2009 Alternate ROOTS Annual Meeting

Studio Report

Reporter’s Name: Ethan Sawyer
Studio title and leader(s): People’s Institute: Uprooting Racism
Facilitated by: Monica and Anne

NOTES:

Group dance spontaneously erupts before studio to Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition.” 

Carlton Turner introduces People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond by quoting Superstition, “When you believe in things you don’t understand.”

How does racism affect communities we all work in and with? 

How can we develop an anti-racist lens?

Monica and Anne facilitating. 

Monica says, “People don’t want to talk about race” – but she liked the dance opening. May use it in the future. 

Quoting Dr. Francis Cres Wilson (sp?)  “If you do not understand racism/sexism/ablism/, what it is, and how it works, then everything else you do understand will only confuse you.” 

If you’re operating without understanding these things, you’re operating in a kind of insanity. 

She admits that they’re not used to working in groups this large; it’s hard enough to work in small groups. They also like to work in smaller groups so that everyone’s voices can be heard. Usually work in 2.5 days, but they’re packing it into under 6 hours. (Note: it’s 2:40pm as we begin.)

People’s Institute founded in 1980. We celebrate that, but after 30 years, the “business” of racism is getting bigger, not smaller. Racism is still ever-looming. Keeps coming to the table, but we don’t often reach clarity.

People’s Institute founder passed away from a disease that isn’t looked at closely enough in communities of color. 

Done this training all over US with over 200,000-300,000 people. Have given birth to many other organizations. But still not doing enough, says Monica.

She asks: Is race easy to talk about? Crowd: “No.”

White/black/red folks all have trouble talking about it, but this is ours by right of inheritance. We’re going to try and do an analysis. We’re going to lead you through a process – that’s all – an analysis, she emphasizes.

Ground Rules: 

How many of you know Arsenio Hall? Remember: “Things that make you go Hm…”? You don’t have to agree with everything said, but we’re not going to fight – we’re not even going to debate. So when you disagree, just put it in that place: “Things that make you go ‘Hm’.” 

Anne explains the contract for the conversation – more than a contract, she says, it’s more like a covenant. This is a very important organizing tool, she points out. When you’re a trainer – as we are – you’re also an organizer. This helps us keep focused and grounded. 

CONTRACT:

Listen and respect each other.

Everybody’s gonna’ participate willingly or unwillingly. Hard to enforce with this group, but do want everyone to Be Engaged. And please monitor your own participation. 

Growing Edge concept: that point where you start to feel uncomfortable…. It means you’re getting a new set of questions – that’s the beginning of new learning. Our tendency is to shut down and step back, but please stay open and don’t back away… it’s a real gift when you get to that point.

Create a Liberated Zone: a space where we can speak honestly with one another. Please bring your struggle to the table – this will help the group move forward.

Focus: Undoing Racism. It’s okay to make a connection to another form of oppression, but in the context of racism and not escapism.

Focus: Racism in the United States. Le’ts keep it close to home, not racism “out there,” but “in here.”

Agree that there’s no quick fix. We’re not going to give you an answer, just some experiences… This is life-long work. 

Please stay the whole time. It’s important to be in this moment, not in next moment or last moment. You can stand up and walk around, but please stay in the conversation. 

We want to create a Safe Space. Important: Safety is not the same as comfort. It’s an uncomfortable conversation, but your dignity will be respected. 

Note: We’re not coming at you in a hierarchical way; we’re not experts in this, per se, but we bring an expertise in terms of experience working with groups on this process.

Participants agree to buy into this contract by show of hands. 

Monica says: This contract isn’t just about this room; if we did this in our homes, we’d have better marriages. Many times in conversation we’re preparing our rebuttal; let’s challenge ourselves to listen even more deeply to one another. 

Community will push you close to your Growing Edge – who’s been there? (Crowd agrees.) 

Growing Edge: When you’re feeling your most uncomfortable that’s when the growth happens. That ache is sometimes a spiritual ache. 

Split into groups of 10 and discuss: Why is it important for Alternate Roots to undo racism?

- Where are you from and what kind of arts are you involved with in your communities? 

Our group conversation: 

- I don’t know. US gov’t is cleaning up the “big mess” we’ve made. We’ve answered the question, “Should privilege – or anything else – be given to people by virtue of race?” We’ve answered this question, 

- From ROOTS perspective: We’ve found ourselves with racial coexistence, but not harmonious co-existence. ROOTS came together hoping to share experiences and techniques to help create a harmonious living situation. (Personal note: Many members had this in common… So by uprooting racism we can hopefully create better art and healthier communities.)

- (From Virgin Islands) This is the most diverse group I’ve seen come together for a similar cause. Interesting to see people speaking the same language – this is encouraging. 

- From New England and Charlottesville, VA: In VA particularly, it’s right in your face. Atlanta, MS, New Orleans, Charleston  

- Visual artists, musician, performing artists, teachers, 

- When I leave here, race in really in my face… this is place I can go to to discuss it safely.

- ROOTS provides tools

- Naïve that this still exists… not prepared for subliminal racism

Other groups said:

We’re seen as leaders in our field.

Racism hasn’t been defined.

Being artists we often have a door in to communities.

Tough to talk about without coming up with common definition. 

Racial hierarchy felt in Alternate ROOTS – we’re trying to delve into that. Gotta’ dismantle that – even our own prejudices. Have to go through that painful process ourselves before we can expect others to. 

 Wide variety: dance, write, direct, act, educate, organize.

We are a microcosm of US and we are artists and affect many people. Because our country was founded on racism (not direct quotation; misheard?), we must work to undo it.

To prevent the possibility of doing harm rather than good. We need to clean up our mess; we’re creative, so we can do it. 

We are artists and educators… if you don’t undo it, then you do it. 

It’s easy to hide behind calling ourselves “activists,” so we must work on it in our own institution so we can go do what we do.

Again, a wide variety of artists and administrators.

Part of point of ROOTS is undoing racism and if we don’t do it internally, how can we undo it externally? It’s important for the communities we work in. There’s increased diversity in the South. There’s a new racism cropping up (speaker doesn’t define this). Important to uproot racism because we are “culture makers.” Her own internally rooted racism was separating her from her colleagues and this is a safe space – others agree – to address this. 

Music, dance, theater, films, puppets, gardening, non-profit.

Baltimore, Oakland, Vermont, New York, etc. (though even that is a difficult question to answer)

Part of organization’s mission. Difficult, because though it’s the mission we could assume it’s already there. Because we’re from all over, that allows us to spread this conversation. It’s not enough to have diversity, but to delve into it. And art can make the invisible visible. 

Intrinsic in mission of organization. 

Undoing racism is important because the communities are diverse and we are diverse. When learning to undo racism, some of us were wary of being against something rather than for something. Alternate ROOTS is an organization equipped to attempt this. 

Racism breaks down ROOTS because it’s ugly and messy and pushes buttons, so we need to have a language to bring to our communities so we can talk about it in a way that’s productive. One woman sees it destroying people’s lives. Some people have been working in this their whole lives. Has a tendency to sit under the surface and we need to bring it forward. 

Many of us are new in our group: Isn’t it one of the founding principles of our organization. Why are we discussing it for the first time on Friday (why so late?) Are we the kind of people to squeeze the racist discussion into three hours on a Friday? As an artist you can separate yourself and rise above it. 

Monica liked, “If you don’t undo it, you’re doing it.” 

Monica asks, “Who has been through the training already?” (Many in crowd raises hands.) Encourages those who have to allow others who haven’t to speak more. No one should assume that we’ve got this, though, no matter how long you’ve been thinking about that.

Instead of struggling, struggle with why you’re struggling. 

For next part, everyone needs paper and pencil. 

Goal: connect all nine dots below using four straight lines without lifting pen or pencil. 

Diagram looks like this: 
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Monica and Anne call up someone who got it – who has never done this before – and she does it. 

Why is this so hard? asks Anne. 

Crowd: 

“We see a box…” “We want to stay within structure…” “Instructions were confining…” (another audience member asks: why did you confine yourself further?)

Social conditioning

- We get locked in by something that’s not real. It’s a mental issue. It’s in your head for a reason because we’ve been taught to see a box… but there are just nine dots, there’s no box. 

If we gave this to a child, they’d color all over it. We learn to “stay within the lines.” We have personal boxes and public/organizational boxes. We all come to this work with a box based on our life and circumstances. 

Anne’s personal story: Grew up in all-white neighborhood, taught that police are your friends. So if I saw a black person being taken away in handcuffs, that’s justice. But if a black man sees that on the news, we may have an entirely different read on the situation. So it’s important to understand what our boxes are, what perspectives have been given to us and what keeps us from breaking out of that. 

Do our organizations have boxes? Yes, says crowd.

What might be some of the barriers that exist in the organizations we work in and with? 

“Time…” “Resources…” “Nobody wants to talk about institutional racism and power and the history of supremacy…” “Scarcity mentality: we don’t have enough of anything…” “We’ve done a good amount of civil rights work, but have created a separation between civil rights and economic rights.” 

Monica re-states question: What keeps your institution or you boxed in?

“Geography…” “Denial…” “Fear…” “Internal politics of organization (not ROOTS necessarily): power plays” “White supremacy…” “We have already done the work because we have that black person on the board – tokenizing… We don’t look at power… we just look very beautiful and “diverse.” 

One audience member asks for a common definition of racism… says conversation is all over the place until we have that. 

“Perceived lack of access…” “Feeling overwhelmed by the scope of the issue…” “Whites being oblivious to harm that’s been caused…” “Lack of knowledge and a dismissal of personal responsibility…” 

Monica ties it up: It’s all of this. What has boxed us in is all of this and more that didn’t make it on our list. Many of us feel that as artists and we’re “going against the grain”… but we may be against one grain and just part of another grain. 

Why would we start with nine dots on a piece of paper? 

Because it’s going to take that king of outside thinking to find some solutions… you gotta’ come out of your box to have this conversation.” From the crowd: “I looked at that and wasn’t aware I had limited myself… becoming aware of my own limitations.”

You’re going to be wrong, but you’ve got to be wrong and willing to be wrong.

We’re going to push your buttons on this. We don’t want to be over-inundated with questions, but to begin answering them… Everyone came in with a sense of what racism is. And that’s a box. When did most of learn how to color? (Crowd: School.) And someone told me to stay in the lines… “I was so socialized,” says Monica, “that I would outline before coloring so I didn’t go outside the lines.” 

Jack in the Box metaphor: 

How many times did it take to get Jack to jump out of the box? Crowd: “A whole lot.”

Many of us don’t get out of our box until someone winds us up. Some of you never worked on an issue until it became personal… AIDS or Sexism, etc. 

How does Jack get back into the box? You gotta’ shove it on the head and push it down. 

There are a lot of people out there who are going to want to push you back in your box.

We’re going to encourage you to get out of the box and stay out. 

Many of us struggle with coming out of that box. 

How many of you as artists would say your art takes you into relationship with people in poor communities? (Most of audience raises hands.) How many of you know some po’ folks? Or have seen some on TV? 

Audience member again asks for a context/definition around racism. “What we don’t have is the guidelines for what we’re dealing with.” Until we define that… what are we talking about?  

Monica: Please go with us on this process. We know where we’re going. This is a well-developed process. Someone else might do this process differently, but this is how we’ve structured it. 

Another audience member offers: Harriet Tubman said, “We’re going to freedom,” even though people didn’t know how we were going to get there they went with her. Monica thanks her for the help and adds: “I could’ve saved thousands more if they’d known they were slaves.”

Monica asks: Why, in a country with so many resources, do we have so many poor people? 

Would we agree that in every town there’s enough to go around? (Crowd agrees.)

Before you rush to answer, put on your social, scientific cap. 

Crowd:

“Lack of unity…” “They’ve been told they are and they believe it…” “Culture of poverty…” “Because there’s a few that have been able to perpetuate the myth of scarcity…” “So some people can be very, very rich…” “In order for the very rich to be that rich they must do it on the backs of others.” “Structure of capitalism…” “Lack of historical opportunity…” “Social constraint of the mind…” “Not enough sharing of opportunity…” “Imposition,” says Monica. Others say: “Thievery: nation was founded by pirates…” “Public policy that has sucked wealth and resources out of certain communities…” “Pitting poor and working people against each other…” “Lack of education and opportunity, lack of guaranteed access…” “System of historically unrecognized privilege.” 

Monica adds: “Generational poverty…” 

Monica: personal story

“I was in NYC when 911 hit… Even elevation – coming to the mountains – affects me. Another friend of hers is traumatized by blue skies.” 

She flips the script: If I were at Food Lion (grocery store) on a Friday night or the first of the month because I don’t want to deal with the madness… (Audience member clarifies: “Pay day!”) Sometimes I’d have to pick up just a few things. In a black community there’s no such thing as the “Quick Line.” Just as I’m going into the only open line a woman pushes in front of me. She’s got two baskets with kids. So she has to watch this woman unload her groceries and try to be patient. At the end of the last of the groceries she pulls out (what?) Crowd: Food stamps! (she points out that: How could you know that? But you’re right…) She’s being patient, but the people behind her start to talk. What did they say? Crowd: “She got too many damn kids…” “If she was educated – aka, she’s ignorant…” “She shouldn’t have those Lil Debbies…” “She’s got too many kids AND no husband!” “She’s living off the system…” 

Clarifying question: Was it a black woman? 

Monica: Ah, I didn’t say..!

Monica asks: What are they saying?

“She’s lazy…” “That’s where all my tax money is going…” “Why doesn’t she work?...” “Can I buy some stamps off her?” (Audience erupts in laughter.) “She needs to go back to her own country…” “She’s probably on drugs…” “I’m paying for ‘em and now I’m having to wait for ‘em…” “She’s scamming the system…” 

Monica cuts it off here and reads aloud some highlights from the list we’ve made.

Monica asks crowd to make observations on:

list of assumptions people make 

AND 

list of reasons why people are poor in a country with so many resources. 

Crowd (with Monica clarifying) “On one side we’re blaming the system, on the other side a person…” “In our personal interactions, we don’t look at the systems…”

On one side: Is this true? (Crowd: yes.) 

On the other side: Is this true? (Crowd: varied responses…) 

Monica offers: This side may be true too, though. 

Monica says: When we look at last few years in this country, when we talk about reforming systems in this country… What was the one system we talked about? Welfare. But is wefare the only system that’s broken in this country? But we were committed to fixing it, to reforming it, and we did. 

Which of these sides did we use to reform it? (The side on the right – assumptions about the woman.) Crowd: “President Reagan came up with the word ‘Welfare Queens.’”

What concrete evidence do we have that we have done this?

One audience member: “Try to get you to put your kids up for adoption…”

Monica adds: “They impose birth control or sterilize people…” Many people don’t know this. 

Monica points out: Many people assume the woman in the story is black. 

What is the face of poverty? (There are more middle-aged white women than any other demographic.) 

She reads from lists and asks, “Are there any rich people in the United States who have too many damn kids?” Then: “Are there any rich people with no education but still wealthy? Any stupid rich people? Rich people who eat wrong? Have an assortment of daddies for their children? Any who might be scamming the system? Any rich people who might not work?”

(Crowd laughs and responds to each question.)

What’s the difference for how you gave the definition for rich people and poor? 

Audience member asks: How do we define rich and poor? 

Monica asks: “What’s the minimum wage in this country?” (Crowd: $7.25) 

What’s a living wage? (In Monica’s hometown, Greensboro: $17.10)

Here’s the question: How many jobs do you have to have? (2.5, almost 3)

We’re looking at some unusual – but all-too-usual circumstances – in this country. 

When we look at the face of poverty in this country, the tendency is to think of women and children. 

New Question: How many poor people in this nation do you think are subject to the left side of the list? 

Monica has audience members name organizations they work with that work with poor communities (Many are named). What were those organizations set us up to do? Help! Help, help, help, says Monica. 

Do you think that some people who’ve come into those organizations have felt this (pointing to right side of list) about themselves? Crowd: Yes. 

So you can come to those organizations and still be standing in line and feeling those things – that you’re lazy, living off other people, etc.? Crowd: Yes.

Can you still work? Crowd: Yes. 

I want you to feel this. I need you to understand that people are looking at them this way and people can feel that. 

How many of you who work with poor people were asked, “Do you have an analysis for why they are poor?” People can be let loose on poor people and not really understand why they are poor. How many of you who work in organizations that claim to help the poor were asked for analysis of why people are poor? 

Monica says: This is not about black/white/brown/yellow/red… This is about a way of looking at poverty. A whole lot of us are thinking this about the people we see. Something is going on inside our so-called “good intent.” 

Monica: I’m going to attempt a brief definition of racism. 

If I ask you to, in your mind, get a picture of poverty in your mind, what is it? 

What does wealth look like? 

Is there a relationship in the US – Atlanta, Charlottesville, Knoxville – between poverty and race? (Crowd: yes.)

Is there a relationship between wealth and race? (Crowd: Yes)

--- Take a 10 minute break. ---

Why are people poor? 

We inherited an awful legacy of racism… Poverty is no accident. 

What is the name we most often use to refer to where Black people live? 

#1 answer in America: the “ghetto”

What do we call the place where poor Latinos live? (Crowd: “barrio”)

Poor Native Americans? (Crowd: “reservation”)

Poor Chinese? “Chinatown”

Poor and White? “Trailer park”

Does the word ghetto have a history? 

Crowd member: the Jews during the Holocaust. 

How does a term that has a history with the Jews come to America to be associated with the black community? 

Crowd offers several responses, Monica offers hints. 

Crowd member: “Goes back to influx of immigrants and those who are not seen as white are separated.” 

Monica says, “It does have something to do with immigration because why don’t we call poor white people’s neighborhoods ghettos?” 

Let’s talk about projects. Projects were built for men returning from WWI unemployed. But projects are temporary, unfinished. For Jews this would become their domicile, but they would eventually get out. Problem is, projects are not temporary for a lot of African Americans. So how did Jews get out and why are African Americans still there? In 1950s particularly, there was a big influx. I hope you’re wondering how the Jews got out.

When we talk about a reservation at a restaurant, they hold a space, but when we say “I’ve got reservations” about something you’re not so sure… 

What’s wrong with the word Chinatown? They’re not all Chinese, they’re from all over. 

Trailer park: Are you saying there are no poor white folks in NYC? 

What about the word “ghetto”?

But we, well-meaning people… we’re not still using this language in our proposals to the NEA, are we? We say, “at-risk,” “under-served,” “inner city”… 

We’re still using these words – take a look at the NY Times. We’re using different language, but we’re talking about the same people. 

This is the beginning of a Power Analysis. 

What does this mean? How do we do it?

Crowd: “Look at history. Who has the power? How’d they get it? How do they keep it? Who doesn’t have it? Why not? How can they get it?” 

But, Monica says, I haven’t been to these places, so I need you to concretely describe to me the trailer park, the reservation, the barrio… 

Here’s what I want you to do: 

Power Analysis: 

Monica has asked people in these communities: What’s happening? What’s going on?

Their responses: “Ain’t nothing going on…” “I’m tryin’ to survive…” “I’m gettin’ my ass kicked…”

What are some landmarks for the ghetto? (If you see this, you’re probably in the ghetto…)

Crowd: “Lots of churches…” “MLK Blvd…” (People’s Institute did a survey that many MLK Blvds. and Cesar Chavez begin or end in the ghetto.) “Not many trees/green…” “Power plant…” “No sidewalks, a lot of convenience stores…” “Liquor stores…” “Children playing in the streets…” “Payday Loan places…” “Check cashing places…” “Railroad tracks…” “Bridges or interstates…” “Schools that look like prisons…” “Bars on the doors…” “Street name changes…” “Appliances on the front porch…” “Abandoned schools…” “Pawn shops…” “Cars parked everywhere…” “Hair supply stores…” “Thrift stores…” “Auto parts stores…” “Ice cream man…” “McDonald’s/BK…” “No pizza delivery…” “Blue light camera…” “Billboards for liquor…”

Monica asks, is there anything good in the ghetto? (Crowd: yes) Monica says she wants that to be in the room too. 

What systems do people blame for kicking their butts? (And we’re taking a moratorium for blaming the people for their own problems. Tonight we’re not going to blame them.)

Crowd: “Local gov’t. Federal gov’t. State gov’t.” “Lending institutions…” “Education…” “Criminal justice…” “Health care and hospitals…” “Media and BET…” “Church/temple/mosque/religion…” “My job…” “Daycare/Childcare…” “Transportation…” 

Story of 3 year-old who saw three men standing in the rain waiting for the bus who asked his mother why they don’t have something over their heads. That's a future organizer! says Monica.

“Housing authority…” “Medical…” “Welfare system…” “Food production/distribution/Retail…” “Military…” “Prison industrial complex…” “Legal and illegal drugs…” “Immigration/Homeland Security…” 

To wrap this part up: We’ve defined a community and some systems. These systems are an opportunity for some. Well, for some people these systems do not work. 

But let’s take a voyeuristic look and ask why they may feel they’re not being served?

There are two Americas – one black and one white. What created that? 

Banks will be cited for its crippling practices on this community. 

History: In ivory towers, bank CEOs would draw a red line in community and say “No money will be extended to this community” because they are high-risk communities. 

Why are there Arab and Asian folk who can own stores there, but the people who live there can’t? 

But other organizations are “red-lining” communities, not just banks. Insurance is more in these communities: car, health, security, etc. Retailers were not sending free samples to red-lined communities. Military recruiting stations are in poor neighborhoods. 

Disney World story: Monica sent off for a free video from Disney. On the cover was people of all color. But, Monica says, it was false advertising. 

Red line has told a lot of people how to treat folk. There’s a lot that’s happened different to people within these communities than outside. 

Real estate “steering” – sending people to different neighborhoods based on their race. 

What do we call poor white people in America? “White trash” And what do we do with trash? We throw it out. 

What happens to a poor white kid in America, thinking “I’m poor white trash.” Hilary Swank when she won her Oscar said, “I’m just a poor white girl from the trailer park.” 

Bigfoot analogy: How many have heard of him? (Crowd: most raise hands)

How many have met him? (None.)

That’s racism. 

Monica says she is responding to audience challenge (to define racism) and will when we come back from dinner. 

--- Dinner Break: 6pm ---

Back from dinner. Anne Kotleba taking notes now (Ethan was on kitchen duty):

We going to condence the next 2 hours and does not give it justice, if you feel frustraited and need more, we encourage you to go to a full workshop 

Anne: back to this picture of the poor community, this is a sad picture and when I look at it: 

What keeps this going? 

One think is us. 

Who makes up this system: human beings... we are part of the system 

Organizing happened over decades to open up jobs. We have had a hard fight. The one that was left off was social services, which I think we are mostly in 

Camille: We have to be aware of the people with disabilities.   The people that are in the intstitutions that need care have not been addressed so far.  (everyone in agreement, add it to the list)

Anne: These are mostly well intentioned people.  We call the people that work in these institutions gate keepers,  that dosen’t mean that you have power, you just play a role in keeping these systems in place.  

How many people here have created a program? 

When you were participating in that process of creating it, where were the decisions made? Inside or outside the community that needs the work.  Mostly outside… because the organized voice is not always there

Decisions about the need, budget, evaluation, are they made inside or outside? 

--outside—the majority. 

Anne: In my community there is an inside out process, it leaves the community done to, decided by folks on the outside.  We are speaking for the community , advocating, counting and measuring on behalf of the community… that doesn’t challenge the power structure and keeps these system in place.  

We go back to the gatekeepers, they hold the structure in place.  But this gives the power to transform the system… but only works if there needs to be a accountable relationship with the community. How do we evaluate our cultural work? 

Are we starting to shift this power dynamic?  In the community organizing work, we have a little insight how to do it, but it take the education of more to change things.  Has to be an inside outside job, that relationship has to be there to create change.  

**Monica: this community has lost the right to make their own decisions.  This is important.  How much has the community been given a voice in what you are doing? Arts or whatever

In New York we needed a grocery store, pharmacy… guess what they built?  Magic Johnson and some funders built us a movie theater.  We needed a grocery store and we got a movie theater.  

[Ethan taking notes again.]

Note: attendance seems to have been retained, if not increased.

Monica asks: What is racism?

Crowd responds: “It’s the power to oppress…” “It has institutional backing…” “Placing specific characteristics on a particular race…” (someone adds: “Acting on those assumptions…”) “A choice…” “Arrogant ignorance..” “Assumption of superiority…” “Prejudiced against another person because of race, creed or color…” “Historical, systemic abuse of power…” “A system of white-skinned-privilege and economics…” “Actions directed by prejudiced…” “A comprehensive system of oppression…” “Assumed entitlement…” “A myth that we universally subscribe to to explain things we’re not comfortable with…” 

Everything up there is a part of it, but I have a problem with everything that’s up there. What’s my problem? 

Monica says: We are all over the place. 

Personal story: Broke ankle in 1985 and went to the hospital. Everyone that worked on me had a different function. Ultimately they determined it was cancer. I expect every doctor to understand what “cancer” means. Racism has been tearing at the fibers of what this country is for hundreds of years, but we can’t agree. We’re all working on something different. 

It’s important that you (ROOTS) define it as an organization. 

Here’s what we, the Institute for the People, say racism is: Race prejudice + power 

This applies to all kinds of oppression. 

Sexism is gender prejudice + power; Heterosexism + power can produce homophobia.

We think each of these words carry power. 

Prejudice: to pre-judge

Are all pre-judgments negative? 

Many kids grew up being told not to trust strangers. That’s a prejudice, but it’s a prejudice to help save a child’s life. So there are positive and negative prejudices. 

Power: what is it?

Crowd: “Ability to effect change…” “Manipulation…” “Money…”

People’s Institute defines power as “Having legitimate access or control as sanctioned by the state.” (i.e. – the law is giving you control) 

Do all people have the same access or control? 

Can we agree there are some laws now in place to ensure people have more equal access– even if it’s not totally realized yet? 

Who has typically had control? (Crowd: white men) Monica: Yes, and that’s history. 

It’s several of these acting together that creates racism. 

Some people will say race is Biblical. What is race? What is this thing that divides and separates us? 

Crowd: “Perception of physical characteristics…” “Social construct designed to uphold white supremacy and a certain set of economic values, but it has no biological basis…” “It does have a biological basis (Monica disagrees, says that’s not true)…” 

Monica says: It’s not genetic, it’s not to be mistaken with ethnicity, and it’s not Biblical… there was no such thing as race in the Bible. And there’s no biological basis – I encourage you to go do your own research. 

Calls several women up to the front and asks “Am I most like [names each woman]?” (Crowd: “All of them.”) Good answer. Why? 

There’s more biological proof that I may be more like Kathy (Randelsl) and Anne (moderator) than Ebony and Arianne. 

Resource: “Race: the Power of an Illusion” – a PBS series on how race isn’t biological.

Monica assigns this to see this as homework… We are too learned and there is too much information out there for us not to go find it. 

What does race have to do with color? 

Race is a social construct. Anyone know the story? Who came up with that? 

They were anthropologists. It’s an anthropological theory that dates back to the 1790s. 

Why in 1790 might we want to tell people they’re different? (From the crowd: So we can turn human beings into a commodity.)

Personal Story: At 8 years old in Alabama she wondered why black and white people hated each other. (She didn’t know “Latinos,” “Orientals,” or “Injuns.”) 

If you want a group of people to treat another group of human beings badly. How do we do that? You tell them they’re not human… you tell them they’re like a sheep or cattle or some kind of animal. 

(And you’ll never learn this in school.)

Buffon and (missed the name) -- two anthropologists

Put together a “human classification” – they found a skull in the Caucus Mountains and called it the “Caucasoy” – which became Caucasian. Found another skull in Mongolia and called it a “Mongoloid” – this became “Asian.” Then found a skull later in Australia and called the “Australoid” – this became “indigenous.” Another skull was found in [she doesn’t say] and called it “Negroid” – this became “Black.” If you give a people no place then you give them no humanity. 

--Monica points out that the science doesn’t make sense. 

Negro = the Spanish for black. Why the Spanish?

Spanish weren’t the first to bring people as slaves from Africa. 

These scientists (along with others) determined “Caucasoid” was the most fully human. The science was shoddy. The idea, for example, that a big head = big brain = more intelligence doesn’t make sense. Therefore, because we carry the most intelligence we have to “take care of” everyone else. 

Suzie Gillory Phipps (sp?) Story: White woman went on a trip; her husband was going on a trip to buy fruits and vegetables and invited her. To get a passport she had to get her birth certificate. When she saw it, she saw a big “C” for “colored.” She wasn’t disturbed, she simply said, “There’s a little problem… may I borrow your – get this – White Out.” (Crowd laughs.) Clerk wouldn’t let her change it; she needed proof, which in this case meant doing a genealogical study. Paid for the study and found out 5 generations removed, her great-great-great-great grandmother in the 1790s she gave birth to a child – father was the slaveowner – who was called “mulatto.” The clerk saw that she possessed 3/32 of black blood, so she had 29/32 white blood. Louisiana law states that if you have 1/32 parts black blood, you’re black. She says, “My blood is so powerful that it makes white blood not blood anymore… I should get paid more for that.” And 30-something states still define “black” in this way. 

She took the case to the Supreme Court and they kicked it back to say each state would determine its own classification. This is the awful legacy we have inherited. 

In 1967: Case of Loving vs. Loving (in VA) 

Man and woman in love wanted to consummate their marriage and were breaking a law by being married. They went to Washington D.C. and Robert Kennedy was the Attorney General at the time. They looked at the law of “no mixing” and it dated back to the 1600s… all the way back to John Roth and Pocahontas. The law says, “Race is passed on through the mother except in the case of John Roth and Pocahontas.”

Resource: In the Matter of Color (didn’t catch the author).

Resource: Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States

Columbus, writing back to Ferdinand and Isabella, said, “Send me 50 men and I can subjugate them all… they don’t know weapons.” 

As an 8 year-old girl, she wondered, “Why were we the slaves? Why not someone else?” 

Why not the Indians/Native Americans? This was their land…

Priest: Bartolomewe De La Casas (sp?) 

Said, “There is a people that will be right (to work for us)… They do not know the language; they’ll only know what we teach them…” So they go to the African continent. 

First ships that arrived with slaves was 1619: There were 20 Africans—arguments about whether or not they were slaves—they would be enslaved by 1640. They arrived as Dutch, German, etc. “White” didn’t come about until 1690.

Indentured servants: If you make it, you’ll get 160 acres of land, a musket and 8 bushels of corn.

Women could get that except the musket (Why? ‘Cause some of ya’ll might kill somebody!)

Some people got a few years added to their indentured servitude. 

What they started doing to African men was they started to brand them (in case they ran away). What becomes important is this: here’s where the white/black animosity begins. In the case of Emmanuel, when they were still running away, white men were told, “If you are captured, you will serve the African’s servitude.” So what happens? White/black start to distance themselves. Not everyone became “White” at the same time… Irish, Italians and Jews became “White” last. 

Bacon’s Rebellion was the last time people of all colors came together. The problem was when Nathaniel Bacon’s crew was caught and killed, they hadn’t put leadership in place to take their place. 

By 1787 all these institutions (on our list from before) had been established except for public education. Public education established in 1844. White men had it. White women didn’t. These communities were being created even then… This was all based on specious evidence, but it had been hard-wired into people’s minds already. 

1848: Many Mexicans went to sleep in a place called Mexico and woke up in a place called “Texas” or “California.” Did they cross the border? Monica: Hell no, the border crossed them. They’re not coming to our country, they’re coming home. 

1882: Chinese Exclusionary Act: Why were they here? (Crowd: Railroads!) 

Little House on the Prairie reference: the youngest boy goes looking for work. They come to some railroads where Chinese men were saying “No more.” They would lower Chinese men into mines to blow up dynamite, killing many. Finally, they said, “Go home.” 

Examples of linguistic racism:

“Children should be seen and not heard.”

“A woman’s place is in the home.”

“A man’s home is his castle.”

(Why do we know all these? Just affirms how hard-wired it is in our consciousness.) 

1847: Dredd-Scott Decision

1877: Reconstruction 

“If we set these slaves free, we’re gonna’ have to reconstruct some things…”

This is the making of a nation, people.

335 years invested in inequality. Only 35-45 years (based on which decision you pick) invested in finding equality again. And all of it’s based on labor – cheap labor and free labor. And in every era we’re exploiting a different race. 

This is a race-constructed nation, but in favor of white people. 

She quotes “All men are created equal…”

This country was constructed to benefit white people. 

“I may be poor, but at least I’m white.” 

If you don’t have any money market funds, or you have a car that makes noise, what’s wrong with you? This country was made for you. If not, you must be the “white trash” we’re (meant to) throw away. And you didn’t do it, and neither did I. But we’ve all inherited this awful legacy. It brings pain, uncertainty, un-clarified feelings and understandings, so it’s easier not to talk about it… to say “we fixed this, it’s done.” 

Every white person – and person of color – enters with historical baggage whether they know it or not. And it’s the history that’s in conflict. We’re too afraid to talk about it, settle the history.

We would’ve talked about internalized racial oppression, but little time. 

White people: internalization of racial superiority. There is an innate inner-arrangement. It’s come down through history. I don’t like that I am somehow innately inferior, says Monica. We exaggerate our visibility: letting pants hang low, or over-dressing. 

Any black woman showing off her hair is doing an act of “major rebellion” against years of being denigrated for her hair. 

Whites are constantly built-up because they see their faces on billboards, in media – you can see your dance, and it’s the dance against which all other dances will be measured. 

White is a construct that was “Made in America.” 

Colorism = 

My mama is light-skinned. My dad is so black he’s blue. And it was important he marry a light-skinned woman. 

Monica hands mic to Anne. 

She says she’s been taking all this in – it’s a painful history. This damage was done by people who – even though the definition of “race” is specious – share my race. And as a progressive, White person this is hard to accept. But we have to start here if we’re going to become anti-racist. We have to become historians to understand how we continue to benefit from it – and how we keep it in place. Have to become aware of how we water and feed this. 

As an ant-racist white person, I do it. Every white person in this room does it. It’s so damn deep, it’s in our core. There’s no way we can stop individually, we have to do it collectively. We have to get good at recognizing when/how it’s happening. This assumption that “white is right” or universalizing our experience. We just assume everyone has our experience, so when people of color raise issues of racism we don’t really hear it. 

Issues of paternalism: we assume we are the fixers… we are going to help people “come up to our level.” It’s fractured and damaged us. 

Individualism: We want to be treated as an individual… 

Monica interrupts to say: When we can own this, we can have a different relationship with one another. 

Anne reads from list on board: Perfectionism, Individualism, Defensiveness, Worship of the written word, The Right to Comfort (if we’re not comfortable something is wrong)… there are more. 

Important for whites to do with one another, says Anne. If I’m a racist because I benefit from the system, automatically, given its system, then the only way for me to get out, it’s not by “becoming a better person,” but by organizing to change this [system]. We have to do it in a way that’s accountable to people of color. 

This is our work. It’s painful, agonizing, life-giving and energizing…

We all need work, Monica says in closing. We all have a lot of work to do. Some of us are not cut out for this and that’s okay. If you’re feeling heavy, that ain’t my problem. There’s a history behind this. 

Ashley has us all take a moment of silence. We breathe.

End of People's Institute Session: 9:20pm

MUGABEE and Mondo Bizarro perform. John O'Neill introduces their work, providing context. We break into Story Circles to share. We report back to all.

We finish at 11:43 pm. 

