White Lies, White Truths

A Service Presented on April 5, 2009

by 

Members of the Anti-Racism Group

And the Rev. Axel H. Gehrmann

Quote

"We have long since grown accustomed to thinking of Blacks as being "racially disadvantaged."  Rarely, however, do we refer to Whites as "racially advantaged," even though that is an equally apt characterization of the existing inequality." 

Harlon L. Dalton 
Opening Words  

David Gross

Good morning.  I am David Gross and it is my privilege to introduce the theme of the service today.

Eighteen months ago the Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA) drafted a substantial set of workshop materials designed for adult study groups in UU churches.  The subject is combating racism in American society, or more specifically Anti-Racism.  Several UU churches, including ours, were invited to serve as test sites for these materials.  

For the past year and a half, a group of us with the leadership of the Reverends Axel and Elaine Gehrmann have been working two evenings each month with these UUA lessons and with our own thinking on the subject of racism.  

I came to the workshop process with a deeply held belief that I am not a racist and that I do not have a racist bone in my body.  A belief that I know is shared by many people in this sanctuary.  

In my case I have clear memories of elementary school years in the 1950’s when my family traveled extensively in the deep south where my parents showed me the drinking fountains, one labeled white and one colored, and the two sets of service station restrooms, one indoor labeled white and the other out back labeled colored.  My parents explained that the southern system of segregation was wrong.  

In the 1980’s, in my workplace we were hiring many entry level scientists.  I would advocate offering interviews to those seemingly well qualified new graduates of the University of Illinois at Chicago, individuals with home addresses on the south side of Chicago.  I seldom had any success with these suggestions and more often succeeded only in getting a backlash from my colleagues, but at least I tried. 

For the past eight years I have been the Chairman of a business in western Illinois.  We are in what 70 years ago was a Sundown Town, a community that 25 years ago had very few persons of color.  But beginning 20 years ago a major employer with more job openings than the local workforce could fill begin hiring legal immigrants, many from Mexico and more recently French speaking black people from war torn countries in Africa.  Today the town is 40% immigrant.  I saw the future of our business as dependant upon learning to market to these new residents, but I encountered considerable reluctance from my white staff.  It took five years of pushing, and some changes in management structure, but we now do welcome the persons of color and our business is flourishing.

All of this was my mind set for the first few evenings of our workshop.  But when our workshop got to the materials on the subject of White Privilege, my thinking and understanding changed a lot.  I had never before focused on the subject of White Privilege, the concept that even without any overt act of racism on my part, I am, by just living White and unknowingly accepting the benefits of White Privilege, I am part of a deeply embedded system of social racism.  

Meditation  Claudia Gross, an original poem entitled “I am a White Woman”

I am a White woman.

I cannot comprehend life in another color.

My ancestors came voluntarily—from England.

English is our only language.

Christianity our religion.

Whiteness our Standard.

Culture is White culture.

Language is White.

Power is White.

Rules are White, made by White people.

We, the People, White, male property owners.

Not people who came in chains.

English only, please.

Laws to protect White Privilege.

Schools are for White children; 

Colored schools for Colored children.

Separate, not equal.

Colored people as slaves, then servants.

Native people as mascots.

Hyphenated Americans,

Mean cruel names,

Not real Americans,

Not White people.

To be White is to Oppress.

To be racist.

To assume superiority.

To assume culture, art, music, history.

History is White,

Black history in February,

Outside American History.

Literature is White; 

Other literature is separate,

Separate, not equal.

Ownership is White.

Black ownership is separate, 

To be taken.

Freedom is White.

Black freedom is special, 

Granted by Whites,

To be taken.

Poverty is White and brown and black and red.

Sustained by separate, not equal.

Whiteness is enforced.

By violence, by culture, by power.

To go beyond White is Hard.

Deliberate.

Careful.

Listening.

Learning.

Working.

Doing our Work.

The work of White people.

It is our Work.

Privilege is our standard.

Leaving our Box is hard.

Only White can change.

Only we can change.

White Voices
What I Don’t See 
 
Jim Hannum

Hi, my name is Jim Hannum.  One of the most important things I learned from the anti-racism group is that what I don’t see and what I don’t do can be significant.  Here’s my story.

I am on a listserv for the Urbana neighborhood in which we live.  This listserv is used for people talking about all kinds of neighborhood issues.  Occasionally neighbors report crimes, most often thefts, from their property.  Last summer one neighbor wrote that something had been stolen from her front porch and to be on the watch for possible thieves.  Another listserv member wrote that he had been walking his dog in that same area around the same date and had run into a young African-American male walking down the street who looked a bit uneasy.  Little more than this was said, but there was a hint that these events might be related.  I overlooked the implication of this second posting until another resident, who identified himself as an older African-American male, said that this type of innuendo made him very reluctant to go walking at night in our neighborhood, as it appears that some residents consider a black man in a largely white neighborhood to be suspicious.  Someone else wrote to defend the person who observed the young black male stating that because West Urbana is mostly white that it was understandable to be suspicious of a black male. 

I must admit that I paid little attention to this conversation until the older black male made his comment.  His posting caused me to suddenly view the situation through his eyes rather than mine.  I have never felt that I have been looked at suspiciously when I walk our neighborhood at night.  I take this so much for granted that I don’t easily see that others don’t share this privilege.   And then my lack of awareness of this difference was itself part of the subtle disconfirming climate of the neighborhood- because this situation didn’t directly affect me I could overlook the implications of someone else being targeted for their race.  

As I said at the beginning, what I don’t see may be a big problem.
Voices Introduction    
Beth Cobb

We will be sharing excerpts from an article by Peggy McIntosh entitled “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  Peggy McIntosh is Associate Director of the Wellesley College Center for Research for Women and is founder and co-director of the National S.E.E.D. Project on Inclusive Curriculum (Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity). She writes:

“I decided to try to work on myself at least by identifying some of the daily effects of white privilege in my life. I have chosen those conditions that I think in my case attach somewhat more to skin-color privilege than to class, religion, ethnic status, or geographic location, though of course all these other factors are intricately intertwined. As far as I can tell, my African American coworkers, friends, and acquaintances with whom I come into daily or frequent contact in this particular time, place and time of work cannot count on most of these conditions.”

Elaine:
1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.

David:
2. I can avoid spending time with people whom I was trained to mistrust and who have learned to mistrust my kind or me.

Beth:
3. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting or purchasing housing in an area which I can afford and in which I would want to live.

Axel:
4. I can be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me.

Claudia  5. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed.

Elaine:
6. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely represented.

David:
7. When I am told about our national heritage or about "civilization," I am shown that people of my color made it what it is.

Beth:
8. I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their race.

Axel:
9. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a publisher for this piece on white privilege.

Claudia  10. I can be pretty sure of having my voice heard in a group in which I am the only member of my race.

Brief Musical Interlude

A Motorcycle Funeral 
Jessica Watson  
 

I was standing with two women acquaintances at the Park Street intersection at West Side Park.  One woman was black and one woman was white.  We were chatting cordially when a long funeral procession went by us on University Avenue a block away.  I could see closely that after the initial leading vehicle with the flashing light on top went by, there were about sixty motorcycles with one rider on each that followed.  After them there were even more cars following with their headlights turned on.

 

I was shocked at my own surprise that there were several black motorcycle riders in the mixed race group.  I thought to myself, I do not usually see mixed race large groups of motorcycle afficianados all together.

 

However, I was even more shocked when the white woman next to me turned to the black woman by me and said, in a derogatory voice, "All those motorcycle riders were black!"  What amazed me was that the white woman seemed to expect the black woman to agree that it was disgusting for a group of motorcycle riders in a group to be black people.  I was also surprised that the black woman's response was not outrage or showing a negative emotion.  She seemed on the surfaces to just take it in her stride that this woman was normal to be racist.  I could not believe the audacity of the white woman not realizing that she was being hurtful.

 

I immediately disagreed with the white woman and said, "No they were mixed races."  But I knew I had noticed race too, just not had been annoyed by it.  My second thought, which I said out loud, was, "The person who died sure had a lot of friends.  I don't think I will have that many friends come out for a memorial service when I die."

 

Later, I thought about the incident, and what I should have said.  Part of me thought I should have said, "Black people die, too, you know!"

Voices

Elaine:
11. I can be casual about whether or not to listen to another person's voice in a group in which s/he is the only member of his/her race.

David:
12. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented, into a supermarket and find the staple foods which fit with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser's shop and find someone who can cut my hair.

Beth:
13. Whether I use checks, credit cards or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work against the appearance of financial reliability.

Axel:
14. I can arrange to protect my children most of the time from people who might not like them.

Claudia:  15. I do not have to educate my children to be aware of systemic racism for their own daily physical protection.

Elaine:
16. I can be pretty sure that my children's teachers and employers will tolerate them if they fit school and workplace norms; my chief worries about them do not concern others' attitudes toward their race.

David:
17. I can talk with my mouth full and not have people put this down to my color.

Beth:
18. I can swear, or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without having people attribute these choices to the bad morals, the poverty or the illiteracy of my race.

Axel:
19. I can speak in public to a powerful male group without putting my race on trial.

Claudia: 20. I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race.

Brief Musical Interlude
Driving While White 
Doug Jones 

Good morning, I am Doug Jones and I would like to share 2 personal experiences I feel are examples of Modern Racism.
 
About 10 years ago the company I worked for had a meeting of 302 consultants. I remember counting 14 women and 4 people of color in attendance. 285 were just like me… White men with college degrees in suits.
 
A few years ago, I was driving east on Kirby. As I passed First Street, I noticed for the first time a new U of I police car in the now familiar gray, quite a change from the traditional white. I made eye contact with the driver and immediately though, “he is going to pull me over”. A mile later at Lincoln and Pennsylvania, he did. My license plate sticker was expired. I had the new sticker but had forgotten to put it on. 
 
To make matters worse, I could not find a current insurance card. I did have a stack of about 14 cards from the previous 7 years. After waiting couple of minutes, the officer said… “Sir, I am quite certain you would not be driving a nice car like this without insurance. Please put that sticker on as soon as you can. Have a good day.” … No ticket… No warning… No hassle.
 
“Observing” that I was part of the privileged members of my society is a luxury. Driving While White is nice.
 
"Modern Racism" has less to do with obvious bigotry and personal oppression and more to do with the unseen racial effects bound up in the institutions that we have created… and that we sustain.
 
It has taken me decades to recognize my unearned White Privilege. I hope this service helps you see the privileges you do or do not have. Then maybe, working together, we can start to deconstruct “modern racism”.
Voices

Elaine:
21. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group.

David:
22. I can remain oblivious of the language and customs of persons of color who constitute the world's majority without feeling in my culture any penalty for such oblivion.

Beth:
23. I can criticize our government and talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without being seen as a cultural outsider.

Axal:
24. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the "person in charge", I will be facing a person of my race.

Claudia  25. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven't been singled out because of my race.

Elaine:
26. I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys and children's magazines featuring people of my race.

David:
27. I can go home from most meetings of organizations I belong to feeling somewhat tied in, rather than isolated, out-of-place, outnumbered, unheard, held at a distance or feared.

Beth:
28. I can be pretty sure that an argument with a colleague of another race is more likely to jeopardize her/his chances for advancement than to jeopardize mine.

Axel:
29. I can be pretty sure that if I argue for the promotion of a person of another race, or a program centering on race, this is not likely to cost me heavily within my present setting, even if my colleagues disagree with me.

Claudia:  30. If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or there isn't a racial issue at hand, my race will lend me more credibility for either position than a person of color will have.

Brief Musical Interlude

A Professional Conference  
Geoff Levin

Several years ago I attended a professional conference in Mobile, Alabama, with one of my graduate students. Ver is Philippino, and had studied in the Netherlands and England before coming to the US to get his Ph.D. at the U of I. Our first evening in town we joined two other colleagues for dinner in a highly recommended, somewhat upscale seafood restaurant. After we’d been seated and placed our orders with our server, I noticed that Ver was glancing around the dining room and seemed a little confused or uncomfortable. I looked around to see what might be new or unusual for someone new to the US. He’d only been in the States for a few months before the conference, so although his English was fluent (his mother is an English teacher and all university instruction in the Netherlands is in English), he wasn’t very familiar with American culture. Nothing caught my eye. After a few minutes, during which at least one other person at the table had noticed Ver’s agitation, I asked him what was bothering him. He looked around and replied, “The hostess and all the servers are white, but all the people carrying the food or cleaning up are black. Do you not let dark skinned people do the better jobs?” The rest of us at the table, all white, painfully explained the institutional racism that pervades American workplaces, especially in the service industry.

 

I’m embarrassed to say that I hadn’t even noticed the blatant segregation. As a white, male American, I have the privilege to ignore color. Ver, a dark-skinned person from another culture, didn’t have that background and his eyes were open to the discrimination that should have been obvious to anyone.

Voices

Elaine:
31. I can choose to ignore developments in minority writing and minority activist programs, or disparage them, or learn from them, but in any case, I can find ways to be more or less protected from negative consequences of any of these choices.

David:
32. My culture gives me little fear about ignoring the perspectives and powers of people of other races.

Beth:
33. I am not made acutely aware that my shape, bearing or body odor will be taken as a reflection on my race.

Axel:
34. I can worry about racism without being seen as self-interested or self-seeking.

Claudia:  35. I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having my co-workers on the job suspect that I got it because of my race.

Elaine:
36. If my day, week or year is going badly, I need not ask of each negative episode or situation whether it had racial overtones.

David:
37. I can be pretty sure of finding people who would be willing to talk with me and advise me about my next steps, professionally.

Beth:
38. I can think over many options, social, political, imaginative or professional, without asking whether a person of my race would be accepted or allowed to do what I want to do.

Axel:
39. I can be late to a meeting without having the lateness reflect on my race.

Claudia:  40. I can choose public accommodation without fearing that people of my race cannot get in or will be mistreated in the places I have chosen.

Brief Musical Interlude

“The Bridge” by Donna Kate Rushin 
Sandy Hannum 

I’m Sandy Hannum.

I have one reading for you.  It is a poem that many of us identified as being one of the most powerful written pieces encountered in our antiracism class. It is by the African-American poet, Donna Kate Rushin.  She clearly and passionately conveys how it feels to be repeatedly thrust into the exhausting role of token communicator in this racialized, factionalized society, full of groups that don’t understand each other.  

Her poem is called “The Bridge.”

 

I've had enough.

I'm sick of seeing and touching

both sides of things.

Sick of being the damn bridge for everybody.

Nobody can talk to anybody without me.     Right?

I explain my mother to my father my father to my little sister my little

sister to my brother my brother to the White feminists the White Feminists 

to the Black church folks the Black church folks  to the ex-Hippies the ex-

Hippies to the Black separatists the   Black separatists to the Artists the 

Artists to the parents of my 

friends.

Then I've got to explain myself 

to everybody.

 I do more translating  than the U.N. 

Forget it.  

I'm sick of filling in your gaps. 

Sick of being your insurance against   

the isolation of your self-imposed limitations.  

 Sick of being the crazy at your Holiday Dinners.  

The odd one at your Sunday Brunches.  

I'm sick of being the sole Black friend to 

thirty-four Individual White folks. 

Find another connection to the rest of the world.  

Something else to make you legitimate. 

Some other way to be political and hip.  

 I will not be the bridge to your womanhood  

 Your manhood  

 Your human-ness 

I'm sick of reminding you not to

close off too tight for too long

Sick of mediating with your worst self

on behalf of your better selves

Sick of having to remind you

to breathe before you

suffocate your own fool self.

Forget it.

Stretch or drown.

Evolve or die.

You see

 it's like this:

The bridge I must be

is the bridge to my own power.

I must translate

my own fears.

Mediate

my own weaknesses

I must be the bridge to nowhere

but my own true self.

It's only then 

I can be

Useful.
Voices
Elaine:
41. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help, my race will not work against me.

David:
42. I can arrange my activities so that I will never have to experience feelings of rejection owing to my race.

Beth:
43. If I have low credibility as a leader I can be sure that my race is not the problem.

Axel:
44. I can easily find academic courses and institutions which give attention only to people of my race.

Claudia:  45. I can expect figurative language and imagery in all of the arts to testify to experiences of my race.

Elaine:
46. I can chose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" color and have them more or less match my skin.

David:
47. I can travel alone or with my spouse without expecting embarrassment or hostility in those who deal with us.

Beth:
48. I have no difficulty finding neighborhoods where people approve of our household.

Axel:
49. My children are given texts and classes which implicitly support our kind of family unit and do not turn them against my choice of domestic partnership.

Claudia:  50. I will feel welcomed and "normal" in the usual walks of public life, institutional and social.
Brief Musical Interlude

Next Steps  


Elaine Gehrmann  
My name is Elaine Gehrmann.

We called this service, White lies, white truths—

White lies are thought to be harmless, insignificant, innocent… meant to be more helpful than harmful…

In the course of our class discussions on white privilege it became clear that some of the white lies we tell… particularly those that say being white in our society carries no advantage… are not harmless.  They keep us unaware of the work that still needs to be done, they keep us from seeing the barriers that are invisible to us, but which are very visible to people of color.  If we see no barriers, we have no need to build bridges.  We need to work to tell more white truths, and to listen to the truths of others.

In May of 1999, 10 years ago next month, this church became a “Welcoming Congregation”—welcoming to all, but in particular affirming gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender persons.  We passed a resolution affirming this in May of 1999, but the congregation, particularly those of us who identify as heterosexual, went through an educational and transformational process for several years before that—in which we came to ‘see’ and understand a number of issues and perspectives that raised our individual and collective consciousness.  We learned to recognize barriers to GLBT persons feeling more welcome, and we learned to build bridges to cross those barriers.

There are a number of us who hold a similar vision for becoming more welcoming to persons of color in our congregation, and who believe that particularly for those of us who are white, we may need to undergo a similar educational and transformational process, to help us ‘see’ and understand a number of issues and perspectives, to raise our consciousness.  To help us see the barriers that we unintentionally perpetuate.
With that in mind, in the coming year we will be offering several series of workshops designed for this purpose, “Building a Multicultural Congregation.”  (and remember that the opposite of multicultural is monocultural, so if we are not working towards becoming multicultural we will be choosing to remain monocultural.)  The first four session series will meet on 4 Monday evenings, from April 20 through May 11.  Please consider joining us, as we continue the work of becoming more aware and more welcoming.  You can sign up on the social action table in fellowship hall, where there are also copies of the full article by Peggy McIntosh, which we quoted from today.  Please feel free to speak to any of today’s participants in the service who will be glad to answer your questions and share more with you about what they have learned so far on their journey.

As we go forth from this sanctuary,

May we be wary of white lies we tell ourselves that may be more harmful than helpful,

May we strive to be open to the truths of others,

May we remember that no one else can do this work for us,

And while the road may be long and the path unclear, may we take strength and courage from traveling the road together.
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