carries extra-legal obligations for na-

tional, religious, racial, and other groups. The Old Testament knew of that corporate nature when it 

spoke of grandparents eating sour grapes and setting ñon edgeò the childrenôs teeth. The history of 

racism, the constant oppression of people of color is a part of that corporate life which white 

people in the United States share. Though not personally responsible for that past, we bear a part of 

the corporate responsibility. If societyôs ñteeth are on edgeò because of the past sourness, we are 

wiser to acknowledge the responsibility and to do something about it than to shrug it off with an ñI 

never owned slaves...donôt blame me!ò 

8. Some have noted a distinction made in Japanese culture between shame and guilt 

which may be instructive for us. Shame, felt as a societal phenomenon in Japanese culture, does 

not carry with it the intense form of personal guilt which is often associated with guilt in the United 

States. This is not to assume that patterns in Japan can easily be transferred to the United States of 

America. Other peoples have developed different ways of responding to the sense of guilt; maybe 

we can learn from them. In this nation we often appropriate guilt in a personal way...ñI am 

guiltyò...ñI am diminishedò ñI am not what I ought to be.ò Guilt of that sort is not something many 

want to accept, especially when dealing with corporate and societal forms of racism. It is easier to 

push it away, and say, ñI am not guilty.ò Perhaps we can learn from other cultures a more healthy 

way of assuming responsibility without personal incrimination. 
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There is obviously much more to be said about guilt and racism. Each of the above ob-

servations might be a first sentence of a separate article. Maybe this will start the discussion for 

you and your friends. If you feel guilt at some point, donôt be surprised; please donôt become 

captive to your guilt. If you donôt feel guilty, then please donôt start feeling guilty because you 

donôt feel guilty! There is enough genuine guilt around without creating more. 
×  
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February 1991 

The Death Penalty, Honor and Dignity  
 

ou killed! Killing is wrong. Youôve got to pay. Youôve got to die!   

Getting even is what itôs aboutðcall it vengeance, vindictiveness, retribution, or 

any ñprettyò name you want. Refute all the other ñreasonsò suggested by death 

penalty advocates, and the emotional core remains: ñKillers must pay with their lives.ò 

Who will ñpay?ò 

The poor will pay. The death penalty is classist! 

Blacks will pay. The death penalty is racist! 

Those who thought a while ago that racism was no longer an issue for activists, simply 

never knew the enculturated and intransigent nature of the beast. The institutionalized power of 

racism which we experience in the latter part of this century motivates a conviction that the future 

of anti-racism will require more of us than we have given in the past. More will surely be required 

to eliminate from the land the blatant form racism takes in the death penalty. 

Since 1976, about 44% of those executed in the U.S. have been either Black or Latino. 

History teaches that this disproportionate application of the death penalty will continue. 

It is clear that the death penalty is meted out much more frequently to those whose victims 

were white: since 1976, about 85% of those who were executed were convicted of killing whites, 

while about 15% were convicted of killing people of color. Clearly the system values white lives 

more than others. 

The death penalty is one of racismôs more blatant forms of injustice and immorality. Re-

cently my own motivation to eliminate the death penalty has been enriched by an argument which 

personalizes the issue in the light of my own sense of honor and dignity. 

At a regional conference hosted by the Massachusetts Citizens Against the Death Penalty 

two years ago, I heard Henry Schwarzchild of the ACLU, long known as a death penalty aboli-

tionist, share a thought which has become for me a motivating factor in the struggle. He recited 

briefly his movement through the many arguments which leave the death penalty indefensible as a 

matter of public policy. Putting all those arguments aside, Schwarzchild had come to one position 

which is now his chief motivation to continue working for the abolition of the death penalty. 

The source of the motivation comes from some words of Hamlet, in an exchange with 

Polonius. Knowing that Hamletôs uncle, the present king, has killed Hamletôs father, the two have 

just contracted with some actors to perform the play by which Hamlet plans to ñcatch the con-

science of the king.ò Hamlet has talked with the players and, satisfied that they will do the job well, 

tells Polonius to make final arrangements with them. Polonius responds: ñMy lord, I will use them 

according to their desert.ò Now look carefully at Hamletôs immediate reply: 

ñGodôs bodkins, man, much better, use every man after his desert, and who should ósave 

whipping? Use them after your own honour and dignity: the less they deserve, the more merit is in 

your bounty...ò 

Henry Schwarzchild said, and I join his thought: I do not want to live in a land where 

people are treated out of anything save a sense of honor and dignity. 

I do not want a land where people are sent to the death penalty because they cannot afford 

the costs of an adequate legal defense. 

I do not want a land where people are sentenced to death in a pattern which clearly shows 

black lives are held in lesser value than white lives. 

I do not want a land where any penalty is invoked in the arbitrary and capricious manner of 
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the death penalty, more like a lottery than a system of justice. 

I do not want a land where far too often innocent people are convicted and sent to death in 

a final, irrevocable act. 

I do want a land where people are treated always with a sense of honor and dignity, where 

I, and the state in my name, treat every single person out of a sense of honor and dignity. 

If your desire is anything like mine, you will be active to keep your state from adding its 

name to the list of the 37 which now adopt the absurd position that to keep people from killing we 

must kill. 

Those of us who live in Massachusetts are in a position to send a positive signal out across 

the land, indicating that we will not allow our Commonwealth to kill again. 

We will not allow the state to increase racism and classism by killing poor white and black 

people. 

In Massachusetts there is an increasingly strong coalition of more than 40 anti-death pe-

nalty organizations and some 6,000 people, led by the Massachusetts Citizens Against the Death 

Penalty. Stay in touch with them, get active with them, and help keep the death penalty out of 

Massachusetts. That will be a cause of celebration for the whole national movement. 

Letôs not treat people, even when guilty of crime, out of a sense of what some think they 

deserve; letôs treat them out of our sense of honor and dignity. That sense of honor and dignity 

ought never to include killing; never can it countenance the racism and classism implicit in the 

application of the death penalty. 

This struggle will take time, energy, money. It is a struggle for our sense of honor and 

dignity as a people. 
× 
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December 1991 

Racism: Past Failures, Present Responsibilities  
 

ften I have heard discussions about the legacy of the period in the history of our 

nation when African people were enslaved. In those discussions I find few white 

people who evidence much of a concept of the ways in which the grandchildren 

and great grandchildren of those who were enslaved may still bear the scars of that terrible insti-

tution. Some seem unwilling to even hear about that legacy. It may be too threatening, taking them 

too close to a reality of the past which is easier to dismiss than to accept. Whatever the motive for 

the denial, the argument is frequently made that what was done in the past is not something for 

which those of us who live in the present have any responsibility. When it revolves around ñsla-

very,ò the argument usually given is, ñI never owned slaves...donôt hold me accountable for that!ò 

Of course it is true that today there is no one alive who is accountable for the period of 

enslavement in our history. Valid as that point of view may be, it becomes too quickly a way to 

deny any responsibility for the consequences of enslavement. A response that I and others have 

often made is to remind friends that while we cannot be held accountable for what others did in the 

past, we must accept responsibility for what we do in the present. That response raises for me 

another dimension of the discussion which I want to explore here. 

To say that we who live in the 1990ôs are not responsible for the actions of our forebears, or 

to argue that the past has little lasting effect in the present, is a denial of the fundamentally cor-

porate nature of life. Just as we are bound together in the present, so are we in the present bound to 

those who have lived before us, sometimes bound to act in accordance with or as a legacy of their 

actions. To understand that intimate relation of past and present helps me at least to struggle with 

my responsibilities as a person who lives in a present which is in some ways defined by the past. 

Here are some of the ways in which we are bonded to the past: 

1. Theologically, there is a tradition which acknowledges that the ñsins of the fathers set the 

childrenôsô teeth on edge.ò Many can identify some ways in their own lives in which that under-

standing makes sense. The genocide of native peoples in this land is a very present instance of my 

teeth ñset on edge,ò a sour taste in the mouth. I am not accountable for what past generations have 

done to native people, but the patterns they set in motion are a part of the present which I would 

like to change. 

2. The national debt is clearly an example of the ways in which our present is circum-

scribed by decisions we have not made, but were often made long before we were in positions of 

influence. We try to ignore it, but it threatens our national economic health. 

3. Some of us are beneficiaries of funds accumulated by forebears whose decisions and 

actions still provide us with money which expands our options today. Conversely, some find 

options limited because those who went before either did not or could not save. 

4. Often treaties made in another day are still binding upon us in the present. That we 

sometimes trample them, instanced often in our treatment of Native Americans, is a testimony to 

their force upon us. 

5. I have belonged to churches where previous mortgages, contracted for reasons I thought 

were not very good, still bound our members in the present. Bank officials simply would not buy 

any argument that we disagreed with the reasons for the mortgage, and therefore should not be held 

accountable to pay. In such a case the past climbs into my pocketbook, very present indeed. 

6. The Constitution is a document which I did not write, but its principles affect me daily. 

Judicial decisions of decades ago frequently define what I can and cannot do. The Constitution can 
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be changed and judicial decisions can be overturned, but until changed they are binding upon me, 

reaching from the past into my present. 

7. Any psychiatrist will remind us that the past represented by many who have been dose to 

us, forms and sometimes deforms the reality in which we presently live. 

8. National pride based in our heritage illustrates our bondedness to the past. I am very 

proud of the American Revolution, bringing a new form of freedom to the world, but I had nothing 

to do with it. I am daily grateful for that bonding. 

9. The Declaration of Independence was not of my writing, and I was not around even to be 

consulted when it was written. I certainly cannot claim any responsibility for it, but I live every day 

grateful for its proclamation of self-evident truths, including the equality of all persons, and un-

alienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
*
 I look upon it still as a kind of 

ñmission statementò for our nation, one which some generation will see fulfilled. From Jefferson, 

to my colleagues, to those next generations the corporate nature of our bonding is self-evident. 

So the illustrations pile up, showing the connections of the present with the past. What was 

someone elseôs present, we think of as ñpast;ò yet the way they lived, the decisions they made 

affect us, sometimes blessing our lives, sometimes invading them with an unwelcome reality. The 

point is clear: we are inextricably bound to the past. 

The past lives in us in myriad ways. We must learn from it, must appropriate the good it 

brings to us, must correct the evil it bequeaths us. The body politic today is an extension of what it 

was yesteryear, warp and woof woven together in a pattern of beauty or ugliness. To deny the 

corporate nature of life is to miss an important truth. Letôs not forget that as we work together to 

discard the racism of the past and to provide a present that will build a future without racism. 
× 

  

                                                         
*
 I know well the terrible contradiction in Jeffersonôs life, which shows clearly that behaviorally he did not exhibit a 

belief in the equality which he espoused. I will not excuse that failure, but do still want to acknowledge a profound 

sense of gratitude for the principle he held out for us to strive towards. 
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December 1993 

The Danger of Becoming a WANNABUT 
 

here have been numerous occasions in my work on issues related to racism when I 

have seen creativity stifled by someone who says, ñbut,ò ñbut,ò ñbut.ò...It usually 

comes in response to a suggestion about what a person or group might do pro-

grammatically to counter the effects of racism. If I am in a group where I know there are people 

who do not want to see anything done, I obviously expect a lot of ñbuts.ò These will come from 

people whose basic attitude is ñwe donôt want to.ò I expect them to reject, oppose or erect barriers 

after every suggestion. While disappointed that they feel that way, I expect and accept their ñbuts.ò 

BUT...It is very disappointing when I hear the ñbutsò coming consistently from those who at the 

same time insist that they want to take action. 

It happened again just the other day, when a group of people was responding to the request 

by one white man who had asked for help in thinking through what his business might do to reach 

out in a creative way to engage people of color in its vocational field. In the group with him there 

were seven others, two of whom were African Americans, and several of whom worked in the 

same professional field though not in his firm. There was in the collective group a good deal of 

experience and wisdom to provide helpful suggestions for our friend. 

The conversation began with a statement by the one who was seeking help indicating that 

people in his business were eager to ñreach out to identify, recruit and train people of color for the 

firm, which was almost all white.ò ñI want to,ò he said, suggesting a goal he had in mind. ñMy 

colleagues want to. All top managers agree. We all want to do this; we just donôt know how.ò 

With such an open mind, such an expression of agreement as to the stated objective, this 

sounded like a piece of cake! Several of those present began in an almost brainstorming fashion to 

make practical, concrete suggestions about what our friend could do. From the moment we started 

with those suggestions, the conversation became one which I have heard so many other times that 

it blurs in my mind; memory becomes one of a composite of all those times when ñbutsò got in the 

way of action: 

ñI want to do that, but...that wonôt work for us.ò  

ñI want to, but...we donôt do things that way.ò  

ñI wannabut...there is no budget.ò 

ñI wannabut...Iôve never done that before.ò  

ñI wannabut...our clients wonôt like it.ò 

ñI wannabut...thatôll never fly in our business.ò 

 

At this point you can create your own list of the ñbuts.ò They are scattered over the land-

scape of many organizations with whom I have sat over the years. They lie with all the good in-

tentions which pave the road to nowhere. The disappointment for me is to see the frustration of the 

stated purpose of the person who says this or that is what they want to do. There is a dangerous 

attitude which creeps into many heads and hearts and prevents them from moving in the direction 

they say they want to move. Becoming a WANNABUT can frustrate the very one who ñwants to.ò 

In my work I have too often seen that attitude frustrate attempts to develop creative ways to re-

spond to the racism present in a given situation or in our society. 

There is always the danger of becoming a WANNABUT! As I say that to others, I must 

also say it to myself every week at least, probably every day, someone suggests something that I 

might do, or that we might initiate at Community Change, as we develop anti-racism programs. 
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Many times I feel that ñBUTò trembling on my lips, and I have to call it back into my throat before 

it blocks the possibility of something new and exciting happening: 

I WANNABUT...I tried that six years ago, and believe me it wonôt work!  

I WANNABUT...you donôt have any idea how tough that is. 

I WANNABUT...the opposition to that kind of thing is much stronger than you have any 

idea about. 

I WANNABUT...no one is going to help us find the money. 

I WANNABUT...who is going to do the work? 

 I WANNABUT...I WANNABUT... I WANNABUT. 

Many times when I have said I WANNABUT, Iôm quite sure that my ñbutò was 

well-founded in experience; many times the suggestion did come from someone naive about 

realities I have encountered. Many times the ñbutò was a reasonable response that I might make 

again should the same situation occur once more. 

Then I begin to caution myself about the DANGER OF BECOMING A WANNABUT! I 

wonder how many great ideas I have stymied by a quick ñBut?ò I wonder how many creative 

people I have discouraged with my ñbut-ing?ò I could probably fill a trash can with the ñbutsò I 

have strewn along the way. 

So, I remind myself several times a day to go easy on the ñbutsò which discourage and try 

to adopt a ñbutò attitude which opens up new possibilities. 

Hereôs a different kind of ñbut,ò which I say to myself when someone comes to me with an 

idea about combating racism: 

ñWhen we tried that six years ago it didnôt work, BUT maybe it should be tried again.ò 

ñThatôs a tough thing to do, BUT letôs see if we can do it better this time.ò 

ñA lot of people wonôt like it, BUT it needs to be done, so letôs see if there is a new ap-

proach.ò 

ñNo one has been willing to fund that before, BUT maybe there is someone new out there 

who is willing to.ò 

ñI donôt know who will do that, BUT can you help find someone?ò 

The first set of WANNABUTS is rooted in a fundamental attitude which accents the neg-

ative restraints; the second set turns the negative into an exploration of new possibilities. When I 

meet the WANNABUT in myself or in others, I block that first kind of ñbut,ò and try to practice 

the second kind. A WANNABUT can too quickly end discussions which might result in progress 

if allowed to continue. Becoming a WANNABUT can discourage creativity as we reach for ways 

to implement programs which contribute to racial justice. 

WANNABUT-TING is most dangerous in well-intentioned whites, whose proneness to 

that behavior often becomes a way of avoiding action which may result in some amazing changes. 

The prospect of those changes may be a veiled threat to many whites, who, at some subliminal 

level, might be frightened for fear of losing control, influence, and power when change comes. So, 

in ways which others can describe better than I, the behavior which says ñIWANNAò satisfies that 

part of the person which knows what is right, while the quickly added ñBUTò protects that in the 

person which is rooted in fear of change. When that dynamic occurs in the context of seeking to be 

anti-racist, there is an ever-present danger of BECOMING A WANNABUT. 

Please help me avoid BECOMING A WANNABUT, and Iôll pledge to help keep you from 

the same danger. 
× 
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February 1995 

Preachinȭ to the Choir  
 

ecently I was talking about racism with some people in a corporate setting, and was 

pleased by a spirited discussion and many comments which affirmed that my 

contribution had been helpful. In the midst of the verbal evaluation and many 

accolades, there was one man who claimed that all that I said was good, acceptable, even ñgreat,ò 

but that I was ñtalking to the Choir!ò Since we were already over the time allotted for our session, 

my response was limited to a few words, and then I called for an end to the ñchoir rehearsal!ò 

It was not the first time I had heard such comments, and I suppose we have all been in 

groups where the same sentiment has been expressed. Translated, the phrase has always meant to 

me, ñyouôre talking to the already converted...we understand things just as you do, so why tell 

us...there are other people who need to hear your message more than we do.ò This time, though, I 

found myself wanting to reflect on the meaning of this comment. My reflections took several 

directions. 

Immediately it is clear that the comment that we are ñpreachinô to the choirò is an affi r-

mation of the group shout about whom the statement is made. There is an implicit assumption that 

the ñchoirò is made up of those who are the most committed to the goals of the subject under 

discussion. So it is a way of telling everyone that they are ñokay,ò and, of course, reminding 

everyone that the person saying that is on the ñrightò side! Since there was no time left for me to 

check to find if others felt the same way, I cannot tell if there was any consensus that I was 

speaking to the ñwrongò audience. Yet it was clear that this one person thought that. My hunch is 

that had I opened his comment for response from others, there would have been a number who 

would not have agreed with him. If that were the case, it is still clear that the man was at least 

affirming his own ñpurity,ò his own conviction that he at least, did not need to hear the good things 

I had said. That is the obvious effect of what was said. Mark that as the first point of reflection. 

Incidentally, and before I move on, if all the ñchoirsò I have spoken to about anti-racism 

were full of committed activists in the struggle, Iôd feel a lot more confident about the end of 

racism than I do. 

A less obvious effect of the comment about the ñchoirò is that it may be a way, intention-

ally or not, of deflecting responsibility for acting on what has been said. ñTake this word some-

where else, there is some other audience that needs to hear it, and let them take it to heart. We here 

are doing all right; direct yourself to some other group, because that is where we need to see more 

responsible action.ò ñWe are the choir.ò ñWeôve heard it all.ò ñWeôre good people.ò...ñWe donôt 
need to hear this any more.ò ñTake the good message somewhere else; we are the ógood guysô.ò 

The effect of the remark is to deflect what has been said, turn it aside, and aim it in some other 

direction... 

There may be truth in the claim that ñsomebodyò else needs to hear this and do more about 

it, but it always concerns me a bit. The analogy to the ñgood guysò being the choir, calls to mind 

my experience on a denominational staff for nine years. In that capacity I moved among some five 

hundred churches regularly. I recall stories of choir masters who had run off with someone elseôs 

spouse, of choir members who had cheated at business, of at least one church secretary and choir 

member who ran a ñcall girlò operation from the church office...and you could add your own 

similar stories, applicable not only to ñchoirsò but to those who ñperformò in other settings as well. 

The point is quickly made...the people who have heard the message a thousand times may 

still not act in accord with it. Who would claim that he/she has not stumbled more than once? Letôs 
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not turn the responsibility for action to someone else, to some other group. Letôs be wary of anyone 

who talks too quickly about the problem residing somewhere else. 

Comes a more disquieting possibility of the effect of the comment that I should have been 

addressing some other group than the ñchoir.ò The comment may have the effect of diminishing 

what has been said, even while it comes from one who affirms the message. It may be an effective 

way of discounting the ideas expressed, assuring those assembled that they donôt have to take them 

very seriously. If the comment had come from someone who claimed my remarks were stupid, I 

could easily accept it as an honest disagreement, but coming as it did from an affirming listener, I 

am puzzled, and must assess at least the possibility of this ñdiminishingò effect. For now I donôt 

want to dwell any longer on this phase of my reflections, but will dismiss this argument as brus-

quely as it may have dismissed mine. 

More seriously my reflections reminded me of my own need to he constantly supported by 

those whose experience and views are similar. I do need to be often with the ñchoir,ò to talk with, 

though not to ñpreach toò people who are of similar mind. I need to be with them in part to sharpen 

my thought, to be challenged by others who share my objectives. ñReshape,ò ñrefuelò are words 

which describe that need. The ñchoirò can help me prepare for times when those with whom I 

speak are not of similar mind, have never been near the ñchoir.ò I need to use those times I am with 

the ñchoirò so that we can prepare each other to go out to the places where there is no ñchoirò and 

to speak more persuasively, to act more strategically. 

So, bring on the ñchoirs,ò and letôs determine together to ñtalkò and listen carefully to each 

other, and try to find what we can apply to ourselves, to our situations, to our group, to our heads, 

hearts and habits. 
× 



 

 

 
 

[74] 

July 1995 

Balancing Patience/Impatien ce 
 

n the early 70ôs a Black, male friend exiled from South Africa, spoke angrily with me 

about his impatience for change; he wanted change YESTERDAY! 

In the early 70ôs a Black man from South Africa spoke with me about the need for 

patience. His first son had just been born. Contemplating life for the future, my friend said, ñThe 

struggle for freedom will be my sonôs struggle. It will be his sonôs struggle and his sonôs struggle, 

and his sonôs struggle.ò The sober comment anticipated generations of resolve. It was a testimony 

to the patience necessary to long-range commitment. 

Those two ñconversationsò were with the same man. He was able to combine within 

himself both that intense impatience and that deliberate patience. Iôm still trying in 1995 to reach 

that same ability to balance the two emotions in myself. 

Right now, in the political climate of 1995, with the RIGHT and the FAR RIGHTEOUS 

stealing the nation from under me, my struggle is to keep my impatience from tripping my pa-

tience. Even as I say that I also want to recognize that patience needs often to be prodded by im-

patience. There is a danger when either one gets in the way of the other. 

My impatience right now is rooted in anger and fear. I am angry as I see the needs of 

common people being trampled by those whose bottom-line motive too often comes from greed. I 

am furious when I see religious belief in the worthiness of every person distorted into justifications 

for excluding any person from rights or resources. I am afraid of what the future may hold for the 

already oppressed people of our land. I fear what that oppression may demand of me. 

I am angry. 

I am fearful. 

I am very IMPATIENT! I want change YESTERDAY! 

My impatience leads me sometimes into an arrogance when not everyone shares my 

feeling of urgency. I sometimes simply cannot stand those who want to delay action, because they 

recognize a need for a depth of thought I am not willing to give. I sometimes become intolerant of 

those who do not want to join me in addressing institutional issues, when they know that in their 

lives it is of prime importance to engage introspection, dialogue, and personal relationships. That 

intolerance, that arrogance, that allegiance to what I feel to be of central importance, can turn me 

into an ally no one wants or needs and it can BLIND ME. 

The danger is that I may not see that others who work for racial justice in different ways 

from mine are also to be valued in the struggle. It can lead me to discount the importance of what 

they do, because they are not doing what I do! It can close my eyes to seeing my own need to 

balance my intense clamor for action mat with the patient, hard work of introspection and dialo-

gue. It can diminish the support I of
f
er when someone is struggling with an issue which does not 

seem as crucial to me as it is to them. In sum my impatience births an arrogance of spirit in me 

which may hurt some other who works also in the movement toward justice for all. When I find 

myself so impatient that I act in that way to others, then it is time for me to seek patience. 

There is always a ñBUTò...and here it is: BLEE...I donôt want to become so patient that I 

become tolerant of any temporary or continuing injustice, not even for a decade, a year, a day, a 

minute! I want to be IMPATIENT, and if I discover myself too easily accepting a situation which 

needs change then I need to be booted out of my complacency. Too frequently as a white male, the 

product of unearned privilege, my tendency to be patient and wait for change is rooted in the fact 

that the injustice doesnôt personally affect my life...it is easy to be patient over someone elseôs 
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pain. I need to guard myself from that consequence of patience. If being impatient leads me too 

often to an intolerance of inaction, then being patient too often leads me to a tolerance of an in-

tolerable condition that I refuse to stand in myself or in any other. 

I say to myself almost every day: ñkeep checking for the balance between patience and 

impatience.ò 
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October 1985 

A Higher Education About Racism  
 

n recent years I have talked with people from over thirty colleges, mostly in the New 

England area. These people include students, administrators, and faculty whose points 

of view in regard to racism differ considerably. From what I have experienced, seen, or 

heard about, here I will share anecdotal data which will illustrate some of the forms racism takes in 

those college settings. 

A black male student on what would generally be called a ñprestigiousò campus described 

his three-year experience on that campus in words something like this: ñRacism is very subtle here. 

I havenôt experienced any blatant form of racism, but I encounter it almost everywhere I turn; it is 

all-pervasive. The sum total of all that subtle racism is blatant.ò 

Here are some instances of racism, both subtle and blatant: 

A black woman student enters a classroom on the first day of classes in a new semester. 

The class is small and she is the only person of color enrolled. The professor speaks to her quietly, 

saying that he is not accustomed to having minority students in his classes and he hopes that he will 

not say anything to offend her at any time. Then the class begins and the professor spends a con-

siderable amount of time going over the syllabus and describing the course requirements. At 

several points during this process he turns to the black student and pointedly asks, ñDo you un-

derstand?ò She wants to take the course, but at this point she feels like hiding or running away. 

In the lobby of a graduate school there is a bulletin board, and one section of that board has 

been used as a place where people can post pictures under which they invite others to write cap-

tions, often evoking humorous responses. Reading the responses provides a pleasant pause in the 

daily round of academic pursuits. Someone posted on the board a picture of a KKK rally, and 

invited people to give it a caption. The first comment to appear was a boldly written, ñThis isnôt 

funny!ò Both that comment and the picture were quickly removed and the issue was dropped. 

A woman student who was proud of her Native American heritage but whose physical 

appearance does not fit the stereotype, told me that whenever she rolls a scarf into a small band and 

wears it to keep her hair in place, she gets stares and comments which indicate that the stereotype 

is not dead. What she wears is not remotely like an Indian head band, but it evokes a behavior 

toward her which is different from the way she is treated when she does not wear the scarf. 

A white male professor announces what I assume to be an honest hope that the student 

body at the college where he teaches might be more racially diverse than it is at present. In almost 

the next sentence he says, ñThere is not a single urban high school in the northeastern part of the 

United States which can graduate a student qualified to attend our college.ò This professor also sits 

on the Admissions committee which in part functions to set up a budget and a plan for recruiting 

prospective students. 

A white student who frequently associates with the few black students on her campus is 

walking across the college quadrangle in company with four black students. The words, ñNigger 

lover!ò are yelled at her several times from an anonymous dormitory window. 

An Academic Dean meets with me and three professors. We make plans for a faculty 

meeting which is to be devoted to a discussion of issues of curriculum and race. We even set the 

date on which the Dean will call for the faculty meeting to discuss this topic. The Dean is preoc-

cupied with insuring a process which will make it appear as though our decision really rose out of 

the faculty itself He engages in a discussion in which it is agreed that someone will bring up this 

matter at the next faculty meeting, that a committee will be appointed to look into the matter, that a 
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report would be made to a subsequent faculty meeting, and then finally a decision to do that for 

which we had already set a date! After our meeting ended, the process outlined began. With many 

convoluted manipulations the plan finally fades away and is lost in the ether of words and process. 

Nothing ever happens. 

Both male and female athletes, black and white, from six different sports, report that they 

have seen or experienced discriminatory practices on the part of coaches in the athletic department 

of their college. Black players do not get the playing times they feel they deserve, systems for 

ranking people through challenge matches are manipulated, and positions on teams are often not 

awarded on the basis of ability. The reports are consistent enough to indicate that there should be 

some response at least to the perceptions expressed. When these complaints are brought to the 

attention of college officials, they dismiss them as unfounded because ñthe Director of Athletics is 

such a nice manò. 

In a class examining recent United States history, the name of Dr. Martin Luther King 

comes up and someone makes a critical remark about him. All heads turn immediately to the one 

black student in the class, begging for a response. 

Two black women students in Boston get on a subway car and take seats beside each other 

in the front section of the car, where all seats are then occupied. The section at the back of the car 

has several vacant seats. A middle-aged white woman gets on at the next stop; she is carrying 

numerous bundles, is obviously hurried and harried, and eager for a seat. She stands over the two 

black women, looks down at them and says, ñI need a seat. Donôt you know you folks are supposed 

to be up back?ò 

A white woman student has become friendly with a black male student at a Boston area 

college. They go on a date together at an apartment in downtown Boston. The evening slips away 

quickly and, when they leave the apartment, the subway is no longer running to their campus. They 

donôt have enough money for a cab, so they decide to hitch-hike, assuming that the many students 

returning to campus will include someone willing to offer a ride. Cars go by; none stop. Then a car 

full of several white students goes slowly past them; one student leans out of the car window and 

yells at the girl, ñYouôll never get a ride as long as youôre with that thing!ò 

No one of these anecdotes is fiction! Each has happened in the 1980ôs! No one of them is to 

be dismissed lightly, because each one hurts. Collectively they are just the tip of a frigid iceberg. 

There are still lots of places where one can get a ñhigher educationò about/in racism. 
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April 1986 

Learning about Racism from S tudents  
 

or several years I have taught an undergraduate course at Boston College, titled The 

History and Development of Racism in the United States of America. Teaching is 

always a mutual exchange, so it is no surprise that each semester students teach me 

about racism. The lessons are seldom new, but each time they come with a freshness defined by the 

particular personalities of the persons involved in the class. Here are some of the things I have 

learned, each of which carries for me the images of particular students, and are therefore recalled 

with the affection I feel for them, my mentors. 

Each semester I am reminded that many white students are products of homogeneous white 

environments and their understanding of racism and of racial dynamics is very limited. When 

students of color begin telling of personal encounters with racism on an every-day basis, many 

whites are shocked into a new sensitivity which opens to them an ugly world they have not seen 

before. That ugly world has a history, and so we begin to trace the origins of racism in our national 

life. That history reveals a nation founded on two contradictory convictions, one of equality, and 

the other affirming white superiority. Students begin for the first time to understand the complex 

dimensions of our national problem. Problems encountered today are rooted in a history which 

lives in us. 

White students, with a new sensitivity, begin to report an awareness of racial prejudice and 

discrimination taking place all around them. They tell me that it is ñlike having blinders suddenly 

removed from my eyes,"...ñit is not facts being drilled into my head to be memorized; it is human 

beings, itôs our world, and itôs life.ò Much of this new awareness reveals a social reality which 

becomes particularly tough when students begin to see the results of racism in their own beliefs, 

attitudes, and actions. 

White students very often find themselves in danger of being trapped in guilt. Seeing what 

whites have done and continue to do to people of color, both personally and through institutions, 

guilt becomes a common response. Feelings of guilt cause some white students to become fearful 

of expressing themselves in class. So we have to work together to accept a kind of societal guilt 

without personalizing it, and to move beyond guilt over the past to a sense of responsibility for the 

present. That is often a painful period for white students, but it is a period which poses the student 

on the threshold of liberation and growth. 

Students of color find it very hard to believe that some of the white students have no idea of 

how present, pervasive, and harsh racism is. When their own experience of racism is so conti-

nuous, it is hard at first to accept at face value that many whites simply have no idea about the 

reality of racism today. Privately, students of color often
 
express their conviction that some of the 

white students are not being truthful. 

Across this gulf of ñknowingò and ñnot-knowingò, there is need for a lot of patient and 

empathic listening, on the part of both whites and people of color. 

Most students I encounter in this class are open and eager to learn. They discover negative 

racist feelings within themselves, and they plead for help in ñun-learningò those feelings. Students 

see T.V. programs and commercials from a perspective which critiques them for racial stereo-

types. Campus life and relationships offer new opportunities for exploring issues of racism. 

Laughing at racist jokes is no longer fun for them, and they begin to experiment with the most 

effective ways of countering their friends who still engage in those jokes. They report lengthy 

discussions with roommates after each of our weekly classes and after semester ñbreakò comes 
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serious reflection on how to deal with racist attitudes they may now recognize in their parents and 

best friends at home. A frequent question is, ñHow can I share my new insight and concerns 

without judging my parents or losing a life-long friend?ò 

Each semester I am taught once again that racist behavior may be intentional or it may be 

unintentional. It is tough for students of color to accept as unintentional those things which are so 

hurtful to them. We read a history which shows us a massive amount of racist laws passed, racist 

judicial decisions announced, racist constitutional provisions enacted, all of which were clearly 

intended. In that light it is easy to assume that present acts are also intentionally racist. For white 

students, who may not know of the racist effect of their actions, it is hard to realize that sometimes 

their actions produce an effect contrary to what they intend. When they discover that dynamic, we 

then explore the power they have to change their actions. What is needed next is the will to make 

those changes. Students discover themselves at decision points which are similar to those expe-

rienced by many other people in the past; history teaches us the reality that only a few in each class 

will make the harder decisions necessary to change. In those few I rejoice and from them I gain 

strength. 

Students do not easily see the institutional dimensions of racism. That is also true of most 

people whom I know. Becoming aware of the one-on-one dynamics of personal encounters be-

tween people of different races is relatively easy, but the institutional aspects are harder to see. 

Many simply do not think in institutional terms, do not have understandings which equip them to 

see the ways in which institutional policies, procedures, and practices may have racist effects. 

Without this understanding the picture of racism will always be incomplete, so we have to begin to 

provide some of the tools for this new exploration. I am reminded once again of the importance of 

educating people to identify the impact of individual institutions, and of the intersection of systems 

of institutions which may be racist. 

What students have taught me most of all is not something I can summarize as a ñlearningò 

or an insight into racism, or even as an understanding. Mainly what they teach me is an attitude 

toward the future. They give me that great gift of hope... 

- A student who describes how he has confronted a bank teller who uses racist language, 
gives me hope. 

- A student who says that every evening after our class is filled with discussions with her 
roommates, gives me hope. 

- A student, who seeks supervision in a field placement in a civil rights organization, gives 

me hope. 

- A student who says, ñI have begun to change my behaviors, convictions, and outlook on 
life and people,ò gives me hope. 

- A student who writes, ñI have a long way to go in overcoming my prejudices...my goal this 
semester is to accept people for what they are, not for what I think they should be ...ò gives 

me hope. 

- A student, who goes to graduate school and returns to seek help with a major paper on 

institutional forms of racism, gives me hope. 

Hope in this long struggle against racism is the essence of sustaining power. What a 

magnificent gift I am given each semester! I share that gift now, with you. 
×  
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April 1987 

Colleges: Stop Recruiting Minority Students  
 

everal friends were discussing with me the many recent ñincidentsò which news 

media have reported as a resurgence of racism on predominantly white campuses. 

All the discussants are people who are familiar with the experience of students of 

color on such campuses. None of them was surprised by the reports in the media. All agreed that 

such ñincidentsò are not a ñresurgence of racismò, but rather the evidence of an on-going phe-

nomenon which every student of color knows to be a part of the daily struggle in a white envi-

ronment. These are simply stark instances which command public attention; even if it could be 

proved that not one of them happened, the reality of enculturated racism is still present. 

One of the concerns in our discussion was the trend in recent years which records a de-

creasing percentage of students of color at many colleges and universities. Inevitably, some of 

those who were present began to suggest how colleges could recruit more students of color. That 

part of the discussion was interrupted by a black person who said he finds it increasingly difficult 

to justify recommending to any young black friend that he/she go to a predominantly white in-

stitution of higher education. Black colleges, he claimed, show a much better record of educating 

black students. In the traditionally black colleges retention rates are better, graduation is surer, and 

performance after graduation is better by measurable standards.
*
 So why, he asked, should he urge 

a black student to go to a predominantly white school? When he raised this question, my friend 

was not trying to be a ñwise guy;ò he was asking a question which for him is a very real moral 

dilemma. 

My assumption is that the question my friend poses is one which might apply for any 

student of color, not simply blacks. Why should we urge anyone to go into an environment which 

may condone a hostile or unfriendly atmosphere, and to struggle for the survival of self-respect for 

four years in that environment? The question becomes especially pertinent when consideration is 

given to alternatives present in traditionally black colleges. 

Letôs declare a moratorium on the recruitment of students of color in-predominantly white 

colleges and universities! Let those institutions give primary attention to bringing about some 

foundational changes which will assure that they will be more hospitable places in which students 

of color can learn, without the debilitating and constant struggle against blatant or subtle forms of 

racism. Until those changes are institutionalized, annual recruitment budgets could be set aside, 

and then when the college is ready, a vigorous recruitment effort could begin. The moratorium 

would in effect say: ñDonôt recruit more students of color until certain conditions of change are 

met.ò 

 Here are some of the changes which might be required before the moratorium is lifted: 

- Demonstrate that racism and racial prejudice is a serious offense, and that racist behavior 
will not be tolerated, but will be punished. Put into use enforcement mechanisms that work. 

- Secure good representation of persons of color on the Board of Trustees. 

- Recruit faculty of color, and provide all necessary supports that move them toward tenure. 

- Recruit administrators of color in major positions. 

- Integrate into the curriculum multi-racial, multi-cultural concerns. 

- Provide training of faculty and of staff (security forces, resident staff, others) in the skills of 

                                                         
*
 See The Traditionally Black Institutions of Higher Education, from the National Center of Education Statistics, 

March 1985, and read Blacks in College, by Jacqueline Fleming, Bass, 1984. 
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authentic multi-racial relationships. 

- Introduce into the curriculum courses which examine the history and present-day func-
tioning of racism in our society. (This is different from what is commonly called ñprejudice 

reduction.ò) 

- Revise admissions standards to include criteria which are as predictive of academic per-

formance for students of color as present criteria are for white students.
*
 

- Put into place support mechanisms which will signify an institutional intent to retain stu-
dents for graduation. 

 

Some will say that the suggestion of a moratorium is unrealistic and it is naive to expect 

any such stance will be adopted by any college or university. Well, I donôt expect the moratorium 

to get serious consideration in many college presidentsô offices; it will not be on the agenda for the 

next meeting of the trustees at your favorite college! Still, it is a good idea. It reminds us of the 

need for a sense of urgency about the changes suggested, a sense I find missing when the issue of 

racism is raised in predominantly white settings. So, while the moratorium may never happen, it 

ñoughtò to happen! At the very least the idea may get the donkeyôs attention! 
× 

  

                                                         
*
 See The Use of Nontraditional Predictors for Admission to the University of Maryland, College Park, by William E. 

Sedlacek, Counseling Center, University of Maryland. 

 



 

 

 
 

[83] 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VI.  Essays: Open Letters to White  Males 
  

- 

- 



 

 

 
 

[84] 

January 1991 

An Open Letter to White Ma les - January 1991  
 

ong ago a Black Puerto Rican man said to me that the organizations and institutions 

which are run by whites will go on just as they are with little change so long as the 

decision makers continue to believe, perceive, decide, and act as they have always 

believed, perceived, decided, and acted. That conversation illumined for me an important con-

nection between individual and institutional change. 

Since it is most often white males, like me, who are in positions of organizational deci-

sion-making, we are going to have to decide whether or not we want to contribute to or block the 

implementation of change. As we move into the twenty-first century, if there are not significant 

changes in the way our institutions operate, many will eventually become anomalies, outmoded, 

and left behind in the flux of increasing diversity. That diversity, molded in the population of the 

future, makes change both certain and necessary. The demographic diversity may come faster than 

change will be accelerated, but the choice about the speed of change is partly up to us. A ñtrainò is 

coming down the track; our major decision is whether to board it or to watch it go by. 

The changes that will be needed are both institutional and personal. There are some 

changes coming in me and in the institutions where I have a voice. I can control to a large extent 

my own openness to change; for the institutions it will be more difficult. Institutions can last a long 

time without change, but like white or male-only clubs, they eventually become extinct. More 

motivating than the threat of extinction, beckoning us somewhere ñbeyondò the change is an 

enriched life for individuals and for our institutions. The remarkably diverse century into which we 

are moving will require me to change my ways of perceiving, believing, deciding, and acting. As I 

and other perceivers, believers, deciders, and actors work together, we will develop new institu-

tions the nature of which we cannot even envision today. 

Recently I had an experience which ñsignifiedò for me some of the blocks to the changes 

which I believe will come. I was working with an African-American woman in a series of work-

shop sessions for a staff which had identified some internal problems as race-related. At one point 

I presented a theory about a particular form of communications, which participants were asked to 

practice in a skill-building exercise. After I had presented the theory, a black man said, ñI'm not 

sure I understand all of that, and the parts that I understand, Iôm not sure I agree with; itôs not my 

way of puttinô information out there.ò Nevertheless, he was willing to participate, and he pro-

ceeded to do so, quite helpfully. 

After the session was over, I had to do some searching in my head and heart. I had used a 

theory with which I felt comfortable; it came from a context of a white, male, and middle class 

view about how to communicate. I still think the theory is a good one, and it has proved helpful to 

many people of different races and cultures. Nonetheless I now found myself asking why I had 

implicitly assumed that the way of communicating on which it is based is necessarily the best or 

most helpful one for all people. Clearly, my black friend had not found it so. He grew up in an 

environment of street survival for the early part of his life, and had learned a whole different way 

of communicating, of ñóputtinô information out.ò How can I assume that his way is inferior to 

mine? Might it not be possible, if he and I were to be on the same staff together, that I might profit 

much from learning his way of communicating? Projecting myself into an imagined staff rela-

tionship with him over a period of time, it is probable that he and I might develop some new ways 

of communicating which neither of us can articulate now because we donôt know what they will 

be. Given a staff of people of greater diversity than the two of us represent, many different ways of 
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believing, perceiving, deciding, and acting would evolve out of a willingness to learn from each 

other and to let develop what as a group or staff we found most helpful. It might mean that at 

different times and in varied situations we would exercise very different styles of making decisions 

or relating around staff responsibilities. 

The kind of change I am suggesting here will be threatening to some, because it will ne-

cessitate new learning and in some cases whole new ways of doing things. If we begin with an 

assumption that all people from all cultures have something to contribute to our multicultural style, 

then what emerges on the ñother sideò of change will be more productive than what we know now. 

The process of getting to that new place will be difficult at times, but learning to believe, decide, 

perceive, and act in new ways adaptive to a multicultural world can be exciting and fun. Learning 

is always stimulating; by its nature ñto learnò implies growth and growth is better than stagnation. 

What can I learn from this experience about the future of working in an increasingly mul-

ticultural setting? First I need to understand the huge cultural gap represented in the theory I had 

presented, which originated in a white, male, middle-class way of dealing with information ex-

change between people, and the way in which the young black male had learned to ñput informa-

tion outò from his long experience of street survival. Across that gap, there was no reason for me to 

assume that the way I had learned to exchange information was better than or more helpful than his 

way. Second, I need to begin to listen to the ñotherò personôs way, and as we work together over 

the months, some new and very different ways of ñsharing informationò may emerge. 

When we enter into collegial relationships with a spectrum of people whose patterns of 

perceiving, believing, deciding, and acting are defined in part by significant cultural differences, it 

is my prediction that some very new ways of doing any of these things will emerge. The same will 

be true of learning theories by which educators plan, of ways of managing, of doing research, 

indeed of practically any human endeavor. The possibility of change will be constant, and that 

brings both threat and excitement. 

The ñblocksò to changes are several, but are primarily in the heads and hearts and habits of 

the decision-makers. Since that group is primarily white males, I address this letter to my friends in 

that category. 
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July 1991 

An Open Letter to White  Males - July 1991 
 

ecently I had a brief phone conversation which exposed a stereotype about how the 

ñold boys clubò works. The background for understanding this experience clusters 

around a proposal which we at Community Change had submitted to a foundation, 

seeking funding for a specific project. The proposal had been submitted many weeks ago, and, 

since we had been told that it was unlikely to be funded, I had put it out of my everyday con-

sciousness. Suddenly the phone rang, and on the other end was a man whose name identified him 

as a primary decision-maker for the foundation to which we had made application. So I dove for 

the file with a copy of our proposal, ready to answer questions about it. What happened then was 

the surprise! 

The first question which came was, ñWhat was your background before you came to 

Community Change?ò I was so astounded, that at first I could hardly remember who I was! 

Somewhere my alter ego was screaming, ñWhat the...does that have to do with the proposal?ò I 

was tempted to tell the inquisitor that his question was irrelevant and inappropriate, but I suc-

cumbed to the hope that maybe the ñclubò would give us some money, and I obediently answered 

the dumb question. 

While I was still reeling from that question, came the next one: ñWhen did I first meet 

you?ò...followed quickly by ñWho were you with when we met?ò At first I could not remember, so 

my questioner proceeded to assure me that he thought it was at the home of a man who was a 

well-known executive for a prestigious social service agency. Since I had never been in that home, 

I could not affirm his memory, but did finally share my recollection that we had first met years ago, 

in the funderôs office, in regard to yet another proposal. 

Then there was the second part of that question, about who I was with when we first met. 

(Obviously my questioner wanted to connect me to the person in whose home he thought we had 

met!) The best I could do was to identify the person who accompanied me when we had talked 

about that other proposal. 

Then came the question, ñHow long haw you been at Community Change?ò The answer 

was quick. ñTwenty-three years,ò I said, waiting now for some questions about the proposal. 

Indeed there was one question about the sources of our income, an unnecessary question, since the 

financial statement submitted with the proposal already answered that one! At least he was getting 

ñwarm,ò so I prepared to clarify any questions about why we wanted the money, and how it would 

be used. 

Almost as abruptly as the phone had interrupted me, the interview was ended, with a ca-

sual, ñWeôll see what the Board says.ò My receiver now back on its caddy, I sat in semi-shock, 

wondering if what I had heard was a nightmare. 

ñWhat is your background?ò 

ñWhere did I first meet you?ò 

ñWho were you with when we first met?ò 

Those three questions were the ñgutsò of this manôs inquiry about our proposal, and must 

have become at least a part of the basis on which he was to make a recommendation to his Board 

about whether or not to fund our request! 

This is an almost perfect example of the stereotypical white male club in operation! There 

it is right out in plain view for all to see; nothing hidden about it. We can hope that kind of thinking 

does not prevail often, but unfortunately it probably does. While in this case the consequences 
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could have affected only the outcome of a modest grant request, that style of making decisions, 

when projected into other places where major decisions are being made, is frightening. 

It is frightening to imagine how the thinking illustrated in this instance might affect the 

patterns of decision-making in institutions Those patterns become a part of the way institutions 

function, and an institution governed by white males who think, act and decide as my caller did 

easily become racist, sexist, and classist. Project the style depicted in this experience into a situa-

tion where someone is hired or promoted on the basis of judgments about ñbackgroundò and who 

knows who, when, under what circumstances, and the consequences become serious for those who 

do not ñfitò the mold. Ultimately there is also the threat that institutions governed by these stan-

dards will become outmoded and obsolete, left behind in the changing tides of demographic shifts. 

Even more frightening for me is to recognize that the man who called me probably has no 

sense that his inquiries were so irrational. When such behavior becomes simply ñthe way things 

are done,ò without thought of the consequences or affects either for the persons involved or for the 

institutions, my uneasiness gives way to fear for the future. The patterns of the stereotypical, white, 

male club need changing if the future is going to look different from the past. 

White males of the world, we can do lots better. 

Letôs change the stereotype; we can do that by changing our ways of thinking, perceiving, 

deciding, and behaving. 
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October 1991 

An Open Letter to White Ma les - October 1991  
 

uring a panel at a recent conference I heard an African American woman direct an 

important question. She directed it specifically to white males, and that is what 

prompted me to think about some response. Since she is a person for whom I have 

great affection, I am also eager to respond. Sharing some thoughts may prompt further discussion. 

The question asked was, ñHow do white males ómove overô and then deal with their sense of loss 

of control?ò While the context of my friendôs question cannot be fully available right now, she was 

wondering about how to get white males who are in positions of power to move out of the way so 

that others can take control. 

Imagine a man in a position of decision-maker, exercising a considerable amount of con-

trol in an organization or institution. Assume next that he has come to see that it is important for 

him to enable a process by which others, white women, men and women of color, will increasingly 

become involved in making decisions which, up until that moment, have been primarily his do-

main. Our hypothetical white male understands that such a goal is desirable, and that the operation 

he currently supervises will be enriched when others become involved in the decision-making 

process. He is intellectually at least, committed to the idea that he must ñmove over.ò The question 

asks, ñhowò do white men do that? 

My friendôs question has two parts to it: first, the question of ñhow,ò and then the question 

about dealing with the sense of loss which comes after one has ñmoved over.ò The two are so 

connected in the one act of ñmoving overò that it is hard to treat them separately. Here are some 

ñopening thoughtsò on both parts of the question. 

How Might White Males ñMove Over?ò 

1. A first step is to practice listening, especially to those who are not white males. The 

claim that we white men do not attend as closely to women, to people of color, as to our white male 

colleagues finds easy evidence. ñListenò and you will hear the stories abundantly amplified. Be-

fore we start defending our behavior, before .we start assuring ourselves and everyone else that we 

do listen, we will be better off if we simply start at the point of criticism, and listen. That requires 

setting aside our defenses, and hearing with our heads and our hearts both what is being said about 

our behavior, and how it causes pain for those who are not white males. 

The ñlisteningò will include observing our own behavior, watching exchanges which other 

men have with those who are not white and male, asking for feedback about ourselves. That in-

cludes understanding how we as white males may have been taught through much of our lives to 

behave in ways which are built on assumptions that white and male intelligence, wisdom, and 

experience is superior. All of this ñlisteningò will not be easy, but if we want to function in an 

enriched and more productive way with colleagues who are not white and male, it is an important 

step to take. 

2. We need to learn to accept roles which are not principal roles, up-front roles, roles with 

high visibility. This will mean accepting roles in which we sometimes simply do the ñlegwork,ò 

the gathering of data, the calling of meetings, the detail preparation which facilitates someone else 

doing the thinking, directing, and performing in the more visible roles. It will mean that we will 

make ourselves available to women, womenôs groups, groups run by people of color, offering 

simply to serve them and help make things happen for them. One key to making this work is to find 

a goal which is commonly shared, important both to ourselves and to the others for whom we do 

the work. The reward, the sense of achievement then comes from seeing the common objective 
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accomplished, rather than from any sense of personal acclaim. 

3. We will need to think through for ourselves distinctions between ñmoving overò and 

ñstepping down.ò A brief exchange with two white women elicited both the assurance that the first 

does not necessarily mean the second, and the comment that they might very well be the same, and 

both are necessary. Their comments raise some important questions for our hearts to ponder: 

Is it possible for us to ñmove over,ò or ñstep aside,ò without ñstepping down? Is it perhaps 

necessary at times for us to intend a ñstepping down?ò 

A ñyesò is my immediate answer to both of the above questions. In actual behavior my 

ñanswerò may be quite different; the route from head to habit may be full of emotional and status 

pitfalls, for which my training and experience as a white male have not prepared me. The months 

and years ahead will hold my real answer. 

4. We will need to distinguish between the question originally posed in the panel, ñhowò do 

we move over, and the question of ñwhyò we should do so. This takes us into an exploration of the 

connections between the ñhowò and the ñwhy.ò If we can identify some of the reasons ñwhyò we 

should move over, and some of the benefits of that action, it may help us deal with any sense of 

loss which may attend the ñmoving over.ò While that distinction is probably important, exploring 

the ñwhyò is not the focus of these brief notes. Still, delineating the reasons why it is important to 

ñmove overò will be an essential step; hopefully, if we can be clear about motives there will be 

greater congruity between intent and action. 

5. Perhaps the most important need is to confront a history which traps us into assumptions 

that to be ñin controlò is a major part of our identity. Here I take my friendôs question to a different 

level of contemplation. ñMoving overò and ñlosing controlò were the focus of her question. Now I 

want to suggest that the loss of control is not the major threat to white men. The greater fear rests in 

the threat which ñlosing controlò presents to the image and identity of white men. The fear of 

losing control may operate at a subliminal level to threaten the identity of what it means to be a 

white male:  

In our history, written mostly by white men, we have been defined as those who are in 

control. History very clearly tells us that white men of property are in control; losing control 

therefore may threaten both our self-image and identity at a very powerful subconscious level. The 

record of white male control is vividly present in our world, described particularly by white 

women and by most people of color, as they experience us. A couple of instances will remind you 

of how that works. 

For instance, a black friend of mine manages a clothing store, and often has people coming 

in to sell a new line of goods. When a white salesman comes into the store, asking to see the 

manager, he is greeted by my friend, who identifies himself as the manager. Often unable to accept 

the fact that he is addressing someone other than a clerk, the salesman will ask who is in charge, 

thatôs who he wants to see, heôll say. He is quite unable to accept the fact that he is talking already 

to that person! In much the same way a white parent seeks to see the coach of her sonôs football 

team, and cannot believe it is the black man to whom she is introduced; clumsily she asks to see the 

ñhead coach.ò Those anecdotes are current, and represent a still-common phenomenon, one that 

ñinnocentò whites often want to deny, but cannot easily shake off. James Baldwin, writing to his 

nephew, in The Fire Next Time, speaks to this issue of white male identity. Referring to white 

people, he says: ñThey are trapped in a history which they do not understand; and until they un-

derstand it, they cannot be released from it. They have had to believe for many years and for 

innumerable reasons, that black men are inferior to white men. Many of them, indeed know better, 

but, as you will discover, people find it very dif
f
icult to act on what they know.ò 
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To act is to be committed, and to be committed is to be in danger. In this case, the danger, in 

the minds of most white Americans, is the loss of their identity...Any upheaval in the universe is 

terrifying because it so profoundly attacks oneôs sense of oneôs own reality. Well, the black man 

has functioned in the white manôs world as a fixed star, as an immovable pillar: and as he moves 

out of his place, heaven and earth are shaken to their foundations. 

ñMoving over,ò ñlosing control,ò for many white men becomes a threat to their sense of 

who they are. To see a woman, or a person of color take the ñplaceò of control and power, may be 

a threat which becomes a block to any attempt to ñmove over.ò Baldwinôs insight provides a clue 

for rescuing white men who are willing to ñunderstandò the history of white, male supremacy. 

History creates much of our present, surely, but we do not have to let the history trap us into its 

falsehoods. So a step toward liberation for many white males is to enter into and ñunderstandò the 

history which has formed our nation, and many of us as individual persons, but then to repudiate its 

lies and distortions. We can understand how history has created ñplacesò for whites, for males, for 

people of color, but we can also learn how the places and roles limit all of us. At that point then we 

need to say a loud ñnoò to historyôs pretension to define our roles. 

Baldwin comes to our aid again! We need not be trapped by the past. It is important to 

acknowledge that history does live in us, and does in many ways shape our present reality. It is also 

important to assert that history does not rule us nor completely define us today. We can release 

ourselves from it, once we understand it, and decide to will a different way of relating to male 

colleagues, to women, and to people of color. 

So there are some thoughts in response to my friendôs question, asked during the panel 

presentation. They are at least a starting point. Pick it up wherever this leaves you, and letôs con-

tinue the discussion. 
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January 1992 

An Open Letter to White Males  - January 1992  
 

requently over the years I have been in conversation with other white men who share 

a commitment to bringing about change in the status quo which supports racism. 

One of the issues of concern is how best to motivate white men to want to work for 

change. That discussion elicits a sharing of our own motivations. At that point I usually find 

myself in a somewhat different ñplaceò than most of the others with whom I speak. The discussion 

often comes to a quick consensus that the best (and the implication seems often to be, the ñonlyò) 

way to motivate white men is through an appeal to their self-interest. When that conversation ends, 

I usually end up clear about my own motivation, challenged by everyone else, and with a 

two-pronged approach to the process. In this brief essay I want to explore some of those issues, and 

invite more extended thought from others. 

I begin with the part that seems to trouble many of my most respected white friends...my 

personal motivation, which I claim to be rooted in an imperative to seek justice. In my life that 

imperative is grounded in a spirituality which I used to express in theological terms now difficult 

for me to use with integrity. The words to express the motivation are not the same as they used to 

be, but they point to specific events in my life which are daily, powerful influences toward justice. 

An old pamphlet in the early days of school desegregation spoke of ñsimple justice;ò that is really 

what I live for in the struggle against racism. I HATE injustice, and I seek the power to intervene 

wherever I see it. If government and other institutions, governed by white men, pretend to 

ñrepresentò me, then they had better be just! 

All of that ñjusticeò troubles many, and probably turns some away. It is old-fashioned 

ñliberalismò warmed over. Like a twice-baked soufflé, it is not appetizing to many. The appeal to 

ñsimple justiceò has had a bum rap, and many do not trust it. So those who speak with me will most 

commonly say, ñWe need to appeal to the self-interest of white men to work for change...that is the 

surest way to gain a sustained commitment.ò With that there is sometimes an insistence that I must 

see my motivations in those self-interest terms or somehow it is not quite valid. The conviction 

expresses confidence that only if one is motivated because there is an identifiable advantage for 

himself can he be trusted. 

It is a kind of self-evident truth that at some level people are moved by that which affects 

them. There is both theory and practical evidence to support the appeal to self-interest, and I do not 

argue that. I do want to argue that the appeal to self-interest has its own slippery slope, raising a 

doubt for me about it as the only motivating power. 

I am aware that my life would be more fulfilled if there was no racism or other form of 

oppression in society. There are clear ways in which the long-run of life propels an interest in 

anti-racism simply because things will be better for me. After consistent, full-time work in the 

struggle for years, my life is clearly more focused, more fulfilled and enriched in ways which I 

would never give up. The benefits are clear every night when my pillowed head reviews the day 

and gives thanks for the richness I have known. My work in the struggle, meager as its results have 

been, has clearly brought to me a liberation from many things to which I was previously in ser-

vitude. There is not a single moment of doubt about the clarity of that self-interest. 

 BUT... 

There is evidence for arguing that self-interest is a risky motivation by itself It would be 

easy for me to argue that in many ways the status quo works just fine for me as a white male. I can 

demonstrate in my own life that there has been a significant cost in time, energy, and money for 
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engaging in the struggle against racism; it has been my choice to accept that cost, I do not regret it, 

and when measured over against the cost of not engaging in the struggle, I would make the same 

choice again today, as I make that choice everyday. That could become an argument for my 

self-interest motivation. On the other hand, there are benefits for me which make it very easy to 

live in the world without change. I would not need to even resist change, but simply not abet it, and 

the system would go right on providing those benefits. Measuring some of the costs of engaging in 

the struggle for change might easily lead back into that comfortable place provided for me simply 

because I am white, male, and middle class. I have seen many white men in a variety of institu-

tional settings, in family, marital and other relationships, for whom the temptation of the status quo 

overcomes an initial appeal to change, because their self-interest lies in preserving things as they 

are. It may have been that the self-interest in changing was not clearly enough articulated for them, 

and that becomes an argument for making that self-interest more compelling. 

The matter boils down to a fundamental distrust of long-lasting white motivation for 

change; that in turn comes from a frightening conviction of the power of racism in the heads, 

hearts, and habits of whites. I am left with an uncomfortable feeling that the self-interest approach 

leaves many white men on a very slippery slope indeed. So I want to buoy that motivation with an 

appeal to justice also. Friends will then point out that my concern for justice is in the long-run a 

matter of self-interest. That is true, but I shall strenuously resist attempts to turn a concern for 

justice into simple ñself-interest.ò 

All of this just proves that I am ñold-fashioned!ò I am that, and proud! Iôll continue to work 

for justice, and want to join other white men, no matter what their personal motivation, who will do 

the same. A prophet once called for justice to roll down like a mighty stream. Iôm for that. How 

about you? 
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April 1985 

A Context for Understanding the Current  Attack on Affirmative Action  
 

e have heard a number of calls in recent months to rethink and to redefine Af-

firmative Action. They have come from a variety of sources, including editorial 

writers, political leaders, government agency heads, professors, economists, and 

corporate executives. Whites and people of color, men and women have joined a small but vocal 

chorus. 

The questions about Affirmative Action come while political conservatism sweeps across 

the nation, and that observation leads me to speculate about a larger historical context for what is 

happening. That larger context seeks to understand present trends in regard to race relations as 

representing a movement similar to what happened during the Post-Reconstruction period of the 

last century. Many have drawn the parallels between the two centuries in the late years of each. 

The 1980s are similar to the 1880s, each characterized by a retrenchment from moves which had 

been made toward equality of the races in mid-century. It will be well to look at what happened in 

the last century to see what might be in store for us if the present trends continue. 

 Joel Williamson has characterized what happened to race relations in the South during the 

period after Emancipation and through the present.
*
 He has collected a great deal of data to sup-

port his finding that Southerners could be divided into roughly three groups, each representing a 

distinctively different ñmentalityò in regard to race relations. The smallest number of people was 

those whom Williamson groups under what he calls the Liberal mentality. These were the people 

who were most hopeful about the future, who believed that the newly freed Negro people, if given 

proper support, could become productive citizens in a unified South. Liberalism believed ñthat the 

capacity of Negroes to absorb white culture in America had not yet been fairly tested, and it re-

fused to close them out brusquely and across the board somewhere far below the white man.ò
À
 

At the other end of Williamsonôs spectrum was the group whom he calls Radicals. This 

group ñenvisioned a ónewô Negro, freed from the necessarily very tight bonds of slavery and 

retrogressing rapidly toward his natural state of savagery and bestiality.ò
ÿ 

This group claimed that 

there was no place for the Negro in the future of this society, and in fact looked forward to the 

disappearance of the black race. Out of this mentality sprang waves of direct violence and brutal-

ity. 

In the middle, between the Liberals and Radicals, stood the group who espoused the 

Conservative mentality on race. These were clear in a belief that Negroes were inferior but, as 

distinguished from the Radical racists, Conservatives were willing to allow a place for Negroes, so 

long as it was clearly an inferior place, and that the place was defined and controlled by whites. As 

long as the Negro populace stayed in that defined place it was assumed that things would be all 

right and the South would persevere. 

While the Liberal mentality never gained a great following, there was a time, particularly 

from 1897 to 1907, when the Radical racists gained ascendancy, but eventually the Conservatives 

won out and became dominant. By the second decade of the twentieth century the Conservative 

mentality gave firm and clear direction to the South. 

Certainly the three views of the race issue which Williamson applies to the South might 
                                                         
*
 Williamson, Joel, The Crucible of Race Relations: Black-White Relations in the American South Since Emancipa-

tion, Oxford University Press, 1984. 
À
 Ibid., page 5, Introduction. 
ÿ
 Ibid., page 6, Introduction. 
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also categorize Northern attitudes. While Williamson focuses on the South, he acknowledges that 

something very similar was also happening in the North; the North was simply later than the South 

in discovering its prejudices. The thin veneer of Northern liberalism cracked under pressure and it 

gave way with little struggle to the Conservative mentality. 

As the Radical and Conservative mentalities struggled for the mind of the nation in those 

closing years of the nineteenth century, the Supreme Court decision in Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896) 

gave impetus to the Conservative point of view. That decision said that it was constitutionally all 

right for the state to provide separate railway carriages for whites and blacks. In its decision the 

Court said that laws permitting or even requiring the separation of the races ñwhere they are liable 

to be brought into contact do not necessarily imply the inferiority of either race to the other.ò Thus 

issued the famous ñseparate but equalò doctrine of law. The Court was careful to say that there is a 

fallacy in the argument which assumes that the ñenforced separation of the two races stamps the 

colored race with a badge of inferiority.ò ñIf this be so,ò the court said, ñit is solely because the 

colored race chooses to put that construction upon it.ò 

The Court denial aside, we know that it was the white mentality which gave birth to the 

concept of black inferiority; it was no mere construction of the colored mind! The history of the 

nation clearly proves a foundation in the assumption of white superiority. Embarrassed by that 

history and its discontinuity with lip service to egalitarian principles, now the Court saw a way to 

affirm equality while defining a clear place for the former enslaved people, separated from white 

society. 

Society seized upon the idea quickly. ñSeparate but equalò became the mode for the first 

part of the twentieth century. It was easy for the dominant whites to claim and pretend that the 

separate facilities, the separate schools, the separate services were equal. It also became clear that 

the ability of dominant whites to designate a place or the place for the minority groups of society 

was in itself a denial of those principles of American faith which assert that a personôs place is a 

matter of achievement and not of fixed definition by any group or person. The nation and the 

Supreme Court learned that separate is not equal. That learning was announced in the Brown 

decision in 1954, when the Court made it clear that separate is inherently unequal. The Court also 

understood the power dimensions of our society; so long as access to power (money, control, and 

status) is unequal, then separate institutions and services will not be equal. 

In our century Affirmative Action has been one thrust which came out of the Civil Rights 

Movement and the new Reconstruction efforts to rebuild a society based on equality. Affirmative 

Action has been a method of providing members of groups who have been victims of discrimina-

tion at least some better opportunity to gain access to education and jobs, a simple one-step attempt 

to redress the injustices of over three hundred years. 

There has been much debate about whether or not Affirmative Action has worked for the 

protected groups it has defined. Richard B. Freeman, an economist from Harvard University and 

the National Bureau of Economic Research, concludes that ñAffirmative Action and equal em-

ployment opportunity have helped the nation reduce discrimination in the job market and improve 

the economic position of minorities and women.
*
 He concedes that Affirmative Action has not 

been a panacea and that huge problems remain. Freeman quotes the findings of Jonathan Leonard 

in some of the most conclusive statistical studies which have been done to measure the effec-

tiveness of Affirmative Action.
À
 Leonard has charted changes in the relative earnings and occu-

                                                         
*
 Freeman, Richard B., ñAffirmative Action: Good, Bad, or Irrelevant?ò New Perspectives, Fall 1984, page 26. 
À
 Ibid., page 25 Leonardôs study analyzes employment patterns in 68,000 establishments. ñSplitting Blacks: Affir-

mative Action and Earnings Inequality Within and Across Races,ò Working Paper No. 1327, National Bureau of 
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pational attainment of full-time black and female workers relative to white male workers, and the 

ratios of the same groups in professional managerial occupations from 1964 to 1982. These studies 

show conclusive evidence which, with other data, lead Freeman to say that Affirmative Action has 

ñraised employment for protected groupsò . . . has ñraised the overall employment and employ-

ment in better occupations for protected groups,ò and has ñraised the demand for labor in com-

panies subject to Affirmative Action pressure, and thus contributed to the economic progress of 

minorities and women.ò
*
 Freeman and Leonard point us to some hard facts which show that Af-

firmative Action has worked. 

Theodore Cross, in his most recent study, discusses the contention that Blacks have ac-

tually suffered as a result of Affirmative Action policies. He says, 

 

This thesis goes against all evidence. Wherever we do find gains by blacks, 

there is a close connection between these gains and the presence of strong af-

firmative action. For example, during the late 1970s, Census figures show that 

black men in managerial positions dramatically increased from 2.8 to 6.9 per-

cent of the total, a 146 percent increase. Clearly this is due in part to the fact that 

affirmative action had been particularly strong in business school admissions 

and in admissions to management posts in large corporations. Gains in these 

fields were much less dramatic during the 1960s (1.6 percent to 2.8 percent), a 

period usually characterized as the pre-affirmative action era.
À
 

 

Cross goes on to assert that the increase during the 1970s of blacks in government posts, in 

higher education and in some cases in police forces, is attributable to affirmative action policies. 

Progress in the blue collar trades, traditionally closed to minority persons is directly attributable to 

affirmative action pressures. The number of black judges, Cross reminds us, tripled during the 

years 1977-1980 as a consequence of expressly race-conscious judicial appointments. Cross also 

points us to a Labor Department Study during the Reagan administration, which examined hiring 

practices at 77,098 businesses between 1974 and 1980, and found that minority employment grew 

by 20.1 percent in companies covered by affirmative action requirements, but only 12.3 percent in 

companies with no government contracts or other special hiring obligations.
ÿ
 

These statistics do show progress. That progress came because we adopted Affirmative 

Action policies knowing that equality was not going to be made simply by declarations of open-

ness or equal opportunity; race prejudice and racism are recalcitrant and will not give in to the ebb 

and flow of a simple open market. The problem we face is so deeply embedded, so systematically 

woven into the fabric of economic, political, and social life, that it demands more than just non-

discrimination. We must act affirmatively to overcome the separations. That is what history taught 

us and that is the reason for the progression from plans of nondiscrimination to affirmative action. 

There are some parallels to be drawn between the gains under Affirmative Action in this 

century and similar gains during the Reconstruction period of the last century. In each case there 

was some progress made toward the ideal of actual equality of access to power and resources in 

society; in each case there were people who were pleased at whatever progress they saw, and there 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Economic Research, April 1984. 
*
 Ibid.   
À
 Cross, Theodore, The Black Power Imperative: Racial Inequality and Politics of Nonviolence, Faulkner, New York, 

1984, page 488. 
ÿ
 Ibid., page 492. 
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were some who were pleased but unsatisfied, and others who saw what happened and were 

threatened. 

In our day those who are not happy with what they see in Affirmative Action join the 

conservative mentality of the time and seek to undermine the effort. They claim that Affirmative 

Action does not work as intended, that it puts an onerous burden of stigma on the protected groups. 

The studies suggested above indicate that Affirmative Action has worked, and certainly few of the 

so-called protected groups are voicing a concern that they are stigmatized! That construction of 

stigma seems to be placed upon the situation primarily by white males! 

Perhaps it is the effectiveness of Affirmative Action which troubles those of the conserv-

ative mentality who want to shoot it down. Certainly they would not be concerned about Affir-

mative Action if it were not working at all? The expressed concern for what they call equality does 

not ring with much authority, since the racially conservative mentality has a poor track record on 

that issue historically. 

The conservative mentality is in reality frightened because Affirmative Action is working, 

has worked too well, and blacks and other people of color are too frequently moving out of their 

places. Even the thought that they might have a better opportunity to escape their assigned place is 

a threat to the conservative mentality. So the strategy calls for getting rid of Affirmative Action, or 

to redefine it. The nation is supposed to be committed to equality; therefore, any anti-Affirmative 

Action strategy must not fly too blatantly in the face of that concept. So we hear talk about 

equality, but it is an equality which carefully protects the place of those in power. That means 

assuring that people of color stay in their places. Enter again, separate but equal! 

We must not fall into that trap again! Separate is not equal! Separate is not equal because 

access to power, resources, money, control is not equal in this nation. Those who make the major 

policy decisions which affect large numbers of people are white, and they make those decisions in 

the long run with a white bias. Those who control the major sources of financial revenue are white, 

and the distribution of those resources is made to stabilize the existing relations of economic 

power. 

If the current move to redefine Affirmative Action is successful, one of the results will be 

to move our society back into the separate but equal mode of the early part of the century. In this 

case separate will mean that the conservative mentality will define the place for people of color in 

education and employment. That place will be one that constricts access to power. In higher 

education that will mean a declining enrollment of people of color, and restrictions of students of 

color to vocationally-oriented schools, and community colleges which are not close to the center of 

power. In employment the place will be defined largely as service jobs: people of color will serve 

hamburgers, sweep streets, wait on others in stores, banks, restaurants and airplanes, drive the cabs 

and serve the drinks. Employment will be largely limited to low-level entry jobs with limited 

upward mobility or access to power. As we move rapidly into automated production many jobs in 

some of those categories will become insecure, and the prospects of even an increased ratio of 

unemployment among people of color looms! Blacks and other people of color will be kept sep-

arate and in their place. For many that will mean no place at all! 

The rush to redefine Affirmative Action may in fact take us back to separate but equal. 

History has taught us that is a false choice. Separate places are not equal and will not be equal until 

there is a foundational change in the relationships of power. Separate but equal is a strategy de-

signed precisely to avoid such change. History warns us that we may be headed backwards. We 

must maintain the forward momentum of Affirmative Action! 
×  
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January 1991 

A Parable: Basketball and Affirmative Action  
 

he game was a close one, being played with intensity between well-matched teams, 

likely to go into overtime. The winners would then be at the top of their college 

league, at least until another game. Five thousand seats screamed with passionate 

joy or dismay at every play. Players moved up and down the court, banging under the boards, 

tangling on the floor. The referees called foul, and were deluged with the crowdôs disapproval or 

acclaim, depending on whether the call went against the home team or the visitors. 

The woman next to me, obviously a real fan, followed every move on the court with ex-

quisite knowledge of players, rules, and referees. Quickly realizing that I knew little, she turned to 

me during a time-out right after a particularly close play had been called a foul against one of our 

players. With rapid tongue and hands she explained, ñThis is really bad...sure that was a close 

play...it could have been called either way...but why do they call all of óem against our team!. 

Donôt the other guys do anything wrong!...Give us a break!ò Then she screamed something like 

that in the direction of the floor. All around us the chorus was the same; a noisy demand that the 

calls were going unfairly to the advantage of the visiting team. 

I learned a lot about basketball that evening, especially about the crowdôs response to foul 

calls. I learned that the crowd seemed to be looking primarily for fairness from the referees. With 

the exception of a few rabid fans, most accepted the fairness of a call when it was against an ob-

vious foul even by a home team member. The great majority of calls were not easy ones to make, 

and could have gone for or against either team. The crowd knew that, and watched to see if the 

referees were going to balance those close calls between the two teams. If too many of those close 

calls went against the home team, the crowd would explode, clearly expecting that fairness de-

manded some of those calls go against the visitors. When the referees began to call fouls in a way 

which balanced the cumulative effect of all the calls, the crowd became quieter, accepting that 

fairness was prevailing. That seemed to be the key...as long as there was some fair balance given in 

those close judgment calls it was okay. 

Long after the game was recorded in the standings of the league, I thought about how the 

crowd expectations for fairness might instruct me in thinking about fairness and Affirmative Ac-

tion. 

In a basketball game spectators watch the entire game, except for those few who come in 

late or leave early. The whole game lasts a couple of hours, and actual playing time in a regulation 

game is only forty-eight minutes. The spectators see it all unfold before their eyes; it is easy to 

make a judgment whether calls are being made fairly or unfairly, and the test for fairness seems to 

be that fouls are balanced between the two teams. 

While it is relatively easy to see fairness develop in a short game, making a judgment about 

the fairness of Affirmative Action requires a view from a historical perspective. The game in this 

case is centuries long, and the people involved at any given point see only a short period of action. 

Few spectators have a historical perspective, and therefore make judgments from a very 

time-limited view. 

A historical view sees certain groups of people affected in negative ways, not simply as 

individuals, but as members of a group: 

ð Denied access to goods, services, resources, and power.  

ð Psychologically diminished as members of the group.  

ð Limited by enculturated and institutionalized prejudice.  
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ð Objects of both intentional and unintentional disempowerment. 
 

Fairness demands action to affirmatively ensure that history becomes balanced, that the 

calls do not go for too long against any group. Because we see only that part of history in which we 

participate, some of us see Affirmative Action as simply preference of the moment; itôs like seeing 

only a few minutes of the basketball game. 

Compare viewing a basketball game to that historical view of Affirmative Action. The 

regulation game lasts for forty-eight minutes and most spectators see the whole thing. The game of 

history in the United States is over three hundred years; dating it from the time when the institution 

of slavery was in place, the game is about three hundred and forty years old. 

Affirmative Action as public policy is hardly thirty years old, and that span of time is less 

than one-tenth of the years of our national history. One of the goals of Affirmative Action is to 

create a climate of fairness in which some of the calls will balance the preference given to white, 

propertied males since even before the Constitution, and to make opportunities possible for groups 

which have been left out. The time so far given to that effort has been brief. Compared to watching 

the forty-eight minute basketball game, it is like being a spectator for less than four minutes. If 

during four minutes of a basketball game we saw a lot of calls being made in favor of one team 

over another, we would get upset at the unfairness of the system. It might take a whole quarter of 

the game before we were satisfied that calls were being fairly balanced. A full quarter of our 

national history would necessitate at least one hundred years of Affirmative Action, in order to 

redress the balance. 

Most of us do not have that historical view of Affirmative Action; that vision can be cor-

rected. We can expand that view. To do so it is necessary to understand history, to take a long view 

of what is happening before our eyes, to understand that Affirmative Action is a part of the ba-

lancing which is necessary to implement fairness. 

Fairness in the basketball game is not simply to balance the calls between individual 

players; it is the intent to balance the calls between the teams on which the individuals play. 

Fairness adjusted between individual players would satisfy only a part of the quest for justice. It 

does nothing for the tough calls between teams. 

So, when I hear people, usually white males, complain that Affirmative Action has out-

lived its usefulness, that all the adjustments that fairness requires have been made, I remember that 

basketball game. Then I look at the persistent history of discrimination against people simply 

because they have been members of groups (minorities, women, gays, the disabled), and I know 

that it may take a lot longer than a few minutes of history to balance things fairly. 
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VIII .  Essays on Prescriptions for Change  
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November 1980 

Antidote for Dread Diseases Fatal for Advocates  of Racial Justice 
 

ecently, I have noted two dreadful diseases which have attacked with devastating 

regularity a number of people who have said they want to work toward the elimi-

nation of racism from themselves, their institutions, and society. In every case 

these diseases result in an inability to act, and the victims enter into a kind of catatonic posture, 

unable to move. With a hope to alleviate the causes and release the victims from these dread dis-

eases, I have conducted a completely scientific and highly verifiable study. 

The two diseases are called DONTKNOW and CANTDO. I will describe them so that if 

you ever feel yourself succumbing to them, you can run for the antidote quickly! 

DONTKNOW attacked some good friends of mine the other day. These are high-

ly-educated people, who, for several months, have been gathered in a group which has a stated 

intention to mount a concerted attack on institutional racism in their city. They are mostly white 

males; among the group of twenty-five or so people, they hold at least forty degrees. They are 

highly trained people, who can marshal informed arguments on a wide variety of subjects and 

issues. Ask them about anything and you will hear knowledge spout forth. If your question is in a 

field where they have little direct knowledge, they do know how to go about gaining the infor-

mation they need so that in a short time they will be prepared to respond to your question intelli-

gently. These are well-educated people with a high degree of knowledge. 

Given the composition of this group, you can imagine my dismay to hear them say that, 

when it comes to institutional racism, they just DONTKNOW what to do about it!!! DONTKNOW 

strikes; the group is in disarray and, in sadness, they disband. Fortunately, the DONTKNOW 

syndrome does not seem to affect their ability to perform in other areas of their professional lives. 

They DONTKNOW what to do only when it comes to institutional racism. 

Then there is CANTDO. It is equally dangerous in its consequences, devastating to the 

work of racial justice. CANTDO went to work among some other people I know who are all 

members of the same institution. If I were to describe the institution and the positions these people 

hold in it, you would agree that they are in places of power and influence, that, in fact, they are 

prime decision-makers. They were wondering what they could do to implement a stated com-

mitment to work against racism. It was exciting because these were people who really could move 

things within their sphere of influence! But then a terrible thing happened, and it was the 

CANTDO germ! 

You have already guessed the result. These friends, all white males, decided that they re-

ally couldnôt do anything! They had no influence! They were devoid of power! Their institutional 

muscles were nothing but flabby fat! In desperation I poured out suggestions of a wide variety of 

things they might do, but, to my amazement, my friends were completely impotent. Job descrip-

tions of their positions notwithstanding, they really had no power to act! CANTDO had taken 

over! Again, the disease does not seem to have affected their ability to continue to perform im-

pressively in other areas of concern which have nothing to do with racism. 

Now these two diseases bear watching, because they can immobilize people who have the 

best of intentions. DONTKNOW seems to attack most those who are highly educated; there is 

some indication that the more degrees one has received the more one must be on guard against 

DONTKNOW. CANTDO, as you might have surmised, seems to root and flourish most readily 

among people who are in high positions in the organizational chart. 

When people who are highly educated are also in positions of great influence and combine 
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both knowledge and power, there is a frightening susceptibility among them to a combination of 

DONTKNOW and CANTDO!!! When the two diseases strike the same people, the prognosis is 

seldom good for racism. 

I noted in the two situations I described that most of the people who suffered the attack of 

DONTKNOW and CANTDO were white males. This does not mean that others need not worry 

about the diseases, but controlled observations do indicate a higher degree of susceptibility among 

white males. That susceptibility may not be generic in white males; there is some indication that 

the cause of the susceptibility of white males to DONTKNOW and CANTDO is simply envi-

ronmental, due to the fact that white males generally have received more degrees and have found 

their way to positions of influence more frequently than other categories of human beings. There is 

evidence to indicate that white males who are highly educated and in positions of influence had 

better be on guard against DONTKNOW and CANTDO! 

Fortunately there is an antidote which, if taken upon the appearance of the very first 

symptoms, may overcome the affects of DONTKNOW and CANTDO. The antidote is the same 

generally for both diseases, though in some cases dosage may vary. If you feel yourself being 

overtaken by an attack of either DONTKNOW or CANTDO, please rush immediately to make 

contact with some of the victims of institutional racism. Donôt be put off by the fact that some of 

the victims may not be highly educated; they will KNOW what you could do! As a matter of fact, 

you might go out on the street and just ask some of the victims, found most often among Black 

Americans, Native Americans, Hispanic, or Asian Americans. They have a remarkable ability to 

KNOW what others donôt know about racism, how it functions, and how to dismantle it! In most 

cases, careful listening will help overcome DONTKNOW. 

The same antidote is often helpful in cases of CANTDO. Contact with victims of racism is 

what is needed. Again, donôt be put off by the fact that they may not carry cards which list their 

names and organizational positions. They will help you with the CANTDOôs, because often you 

will find them doing a lot of things you might either replicate or complement at your level of 

influence. Try it; it might work! It is better than giving in to the dreaded disease. 

The key is to act at the very first symptoms of the diseases. If either progresses too long, it 

becomes predictably fatal to anti-racism intentions. These diseases are powerful, so beware! I 

know personally their treacherous nature, and must constantly be on guard. So the advice I offer is 

directed to myself also. The very first time you hear yourself say, ñI donôt know what to do about 

racism,ò check it out; you are susceptible to DONTKNOW! The very first time you hear yourself 

say, ñI canôt do anything about racism,ò check it out; you may be invaded by the dread disease of 

CANTDO! Move quickly or you may be ña-gonerò to the cause of racial justice. 
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November 1981 

To Friends at the YWCA 
 

[Editorôs note: In 1970, the YWCA of the USA adopted as its ñOne Imperativeò the eli-

mination of racism ñwherever it existsò and ñby any means necessary.ò Community Change was 

present when the Imperative was adopted and later trained national staff and board members. Each 

local YWCA was charged with implementing the Imperative in its work. To some individuals, 

however, the phrase ñby any means necessaryò seemed to go too far. Did the YWCA leadership 

really mean that members should participate in any activity opposed to racismðincluding vi-

olence? The following essay is a response to those concerns.] 

 

or several years I have heard discussion about the phrase in the YWCA One Im-

perative which states an intention to eliminate racism ñby any means necessary.ò 

That phrase often gets a reaction which seems to rise out of a fearful vision of YW 

members across the country plotting incendiary and revolutionary activity. ñAny means neces-

saryò seems to imply a ñno holds barredò permit for illicit action which chills the blood of tradi-

tional ñYò people. As one who has been close to the YWCA at many levels as it has developed its 

Imperative, and yet as one who speaks from ñoutside,ò I offer some comments on this 

storm-centered phrase, ñby any means necessary.ò 

I like the phrase. I get a bit frightened that sometimes ñany means necessaryò becomes an 

excuse for people to talk about it rather than do something to implement the Imperative. Parlor 

discussions about meanings and definitions often become exercises which are substituted for more 

concrete action. In some cases the phrase may even become an excuse for people to ñdrop outò of 

the effort to eliminate racism, because they claim a disagreement with the intent of that phrase. 

Whenever we lose any of that collective power I am concerned. 

What is the thrust of the phrase, ñby any means necessary?ò What is the practical impor-

tance of the phrase? Here is one personôs view. 

First, I like the phrase ñby any means necessaryò because it has led me to look at the means 

of combating racism which the YWCA has used historically. In doing so I have found a wide range 

of possibilities which have characterized the YWCA efforts. Here are some of the means which the 

YWCA has used to combat racism in the past. 

The YWCA has: 

- Established orphanages and homes for black children. 

- Organized branches in areas to serve black people. 

- Integrated Associations and staffs. 

- Organized interracial conferences. 

- Provided recreational services to segregated troops. 

- Demanded equal treatment of attendees at conferences. 

- Taken stands on public policy issues. 

- Provided programs to influence public opinions against lynchings and violence. 

- Monitored court trials to assure justice. 

- Conducted internal audits of interracial practices. 

- Testified at legislative hearings. 

- Published and distributed articles and pamphlets. 

- Worked for outlawing fraternities and sororities with discriminatory clauses.  
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- Affirmed support for non-violent civil rights movements. 

- Desegregated its own public dining facilities. 

- Established study programs. 

- Supported voter registration programs. 

- Investigated the racial justice impact of its investments. 

- Supported boycotts. 

- Utilized its purchasing power to support minority firms. 

- Adopted Affirmative Action plans. 

- Worked toward curriculum changes. 

Reading the ñby any means necessaryò phrase in the light of that YWCA history gives 

substance to a discussion about what ñmeansò we can expect the YWCA to use today as it ad-

dresses racism. There is a firm tradition of a wide variety of ñmeans,ò all of which fall safely 

within the range of legal and democratic action. I like the sense of being rooted in history, and this 

particular bit of history ought to give some clues for what to do in the present. 

Second, I like the phrase ñby any means necessaryò because it prods me to look for new 

ways to combat this systemic social cancer called racism. ñBy any means necessaryò stretches my 

imagination and leads toward the possibility of greater creativity in response to racism. I look at 

what has been done in the past, I identify the function of racism in the present, and then with ñany 

means necessaryò in mind and heart, I begin to look for new answers. New approaches, new 

ñmeansò are always important to discover, and, if the phrase ñby any means necessaryò sets me 

searching for them, that is a plus. 

Third, I like the phrase ñby any means necessaryò because it agitates me. It makes me 

uncomfortable. It prods me to be discontent with whatever I am doing. It makes me dissatisfied 

with any amount of progress short of the complete elimination of racism. There is a temptation to 

ñsettle inò too quickly with small signs of progress. Small victories may be all that I will see in my 

lifetime, and I am convinced that fundamental social change comes from a long series of ñsmall 

victories.ò However, contentment with minor changes is dangerous if it becomes a stance toward 

the future. The post-reconstruction periods of both the 19th and our present century are reminders 

that gains can be quickly swept aside until all that remains is the illusion of progress. When I am 

tempted to contentment with minor changes, the Imperative reminds me that the goal is still out 

there ahead of us somewhere in time. ñBy any means necessaryò agitates me and makes me un-

comfortable, and if I am uncomfortable enough, I am more likely to change. ñBy any means ne-

cessaryò moves me forward toward the final goal: the elimination of racism. 

So to the YWCA a ñthank youò for that phrase ñby any means necessary.ò Keep it there, 

and wave it at me often. 
× 
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January 1986 

Diagnostic Tools for Work Against Racism  
 

latant racism continues to grow in strength during this twentieth century 

Post-Reconstruction period. The KKK conducts training for a race war, unhindered 

by our government. Four hundred whites in Philadelphia chant ñWe want them 

out,ò when they see blacks moving into ñtheirò neighborhood. In a Boston subway, two black 

college women are told by a white passenger that they should sit in the back. Cambodian children 

are accosted by whites who push dog shit into their faces. A police department attorney in a 

hearing about excessive force used by a white officer toward a Chinese man is allowed to use 

openly racist stereotypes and innuendo. Anti-Semitic acts are reported on college campuses and in 

neighborhoods. And in an affluent Boston suburb a black woman is confronted by police after 

leaving a boutique where she has done nothing more harmful than look at clothing. 

While overt brands of racism are on the upsurge, ñlegitimatedò by the politically con-

servative climate, I want to focus here on a more subtle racism, one germane to centers of white 

liberal strength. My observations grow out of extensive anti-racist work in more than forty school 

systems, thirty colleges and universities, sixty religious groups, fifty private social service agen-

cies, community groups, government agencies, and work in a variety of Boston-based coalitions. 

Most of these groups are predominantly white in both participants and leadership. Here are pat-

terns of behavior which characterize how those groups fall short of stated intentions to work 

against racism. They are offered both as critique and as diagnostic tools. 

1) There is a frequent inability to see that there is a problem internal to white structures, 

and/or to recognize that the problem is fundamental rather than a temporary aberration. Despite all 

the discussion about racism, and even while mouthing a recognition of the need for white institu-

tions to change, most white leaders do not have a gut understanding that there is a very basic 

problem at hand. Any acknowledged problem is seen simply as something that ñwent a bit wrong 

along the way,ò able to be corrected with a couple of workshops, seminars, or personal confron-

tations. This becomes a wonderful way to avoid the problem and thus contributes to the racism at 

whatever level it exists. 

2) There is a reluctance to see the institutional and systemic nature of racism. It is much 

easier to think of racism as a phenomenon which affects personal relationships and one-to-one 

working situations instead of moving to an examination of institutional policies, decision-making, 

staffing, programming, and all the complex factors of systemic interaction. Again, it is easy for 

those of us who are middle-class whites to intellectually agree on the definition of an institutional 
problem. Efforts to act on those problems are usually only sporadic at best. By conforming to the 

present arrangements of our own institutions, we allow the racist forces to perpetuate themselves. 

3) Another problem is the failure to address racism directly. Often in recent years when I 

have asked leaders of white social change groups what their anti-racism program is, Iôve been told 

it comes under some category other than racism. It may come under human rights or equity or race 

relations or, lately, economic justice. I can probably argue as persuasively as any of these leaders 

the case for a connection of racism to any of these issues. Still, I want to insist that in most cases 

subsuming racism under any other programmatic category usually becomes a way of burying it. A 

focus on racism is a focus on racism is a focus on racism! Anything else becomes another chapter 

in a long history of devices white people in the US have adopted to avoid dealing with racism. My 

conviction is to say over and over again that we must address racism directly. 

4) The budget seldom reflects a major concern with work against racism. Budget is the 
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bottom line. Budget reflects the real priorities; it is a fact of institutional life that most things cost 

money. Time, energy, and people talents often can lead to significant results with little money, but 

donôt let that divert you from the less pleasant fact that funding is necessary for most substantial 

programmatic efforts. Recently someone came to me asking for ideas on how to implement a 

program to attack racism, a priority now adopted by her school. The budget she had to work with 

for one year was less than $500. I proceeded to work hard with her to look at things that could be 

done without money, but it doesnôt take long under those circumstances to realize that a real in-

stitutional commitment was not there. Commitment is measured in two placesðin the hearts of the 

people, and in the budget. Weôd better get those two into a congruent relationship. 

5) Another consistent pattern is the failure to act. We like to talk about racism. It is a 

fascinating parlor discussion, even good at coffee breaks on the job. We hold endless discussions 

about whether or not being ñcolor blindò is an appropriate stance, whether or not now is the right 

time for our institution to address racism, how we should name what weôre doing, how to define 

the problem. I happen to think that all these discussions are crucial, but very often the discussion 

blocks action, or discussion becomes the action. Uninformed discussion is also a danger, but the 

more serious danger for most white institutions is that the discussion so often goes nowhere near 

action. We must begin to do something about racism. 

6) Another typical pattern is to look for places other than in our own institution where we 

think people ought to bring about anti-racist change. It is, for instance, easier to organize support 

for anti-apartheid actions than for attention to racism here in the USA. Donôt for one second think 

that I would urge those college students rallying against apartheid to stop what theyôre doing. But 

try to get the same numbers to commit the same time and energy to changing campus practices and 

policies which are also racist, and youôll see what I mean. Very few people are willing to make 

commitments to long-range ñbackyardò change. Right now we have an opportunity to channel, but 

not divert, some of the anti-apartheid energy toward action against racism here at home as well. 

 

My observations have been cast in negative languageðinability, reluctance, failure to 

address, seldom reflects, and failure to act. Those negatives can be turned into positive more easily 

than one might think. To my white friends I say, letôs get working together on the positives. 

 

[This article originally appeared in Peace Work, a New England peace and social justice newsletter 

published by the American Friends Service Committee, Cambridge, Mass.] 
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January 1988 

Working Against Racism  
 

[Editorôs Note: This is from a series of articles written for PACE, a journal for Roman Catholic 

educators. The third article in the series is specific to the Roman Catholic Church and, therefore, is 

not included here.] 

 

hat needs to be changed? 

As was pointed out in the November PACE, racism is not a high-priority issue 

among white people generallyðeven among PACE subscribers. If you are a 

white person, living in a predominantly white community, moving in religious and other envi-

ronments that are predominantly white, the issue of racism may seldom come to your attention. 

Television invades your living room with news of some racist incident, an occasional homily may 

remind you that racism is still alive and well, and once in a great while something may happen or 

someone in your immediate presence may say or do something that reveals racial prejudice, and 

for a short time you have to think about it. 

Generally speaking, in a white setting racism may be viewed as something that happens 

someplace else or that existed at some distant time in the past. If you are in such a white setting, 

you may hear people say, ñI never owned slaves,ò ñI never hurt anyone,ò and so on. Such state-

ments help to form a basic attitude in your environment, one that dismisses the subject of racism 

quickly. For most white people, racism has no important impact on their daily lives. That is not a 

criticism of white readers and their white surroundings; it is simply a statement of fact. 

Why, then, should PACE readers be asked to examine a subject that may be of such little 

immediate interest? For me, the answer is a simple one; I hope not a simplistic one. Three state-

ments summarize it: 

1) God loves all persons and groups. 

2) Justice is one way of showing love. 

3) Racism is a phenomenon that frustrates justice for many individuals and groups. 

It follows rather quickly from these statements that for the Christian, there is no choice but 

to work for the elimination of racism in any and all of its forms. This article is the first of three 

offering suggestions for carrying out this obligation. It begins the series by distinguishing different 

levels of racism in order to choose the appropriate strategy to cope with each. The second article 

will propose changes that white people can make to eliminate racism; the third will discuss what 

the institutional Church might change to the same end. 
Let us plunge into the life of the world where racism is a fact of individual and group re-

lationships to try to develop some clarity about what the phenomenon is; how it functions; and 

where, when, and how we might work for its elimination. 

What follows are five brief descriptions of hypothetical situations in which language is 

used and/or action is taken. Following each description is a discussion section. Individuals, 

classes, or parish groups could consider each situation with this question in mind: Is that an ex-

ample of racism? 

 

Situation 1 

 

Description 

 You are riding in a car driven by an acquaintance who is not a close friend. The operator of 
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a car in front of you makes a sudden right turn, crossing your line of traffic without any directional 

signal. Your driver slams on the brakes and comes to an abrupt stop, just missing the turning car, 

and screams, ñA woman driver!ò 

 

Discussion 

Score one for yourself if you agree that this is not an example of racism! It is clearly an 

example of sexism of a personal, attitudinal nature. The driver of your car has some ideas and 

feelings about women and the way they drive; those judgments are stereotypically applied to all 

women, and thus anger is directed here not just toward the one woman who has violated a good 

driving code but toward women drivers generally. 

What your driver says and feels is not based on race in any sense and is therefore not an 

instance of racism per se. It is stupid, irrational, and sexistðbut not racist. Surprisingly, though, 

people often lump all forms of prejudice and oppression under the one category, racism. You may 

need to clarify this early in your discussion. For any feeling, thought, or action to be racist, it must 

be based on some perception of race. 

 

Situation 2 

 

Description 

A white familyðhusband, wife, and two childrenðare relaxing in their suburban back-

yard. The house next door is up for sale, and they have seen prospective buyers come to look at it. 

A black couple has just left the property after spending considerable time there, and it appears that 

they might be interested in buying. Contemplating who their new neighbors might be, the wife 

turns to the husband and says, ñI sure donôt want any niggers living next door!ò 

 

Discussion 

Clearly this is an example of a prejudice based on race. (This is easy so far!) In our logical 

minds, we know that the idea of making judgments based on race is one that does not make sense. 

But unfortunately, in the mind and heart of the speaker in this instance, some powerful ideas and 

feelings are operating. 

Presumably the speaker knows nothing about the people she has seen except the visibly 

identifiable color of their skin. On that basis alone, she has made a pre-judgment about the desi-

rability of knowing the observed couple. That is enough for her; she has already decided that she 

does not want them or anyone like them as neighbors. Skin color here becomes the operative 

definition of who the observed couple is. This is an example of personal racial prejudice, or 

pre-judgment. 

 

Situation 3 

 

Description 

A white couple whose home is for sale is conferring with the real estate agent who has been 

showing their house to prospective buyers. An offer that is within the ownersô desirable price 

range has been made by a black couple. The husband in the white couple makes it clear to the real 

estate agent that they have decided not to sell to blacks, and in fact says to the agent, ñWe will not 

consider any offer from blacks.ò 
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Discussion 

Clearly again, racial prejudice is expressed, but there is an additional element. The couple 

has acted on their prejudice to deny to any black person or persons an opportunity to bid on the 

house. Added to the prejudice is a discriminatory action. It goes beyond the simple expression of 

racial prejudice, which could hurt the black couple if communicated to them, but whose impact 

would be limited to a psychological level. The discriminatory act additionally denies to the black 

couple something they want and for which they are prepared to pay the price being sought. 

This is an example of racial discrimination, as distinct from prejudice. Prejudice is a matter 

of thought, feeling, and belief. It becomes discrimination when the prejudice is acted upon in a 

manner that denies to persons in the group against which the prejudice is held something desirable 

to them. Since the discriminatory act is here based on race as defined by skin color, it is racial 

discrimination, a form of racism. 

 

Situation 4 

 

Description 

Developers have recently opened for rental a large number of housing units in a metro-

politan areaôs urban center, where the lack of housing is a major crisis. The developers have de-

cided that in this market they can be selective about tenants, seeking only people to whom they 

want to rent. They have decided that one way to limit the prospective clientele is to restrict rentals 

to people who have no children. That becomes a clear and openly stated policy. The developers 

have been renting for about six months, and in every case where a family with children has ex-

pressed interest, they have made their policy of no children clear. 

A local Hispanic agency has now challenged the developers, claiming that the policy is 

discriminatory. A large number of Hispanic people in the area are in need of housing; among them, 

a very high percentage are families with children. The developersô policy automatically cuts out a 

disproportionate number of Hispanic families and black families as well. The policy is therefore 

discriminatory, the Hispanic agency claims. 

 

Discussion 

This situation is a bit more complicated than the first three. Several questions need to be 

answered: Does the policy really have anything to do with race? In enacting the policy, did the 

developers intend to keep blacks and Hispanics out? Does the policy, in fact, have the effect of 

keeping blacks and Hispanics from the housing? 

A court case like this can keep lawyers busy and rich for years! Some lawyers will gather 

statistics to show conclusively that a very high percentage of black and Hispanic families are 

barred from this housing by the policy, and that, in contrast, a much lower percentage of white 

families in the area are limited. They will argue that the policy itself, aside from any intention to 

discriminate, does in fact discriminate. 

Other lawyers will argue that, in order to claim discrimination, it must be proved that 

discrimination against black and Hispanic families is intended. Still others may claim that the 

policy discriminates against all families with children, but not on the basis of race. 

Intention to discriminate is very difficult to prove. To do so in a court of law, one must have 

specific evidence of that intention in the written or spoken words and expressed opinions of the 

creators of the policy. If, for instance, one could produce a witness who claims to have heard a 

developer of the property say that he did not want blacks or Hispanics renting his property, pre-
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sumably that would help to establish intent to discriminate. 

The problem with insisting that one must prove intent to discriminate is that, historically, 

people have many times set in operation management policies that cover the discriminatory intent. 

In this case the policy functions very neatly to keep at least many blacks and Hispanics out of the 

housing units. The effect of the policy is the same as if the intent were there. In a sense, the intent 

is irrelevant; the result is what matters. 

The particular case on which this situation is based is in the courts at this writing, and we 

will let the courts decide the issue for themselves. For our discussion this example points us to 

another form that racism sometimes takes. In the above situation, an institutional policy does the 

racist work, whether the racism is intentional or not. The concept of institutional racism is a 

complex one and needs much greater explication than is possible here. 

 

Situation 5 

 

Description 

Several hundred small cities and towns surround an urban center; the population of this 

metropolitan area is three million. The whole area has grown in population over the past twenty 

years, with a significant increase in the percentage of people of color. Most of the increase in the 

number of people of color has been in the urban center, while the suburban towns have shown little 

change in the percentage of residents who are people of color. 

A study of the metropolitan area shows three significant patterns developing: 

- Housing opportunities for people of color have not opened up in the suburbs. 

- The number of manufacturing and engineering jobs has increased in the suburbs; the 
urban center has shown an increase in service-related jobs, which generally pay less. 

- Transportation systems are designed primarily to get people from the suburbs to jobs 

and entertainment in the city; they do not function to get large numbers of people from 

the city to jobs in the suburbs. 

The converging effect of these three major patterns results in a limitation of job and 

housing choices for people of color, in contrast to the choices available to whites. 

 

Discussion 

Now it is really getting harder to see how racism functions! In this situation we observe 

three massive systems intersecting with a result that is racist because the combined effect of these 

systems limits choices for people of color.  

Situation 4 illustrates how institutional racism might function through a policy decision. 

But situation 5 necessitates an understanding of how institutions function in systems, which in turn 

have cumulative effects on the institutions of society. 

The distinction can be illustrated readily by thinking about schools. One particular school 

is an institution, but that single institution is also part of a school system, made up of many schools. 

That particular school system is also part of a complex of other educational systems, including 

colleges, universities, and other huge categories of units with an educational purpose. 

In situation 5, we see the three immense systems of employment, housing, and transpor-

tationðeach of which is composed of many institutions. These systems function both indepen-

dently and interdependently to serve people (sometimes we might wonder about the extent to 

which these systems actually serve, but that surely is their intention.) This illustration shows how 

racism may function through systems and the interaction of systems. 
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Clarity About Action 

 

Gaining clarity about the different ways in which racism functions becomes especially 

important when adopting plans for action. It is important to be clear about what you are trying to 

change. You probably are trying to change or eliminate one of the following: 

- a personal prejudice 

- a discriminatory act or pattern of acts 

- an institutional policy, procedure, or practice  

- an injustice at a systemic level 
 

The goal that is chosenðthe object of changeðwill determine strategies, the choice of 

resources to use, and which groups of people will need to work together to achieve the goal. 

Here is a simple illustration of how the choice of a goal affects decisions about action. If 

you are a teacher in a school and have determined that you want to work to create a classroom 

environment in which prejudices can be confronted and overcome, you know immediately that 

you have a great deal of control over the situation. You are the person who is responsible for what 

happens in that learning setting. You will need to gather material resources -- books, films, class 

exercises, and so on. You will profit from consulting other trusted teachers and parents. But in the 

final analysis you can act pretty much on your own as you work toward your objective. 

If, however, you decide to try to eliminate what you feel is a discriminatory behavior that 

you have observed in the principalôs office, your strategic choices become very different. You 

have to be very accurate about keeping records. You will need to work closely with other people. 

At some point you will probably have to work through some legal or quasi-judicial agency to 

process your complaint. With this goal in mind you will move into very different strategies than 

you would have if your goal had been to affect classroom environment. 

Should you subsequently decide to work to change a school board policy that you believe 

has a racist effect, or should you want to change certification procedures for teachers at the state 

level, once again you move into realms where strategic choices are very different. In these actions 

you will need to coalesce with others, you will be dependent upon group functions, and you will 

need to come to grips with issues of institutional and systemic power. 

Most people that I have known over the years who have been concerned about racism 

choose to work on bringing about change at the personal, attitudinal, and behavioral level. Such 

efforts are always to be applauded and supported. However, the analysis I have suggested here 

leads to a conviction that, if we do not also work at the level of institutional and systemic change, 

institutions and systems will operate as they always haveðnamely, in patterns that are racist more 

often than not. 

No plan or conspiracy has to exist in order for institutions and systems to be racist, though, 

of course, such plans may be made when extreme bigots get together. Most of us are not in touch 

with such persons on a daily basis. Simply stated, if those of us who are white continue to believe, 

perceive, analyze, and act the way we always have, then the result will be racism in the institutions 

we control or influence. To change those patterns requires intentional plans, implemented con-

sistently over a long period of time. The knowledge of how to bring about change is available to 

us; the major question is one of will. Do we really want to see change? 

For those of us who are Christian, the question of will is not confined to a statement of what 

we want. We are not here to fulfill our wills alone; we must also ask what Godôs will is for all 
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people whom God has created. Let us pray to seek congruence between what we want to see 

happen and what God wills. 

 

Who Needs to Change? 

 

For those of us who are white, once we have come to recognize the presence of racism in 

our midst in its many forms, that inevitable moment comes when we must decide whether or not to 

make those personal and institutional changes that are necessary if we are to become active in the 

struggle against racism. 

Most often when whites decide to work against racism, they concentrate on ways in which 

black society, black people, or other people of color might change. That happened in 1968 after the 

Kerner Commission reported that white institutions were deeply implicated in the creation of what 

it called two separate, unequal
 
societies. Unfortunately, most of the programmatic efforts that 

followed upon that report were designed to bring about changes in communities of color, with little 

done to suggest how white people and white-controlled institutions might change. What we need 

now is a major commission that begins where Kerner left off ½ with the assumption that much of 
the cause of racism lies among whitesðand then proceeds to make recommendations for white 

change. 

On the conviction that no such commission will be appointed, I will proceed to make my 

own suggestions, based on more than twenty years of focusing on what whites can do to work for 

the elimination of racism. Some things need to be done to bring about change in white persons, and 

some things need to aim at changes in institutions that are controlled by white people. 

 

Gaining a New View of History and the World 

 

Most of us who are white have been taught a distorted view of history and of the world; we 

need to make a conscious effort to compensate for that mis-education. 

The history we have been taught and the view of the world we have learned have been from 

a European, American, and white perspective. Only recently have there been modest attempts to 

include a wider perspective. 

A simple test about the histories of nations and peoples on the African continent, of native 

peoples in North America, of Hispanics in Central and North America, or of Asians who migrated 

to the United States would illustrate how little most of us who are white really know. Even edu-

cated white people often express incredibly ignorant views. Consider, for instance, the law pro-

fessor who said to me that there never were any civilizations in Africa, or the high school teacher 

in a prestigious Boston school who asserted that there is no such thing as culture among native 

peoples! 

Again, the contributions of people of color to our own national history are largely unknown 

among whites because they were not included in what we were taught as children. The title of Bill 

Cosbyôs film, Black History: Lost, Stolen, or Strayed? conveys the point. The contributions of 

blacks and other people of color were simply ignored in the history books; as a result, we have 

widespread ignorance of those contributions. Even the traditional geographical projection of the 

continents has been challenged as white and European based. The old Mercator Map expanded the 

image of the size of land masses in the Northern Hemisphere which was inhabited mostly by white 

people. The more recently developed Peterôs Projection Map, which more accurately reflects the 

size of land masses, shows us a very different view, with greater size emphasis on areas occupied 
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mostly by people of color. New geographic perspectives and history taught from a multiracial 

point of view will give us a whole new picture of what the world is like. 

Compensating for the distorted view of history and geography that we grew up with will 

take some effort on the part of whites. We will have to read many new things and reinterpret much 

of history; we may even have to learn a new language. We will have to seek out the resources from 

which we can learn: individuals, museums, ethnic centers, magazines, newspapers, TV shows, 

every communication medium known. The effort must be a conscious, deliberate one, and with it 

will come a new world of excitement as learning opens our minds and hearts to new possibilities of 

understanding. 

To prepare ourselves to assimilate new information, we will need a new sensitivity to ac-

cept and receive the new insights, perspectives, and learnings. Habits of the mind will probably 

need to change, and they will change as new information is absorbed. We will need to constantly 

check out the ways in which our willingness to receive the new information can be sharpened. That 

will not always be easy, but it is sure to be an exciting learning venture. 

 

Overcoming Lies 

 

Most of us who are white have been exposed to generations of lies about people of color; 

these lies have conveyed to us, in both blatant and subtle ways that people of color are inferior. We 

need to consciously overcome these lies. 

The major communication systems of this century, radio, movie, and television have been 

filled with lies about people of color. The Cosby film referred to previously, which pieces together 

clips from old movies, newsreels, and TV shows, is a quick history of how those lies were pro-

pelled into the culture. The dominant message of those lies is that blacks are nothing, people from 

whom no good should be expected. I saw the old movies as a child, you probably saw them, and 

many of todayôs college students tell me that they saw the questionable old TV shows in their own 

childhood on Saturday morning TV reruns. 

Unfortunately, todayôs movies and TV shows sometimes repeat the same lies and often add 

new stereotypes. For many whites, those stereotypes generally are accepted and unchallenged 

features of the belief system that shapes their view of people who are not white. Every stereotype, 

every lie, has a demonstrable history, and many of these damaging notions were in the hearts and 

minds of the founders of our nation, built into the laws and structures of our society. These lies 

continue to be a part of the cultural air we breathe today. 

Obviously, stereotypes about lazy, crap-shooting, lying, cheating, stealing, 

good-for-nothing blacks (expand or adapt the list for any group you choose) hurt those persons 

about whom the lies are taught. But at this point, I hope you will consider how those racial lies also 

affect those of us who are white. We ought to be concerned enough to purge any trace of those lies 

from our hearts and minds because they are poison and dangerous to our health. 

 

Examining Assumptions of White Superiority 

 

Equally dangerous to us as moral beings are the subtle ways in which we have been led to 

believe that whites are superior to blacks and others of color. We need to examine how we have 

been convinced that the needs and the priorities of whites are more important than those of people 

of color. 

Here I am not concerned with the blatant and overt forms that this sense of superiority 
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takes, for instance as expressed by members of the Ku Klux Klan or allied groups. Most whites 

have not succumbed to that sort of stupidity or bigotry. Consider instead the ways in which as-

sumptions of white superiority may be operative at many institutional levels of our society. 

Consider, for example, the public reaction to unemployment statistics. Pick any year out of 

the last thirty, and look up the unemployment statistics for the nation, your state, and your city; get 

the statistics broken down by race. You will find a consistent pattern in which unemployment 

figures among blacks are almost always twice as great or more as unemployment figures among 

whites; furthermore, the disparity between black and white youth is much greater. 

Now imagine those figures reversed over a period of years. Imagine white unemployment 

being twice that of blacks, or simply imagine unemployment across the board being at the level 

that it has frequently been for blacks. Let your imagination suggest what the public response to 

such facts might be. Floods of protest would result. Political rhetoric would demand immediate 

change. A lot of citizens would be in the streets protesting if whites were unemployed at the rate of 

blacks. We would not stand for it! 

The reality, however, is that only sporadically is there anything like a public outcry, then 

usually from black leaders. White society as a whole shows little concern that blacks are consis-

tently suffering unemployment at a level twice that of whites. Often the statistics are not reported 

by race, and the disparity between races is hidden and thus easily ignored. The inequality is ac-

cepted as a fact of life; it is simply the way things work. The failure by society as a whole to re-

spond with anger is an illustration of an assumption that black unemployment is less of a concern 

and less of a problem than white unemployment. The implicit, unstated assumption is that blacks 

are less important than whites. You and I as individuals may not believe that; we may in fact find 

that assumption abhorrent. But the facts speak loudly about our societyôs values. Other statistics in 

numerous areas of social and economic life indicate a similar assumption of white superiority. 

Statistics on health care services, infant mortality, school dropouts, and the death penalty, for 

example, indicate that blacks suffer disproportionately high negative effects as compared to whites 

in the delivery of health services, the distribution of high-quality education, and the adjudication of 

justice. 

Again, individual whites may find that fact repulsive, but the consistency with which these 

statistics pile up over the years indicates that society as a whole simply is not motivated to change 

these dynamics of inequality. If whites were as poorly served as blacks in cases such as these, we 

would be close to insurrection. The prevailing attitude seems to be that it is okay to tolerate vastly 

unequal treatment of racial groups in our society. Until we can turn that attitude around, the gap 

between the stated belief in racial equality and the societal behavior of inequality favors the con-

tinuance of the implicit assumption of white superiority. Measured by this standard, blacks, black 

life, black prosperity, and black rights simply are not valued as highly as whites, white life, white 

prosperity, and white rights. 

Much work lies ahead for those of us who are white and who want to change the way we 

believe, understand, perceive, and act so as to diminish the racism in our personal lives. But the 

implications for institutional change as well are enormous. 

 

Working for Institutional Change 

 

We need to work at changing those institutions that have had such a racist effect on our 

personal lives. 

The communications media, which have and sometimes still do perpetuate racist stereo-
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types, lies, and misinformation, are white-controlled. Likewise, the institutions that produce and 

distribute goods, services, and resources in this nation are white-controlled. Whites control the 

finances; whites manage; whites make the decisions. Very few exceptions disturb this picture of 

white control. Those of us who are white must think long and hard about the ways in which we can 

use the power we have in those institutions to bring about the changes that will at least minimize 

racist effects. 

Where shall we begin to work for institutional change? The answer is easier to say than to 

do. Begin in the institutions where you are. If you are in a business, begin there. If you are in a 

government agency, begin there. If you teach, begin in your school or college. If you are not em-

ployed in a particular institution, consider the ways in which you consume services, and identify 

the ways in which you may have some influence in those situations. Few of us are without influ-

ence or power of some sort in some institution. 

The one institution that readers of PACE share membership in is the Church. Because of its 

belief in the inherent dignity of all persons, that institution ought to be better than others in regard 

to racism. Experience teaches us that, in fact, the Church is neither better nor worse than other 

institutions when measured in terms of racism. The Church does, however, provide us with a 

common place in which we can carry on our work against racism. 
× 
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June 1989 

Multicultural/Diversity  Emphases...Not Enough!!!!!  
 

any places I turn today I see, hear, and read about an emphasis on multicultural 

studies, intercultural relationships, and managing diversity. Both my head and 

my files bulge with the concepts those words represent. Most of what I have 

heard, read, and seen has been good; I applaud those who engage multicultural and diversity issues 

as major foci for the emerging century. 

BUT multicultural/diversity emphases are not enough! Not enough if we are to address the 

serious national problem of racism. There is one focus for learning about racism and how to 

combat it: that focus is racism...racism...racism! That focus will not be popular. No encounter with 

that reality will be easy, or comfortable. Still, I shall continue to say that racism is the only focus 

for dealing with racism; that must be done directly, and not by a circuitous routes, for they usually 

turn out to be roads of avoidance. A direct focus on racism may be threatening, but, like the 

surgeonôs knife or the psychiatristôs probing, is necessary for a society in need of restored health. 

Racism was/is present in the foundations of our society, and will not be removed by anything less 

than addressing it directly. 

A study of racism probes the reasons for the problems which make multicultural diversity 

studies necessary. Multicultural relationships would not be difficult for so many people were it not 

for racism. Studies of the contributions of races of people of color would not have to be encour-

aged if they had not been excluded by racist assumptions that all good proceeded only from Eu-

rope. Norms of what is beautiful in human form or art were dictated by racist aesthetics which 

ignored cultures which were ñdifferent.ò The same ethnocentric, racist judgments prevailed in 

regard to language, sexual relationships, music, governance, and most every aspect of life; our 

nation was founded on a view which assumed the ñrightness of whiteness,ò and anything different 

was regarded as deviant and/or inferior. It is demonstrable that racism is a major root of the 

problem we face as we respond to an increasingly diverse population trend. 

As one who has chosen to keep the focus on racism, I am often suspicious that the multi-

cultural diversity emphasis is popular precisely because it frequently avoids the issue of racism. A 

school can put great emphasis into a multicultural celebration of differences, but fail to alter an 

informal system which ñtracksò students by race either toward college or not. Managing diversity 

can be a legitimate pride for a Human Resources team in a corporate setting, but an Asian em-

ployee may still suffer isolation from colleagues who have not resolved attitudes they learned 

about ñJaps,ò and which they apply to all Asians. A college may feature Native American studies, 

but a young Native woman enrolled at that college may experienced prejudiced treatment when 

she wears a band on her head which reminds people of her culture. In a hospital emergency room 

where personnel have been taught to respect diversity, tough racist stereotypes may quickly 

emerge as a Black male attendant works with a white woman on a rape case in which the rapist has 

been identified as Black. In a state agency with a clear intent to diversify in employment practices, 

an Hispanic employee who wants to transfer to a department which offers a better chance at 

promotion, may encounter strong resistance rooted in convictions about his ñinferiorò language. 

The point is made: multicultural diversity introduced into a setting which is racist will not 

work, unless at some point the racism is acknowledged and responded to as racism. Institutional 

settings are predominantly white, and those often present a psychological minefield for employees 

of color. Most white managers and other employees are oblivious to, and are not eager to hear 

about such facts. Until they come to understand how racism functions in our society and its in-
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stitutions, most will remain unable to respond in any corrective way. It is not enough to address 

multicultural diversity and not address racism. In order to understand and eliminate racism, there 

must be an emphasis on the study of racism, because racism is racism! 

To study racism means to trace history particularly in England, because the United States 

was intentionally founded as a white, Anglo nation. That history lives in our present. Such a study 

will discover ideas, values, beliefs, customs, ways of perceiving, and doing which are based on 

racism. To understand racism means to know the consequences of a national foundation built on a 

terrible contradiction between a thrilling belief in equality and a degrading belief in white supe-

riority. It is to discover that literature, art forms, history, philosophy, religion, medicine, and most 

of the disciplines which are supposed to serve humankind, are infused with a racism which means 

they cannot possibly serve all people justly. A study of racism will lead one to know that institu-

tions which are the carriers of culture communicate racism along with all the goodness they 

represent. It is to understand that the media are racist, and that, when the medium becomes the 

message, both are racist in their effect. It is to know that the interaction of institutions and systems 

in social planning often are shaped by assumptions of white superiority which are buried and 

appear only in unintentionally racist effects. 

To study racism as it impacts the white psyche will reveal manifestations in attitudes and 

behaviors, each alternately affecting the other. It will reveal that ways of thinking, of formulating 

problems and solutions, of putting thought into word and feeling into act are fused with racism. It 

will lead one to understand that how people relate across racial lines is frequently shaped by rac-

ism, that expectations, often molded by racism, are powerful determinants of encounters between 

people and ideas. A focus on racism will illustrate that all people suffer from its cancerous nature. 

People of color are its targets, but white people are damaged because it also diminishes their 

humanity. The slow disease undermines the foundations of a society all must share. 

An emphasis on the multicultural and diversity aspects of our society is important and, 

when done in a context which addresses cultural and institutional racism, can be a powerful tool 

for change. Seldom, however, have I heard the word or concept of racism used in written or spoken 

descriptions of multicultural education, training or concerns for diversity. 

So here is a call for keeping the focus where it must be if we want to address the causative 

problem. Letôs learn to identify, and detect racism wherever it is, and then letôs turn to the task of 

becoming anti-racist individuals, anti-racist institutions, and an anti-racist society. 
× 
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May 1992 

Doing the Right Thing  
 

ver the years there have been attempts to get athletic teams to change names which 

are often offensive to Native Americans. That movement has gained new mo-

mentum in the last year, responsive to the advent of the tomahawk chop, the ap-

pearance of fans in fake Indian headdress, painted faces and behavior which mimics stereotypes of 

native people. Press reports of ñsavageò offenses on the field have characterized teams which carry 

names such as Braves, Redskins, Indians, and Chiefs. 

During this year when people are involved in alternative ways of viewing the official 

celebrations of the 1492 Quincentenary, there is an increased awareness of the ways in which 

native peoples experience the names of these teams and the accompanying antics of their fans. 

Rick Reilly, in Sports Illustrated, has described the offense by asking us to imagine a team called 

the Chicago Jews defeating the Astros, while their fans wave yarmulkes and chant ñHave Nagila.ò 

This simply would not happen, and if it did would occasion a prompt, massive and proper response 

demanding both the name and the offensive practice to change. 

The demands for change in regard to Redskins, Braves, Indians, Sachems, etc., are getting 

responses which encourage hope that some people in decision-making positions are hearing the 

message of hurt, and are willing to assist thoughtful change. Recently, the Oregonian has adopted 

a policy indicating that it will no longer use those offensive names in its sports reporting. The 

Redskins will be reported as the Washington team, or it will be said that Atlanta and Cleveland 

have agreed to exchange players in an inter-league deal. Now the radio station WTOP, in Wash-

ington, has indicated that it will be guided by a similar policy which will apply in reporting and all 

phases of the stationôs work. 

While the leadership of such pioneers for change among publishers and production man-

agers is encouraging, there is less optimism that either fans or team owners will move quickly to 

follow suit. The allegiance of fans is so strong, and the frenzy of team loyalty so gripping that it is 

clear that fans will not give up favored images easily. For the same reasons players will find it hard 

to relinquish the identifications with symbols they have come to love; for instance, a few years 

ago, when Dartmouth College was insisting that the Indian was not an official college symbol, 

some of their hockey players had the symbol tattooed on their butts, surely resistance brought to an 

il logical end! 

When team owners are told that the names of their teams are offensive to Native Ameri-

cans, the typical response is similar to one we have heard many other times. The use of the names 

is not intended to offend, they will say, but ought rather to be seen as complimentary. The asso-

ciation with highly regarded sports, the identification with a winning spirit, the engagement with 

clean, managed competition, ought to be seen as a positive connection, they reason. Indeed, some 

have even indicated that the use of names such as Redskins is an attempt to accent the positive 

attributes of native groups. Unfortunately, the positive attributes are lost on many native people. 

Fans who invent ñthe chopò are unconcerned about the negative stereotypes their actions feed. 

Even a moment of rational thought would observe that a winning spirit, dedication, and team pride 

seem to work just as well with teams named for stockings and identical siblings; the offensive 

stereotypes are simply obsolete and unnecessary. 

A common response to those who claim the names to be offensive is to appeal to intent. 

ñWe meant no harm to anyone...our intentions are good...ò That usually gets translated into, ñNo 

one should be offended because we meant no offense.ò Thatôs somewhat like telling the person 
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