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The Terrain of Whiteness:
This is what it is like to be white in America: It is to travel well ensconced in a secure vehicle; to see signs of what is happening in the world outside the compartment one is traveling in; and not to realize that these signs have any contemporary meaning.  It is to be dislocated—to misjudge your location and to believe you are uninvolved and unaffected by what is happening in the world. (Parker 2003 in Bowens-Wheatley and Jones: 172)
To come of age in America as a white person is to be educated into ignorance.  It is to be culturally shaped to not know and to not want to know the actual context in which you live. (172)  …By the time I came of age, neighborhood and church, economic patterns, cultural symbolism, theological doctrines, and public education had narrowed my awareness of the country I lived in to the point of ignorance. (173)  …I inhabited a white enclave that did not know and did not want to know the complex, multicultural history of the land in which I lived.  The white-washed world ignored the violence and exploitation in my country’s history, as well as the resistance, creativity, and multiform beauty of my country’s peoples. (174)
Based on experiences of growing up white in the South, the experience of being “cultured” into whiteness, according to Lillian Smith (1949, Killers of the Dream), is the experience of being educated into fragmentation and denial:

They who so gravely taught me to split my body from my mind and both from my “soul” taught me also to split my conscience from my acts and Christianity from southern tradition.  I learned [white racism] the way all of my southern people learn it: by closing door after door until one’s mind and heart and conscience are blocked off from each other and from reality.  Some learned to screen out all except the soft and the soothing; others denied even as they saw plainly, and heard.
The result of this closing-down process for whites, Smith says, is that “we are blocked from sensible contact with the world we live in.”  (175)
Smith describes racism as a fragmentation of knowledge—a splitting of mind, body, and soul; neighbor from neighbor; disciplines of knowledge from disciplines of knowledge; and religion from politics.  This fragmentation results in apathy, passivity, and compliance.  (175)
Education into Whiteness:

When I speak of the ignorance created by my education into whiteness, I am speaking of a loss of wholeness within myself and a concomitant segregation and fragmentation of culture that debilitates life for all of us.  Who benefits from this fragmentation and alienation?  Does anyone?  What I know is that I do not benefit from this loss of my senses, this denial of what I have seen and felt, this cultural erasure of my actual neighbors, this loss of my country.  I become, thus educated, less present to life, more cut-off, and less creative and living.  Once I recognize it, this loss disturbs me deeply.  It is precisely this loss that makes me a suitable, passive participant in social structures that I abhor.  (Parker 2003: 175)

The journey to the realm beyond the Edenic garden, the garden sanctioning innocence, ignorance, and lack of self-consciousness, begins with claiming forbidden knowledge.  Because my education cultivated in me, and many others, an ignorance rather than a knowledge of my country’s history and its peoples, I can begin to change things when I accept my power and responsibility to re-educate myself.

Knowledge is never an individual achievement alone.  It is constructed by communities of people, and its construction transforms communities.  “Knowledge claims are secured by the social practices of a community of inquirers, rather than the purely mental activities of an individual subject.”  (180)  
Ignorance is a precondition of violence.  Once I as a “white” have been cultivated into ignorance of my society, its multiple cultures, their diverse gifts, and the history of cultural conflict and exploitation based on racial categorization, then I am easily passive in the face of racism’s re-creation.  But my ignorance is not mine alone.  It is the ignorance of my cultural enclave.  My search for remedial education, to come to know the larger reality of my country, is necessarily a struggle to transform my community’s knowledge—not mine alone.  As I gain more knowledge, I enter into a different community—a community of presence, awareness, responsibility, and consciousness.  (180)
My community, in the largest sense, is my country, and I am trying to become a citizen of my country.  To be a citizen is to experience with some measure of fullness the context in which one lives and to act in the context as a creative agent, a creative participant in a way that serves life.  (186)
I have learned that as a white American, I must face the conflict that erupts between whites when compulsory fragmentation of knowledge begins to break down because remedial education has taken place.  This engagement among whites needs to take place with directness, wisdom, and a sustained commitment to build a new communion not dependent upon violence.  It involves a spiritual practice of nonviolence resistance and non-avoidance of conflict.  (181)

Journey of Re-Education:

To sustain the journey beyond the garden, those of us who are white must turn inward as well as outward.  We must form a new relational capacity, less hindered by the fragmentation, silences, and splits in our souls.  We must find the path that takes us beyond the narcissistic need to have People of Color approve of us, tell us we are good, or be the prophetic and moral compass that is absent from ourselves.  (Parker 2003: 181)

The inner journey for whites involves learning to withdraw our negative and positive projections from People of Color.  Whites must become relationally committed to meeting People of Color as themselves, not as symbolic extensions of ourselves.  To love more genuinely, whites need to do the internal work to recover and integrate the lost parts of ourselves—to find the silenced, suppressed, and fragmented aspects of our own being and to create internal hospitality to the fullness of our own lives.  This work cannot be done by others for us.  We must find an internal blessing, not seek a blessing from those we use to symbolize our loss and our shame.  (182)
The soul work that whites need to do turns us to the sources of spiritual transformation that are transpersonal—to the presence of a deep reality of wholeness, connection, and grace that supports us beyond our brokenness and urges us toward a more daring communion.  (182)

From Misperception to Realization:

White Americans need to move from a place of passive, misconstrued observation about our country to a place of active alert participation in our country.  (176)  …This involves theological reflection (e.g., (1) Garden of Eden story that suggests that right relationship with God is found in compliance with the “created order” and in ignorance and renunciation of the “world” as opposed to engagement it and (2) the doctrine of the atonement that valorizes violence as life-giving and redemptive), remedial education, soul work and engaged presence.  (176-183)  …To become an inhabitant of America whites need to deconstruct the effect on our self-understanding of theological imagery that sanctions innocence and ignorance as holy states (as explained above).  Moreover, an engaged presence is required.  Racial injustice is perpetuated by the passive absence of whites who are numbly disengaged with the social realities of our time.  Conversely, racial injustice will fail to thrive as more and more of us show up as present and engaged citizens.  (Parker 2003: 182)
Racism is a form of cultural and economic violence that isolates and fragments human beings.  Engaged presence counters violence by resisting its primary effect.  As a white, the cure for my education into ignorance is remedial education.  The cure for my fragmentation of self is hospitality to myself.  The cure for my cultivation into passivity is renewed activism.  Social activism becomes a spiritual practice by which I reclaim my humanity, and refuse to accept my cultivation into numbness and disengagement.  (182)

A person of [conviction], seeking out of love and desire for life to inhabit his or her country, needs to be engaged in incarnational [embodied] social action.  Activism returns one to the actual world as a participatory citizen and an agent of history.  Through activism, compliant absence is transformed into engaged presence.  … The struggle for racial justice is a struggle to overcome the numbness, alienation, splitting, and absence of consciousness that characterize my life as a white and that enable me to unwittingly, even against my will, continue to replicate life-destroying activities of my society.  It is a struggle to attain a different expression of human wholeness: one in which my inner life is grounded in a restored communion with the transpersonal source of grace and wholeness, and the primordial fact of the connectedness of all life.  (183)

The struggle is imperative.  Racial injustice is not only a tragedy that happened yesterday, whose aftereffects can be safely viewed from behind the glass windows of one’s high-powered vehicle; racial injustice is currently mutating and re-creating itself.  Its dehumanizing effects are harming hundreds and thousands of lives.  (183)

Beyond Denial and Disassociation:

This is my country.  Love calls me beyond denial and disassociation.  It is not enough to think of racism as a problem of “human relations,” to be cured by me and others like me treating everyone fairly, with respect and without prejudice.  Racism is more: It is a problem of segregated knowledge, mystification of facts, anesthetization of feeling, exploitation of people, and violence against the communion/community of our humanity. (Parker 2003: 184)

The Language of Racism:

First of all recognizing that “race” is a socially constructed idea, not a real distinction among humans, racist theories begin with the premise that all members of the ruling race are genetically suited—through intelligence, moral aptitude, or some other biologized social factor—to enjoy the power, prestige, and the privilege of governance.  In short, the term racism refers to a set of theories used to explain why the “superior race” has the right to rule—and conversely, why the “inferior races” are fit only to be ruled.  (Thandeka 2003: 127)

The language of antiracism grew out of the experience of African Americans and European Americans, out of the experience of slavery, and out of the efforts to dismantle the racism that has oppressed African Americans.  This language of anti-racism has focused our attention on real evil—evil that is pervasive, pernicious, and frighteningly resilient.  Antiracism focuses our attention on power and privilege—on the system of domination.  (Peter Morales 2003: 114, modified)
Racism as a Vehicle of Control and Power:

Whites are generally not taught – and Whites generally do not teach – that racism needs to be understood as “white supremacy” or white domination—control over the lives and life chances of People of Color, together with systemic advantages based on race.  Explaining why racism is best understood as “white racism,” an issue of power, control, and decision making that is in the hands of the white elite (not in the hands of People of Color), Beverly Tatum notes, People of Color do have racial prejudice just as whites do, but “There is no systematic cultural and institutional support or sanction for the racial bigotry of People of Color” (Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria 1999: 10).  Therefore, it is necessary to acknowledge “the ever-present power differential afforded Whites by the culture and institutions that make up the system of advantage and continue to reinforce notions of White superiority” (10).  To this we add the assessment of Debra Van Ausdale and Joe R. Feagin (The First R—How Children Learn Race and Racism 2001).  In a seminal study on the learning of racism by children Van Ausdale and Feagin state, “Modern racism is fundamentally about a severe imbalance of power—the power of whites to control society’s social resources.  Being white means having power over Blacks and other People of Color.” (Van Ausdale and Feagin 2001: 183)

Racism as Conventions of Language:

In their study of children in a day care setting, Van Ausdale and Feagin show how children learn the “doing of racialized power.”  This they see as central to many of the events and performances of the children within race specific groups and between groups.  “Doing race”, they state, “is a complex of socially shaped and constructed behaviors that are constantly interactive with others and that have significant social consequences.”  It is in this doing that oppressive social relationships are learned, practiced, and internalized as normative (Van Ausdale and Feagin 2001: 183183). 
Saying that whites are not taught that racism is to be understood as “white supremacy” (rather than colorblindness) and to have the notion explained to them as a system of domination does not mean that, in some respect, they are unaware even as early as three years old that they as whites have racial privilege and are placed above People of Color in a power, racial hierarchy.  The research of Van Ausdale and Feagin includes as a key finding:

Young children quickly learn the racial-ethnic identities and role performances of the larger society.  They take the language and concepts of the larger society and experiment with them in their own interactions with other children and adult caregivers.  …Thus, as white children grow up, they learn, develop, and perform the meanings associated with the white identity role.  Black children and other children of color often must cope with the subordinating expectations imposed on them, expectations that they may accept or resist (182).  …Imposed racial identity-roles, in contrast [to other social roles, sister, daughter, student], pervade daily living and persist for lifetimes.  …Categorizations such as “Black” and “white” are socially recurring and shape the social interactions in which each child or adult participates.  They become accepted as permanent parts of the social milieu (184).

Van Ausdale and Feagin see this learning as “conventional,” rather than as moral learning.  As conventional learning it is like language, with the socially accepted use of racism as language (“proper” grammar, syntax, tone, context, non-verbals) being a convention for coding/assigning meaning, categorizing, explaining, and evaluating what we see, feel, and hear.  Racism is a social convention, a “neutral” cultural system for how to interact with others, that assigns appropriate social distance and degrees of acceptance or rejection based on the “language rules of racism”.  Racism is not a matter of morality, of being right or wrong morally.  (179)
As a social convention, racism informs us of how we are to perform and relate; it is a set of normative expectations—a map for negotiating social reality.  That reality is white supremacy.  Namely, whites are superior and deserve social deference.  The correct way of reading a social situation is to see whites in charge, in control of a social system that meets the needs of whites and that confers advantages to whites because they are white (rightness of whiteness).  This is what children learn and what they and adults practice.  This is the social norm.  Socialization in the home, school, and church is not supposed to question this norm for white children (see Thandeka 1999, Learning to Be White).  Schools mis-educate students to the extent that they are taught a history that reinforces the norm of rightness of white cultural dominance while rationalizing and erasing the events, actions, and Constitutional and legal acts that created and condoned the subordination and oppression of Native Americans, Blacks, Mexicans and Hispanics of Texas, California, and Colorado and other People of Color.  The central issue – of why this mis-education and denial of historical and ongoing racism – returns, begging for an answer.  (179)
Racism as Oppression:

Where justice is denied, where poverty is enforced, where ignorance prevails, and where any one class is made to feel that society is an organized conspiracy to oppress…and degrade [it], neither persons nor property will ever be safe.  (Frederick Douglass) 

As Frederick Douglass counsels, the preeminent and fundamental cause of social conflict is uncorrected oppression: by this, we are referring to a playing field without reparations in which groups that are allegedly superior use their surplus institutional power and privilege to maintain access to resources, thus assuring their survival and well-being.  Douglass’s warning is, in fact, a prediction about the causality of social conflict: If an unleveled playing field remains unleveled from generation to generation, it will inevitably lead to the outcome that Douglass predicted, in which neither parity nor peace will exist, and “neither person nor property are safe.” (William Jones 2003: 145-146)

Distinguishing between classical racism and neo-racism helps to us to see how an uneven playing field of white supremacy is maintained.  (154)

Classical Racism and Neo-Racism:

Classical racism is legally constituted racial oppression.  Each form of racism embodies the same attribute of oppression—namely, the two-category division of the population into alleged superior and inferior groups, with the alleged superior group in possession of the gross surplus of economic, social, and political power and privilege while the allegedly inferior group remains in a deficit position.  The critical difference between classical racism and neo-racism is one of means and method—not motivation, mission, objective, or moral principles. (Jones: 154)

Classical racism is a form of oppression that operates through direct, institutionalized discrimination, resulting in the overt establishment of hierarchical domination.  To sustain the hierarchy, it selects and legalizes one or more social variables (such as race, gender, or class), which are then used as a yardstick of direct inclusion in or exclusion from the public arena.  In this system, the included get the “most of the best” while the excluded get the “least of the worst.” (155)
Neo-racism operates through indirect institutional discrimination.  Indirect institutional discrimination selects a social variable to sustain the hierarchy, but it also relies on a second set of variables—which result from the prior condition—as a yardstick for inclusion or exclusion.  (155)

Racism and the Protection of Self-Interest:

The humanism and religion of the American middle class sometimes seems to mock humanistic principles or religious tenets (Torah or Gospels); it aims at enhancing the self-esteem of persons who have material comfort while ignoring conditions of poverty and pestilence that deprive a whole class of people of life itself, let alone feelings of self-worth.  (Parker Palmer 1993:26 in Rasor 2003:107)
Throughout American history, white middle-class humanists’ or religious people’s association with the social and economic establishment has limited their ability to engage social justice issues at a deep level, since overturning the existing system would be contrary to their own interests. (Paul Rasor 2003:107)

White liberals deeply want things to be right in the world, but we also want them to be tidy.  Justice work is messy and our discomfort with messiness, which I believe is another symptom of our desire for control, weakens the prophetic power of our words and actions.  …White liberals want to create a strong and inclusive community, but we often want to do it without giving up anything, without letting down the barriers we erect around ourselves in the name of individual autonomy.  (Rasor 109)
In contrast to the white liberal self-interest conflict and the discourses it constructs to sanction its complicity with structural racism and protect its humanity, communities of color have constructed counter-discourses in the home, church, and informal school cultures in order to maintain their sense of humanity.  They know too well that their sanity and development, both as individuals and as a collective, depend on alternative (unofficial) knowledge of the racial formation.  (Zeus Leonardo 2005: 44)

White Investment in Racism:

By contrast, white subjects do not forge these same counter-hegemonic racial understandings because their lives also depend on a certain development; that is, color-blind strategies that maintain their supremacy as a group.  Whites invest in practices that obscure racial processes.  Schools, churches and other institutions engaged in the transmission of culture may teach white participants to naturalize their unearned privileges, but the white participants also willingly participate in such discourses which maintain their sense of humanity.  White humanity is just that: humanity of whites.  So it is not only the case that whites are taught to normalize their dominant position in society; they are susceptible to these forms of teachings because they benefit from them.  It is not a process that is somehow done to them, as if they were duped, are victims of manipulation, or lacked certain learning opportunities.  Rather, the color-blind discourse is one that they fully endorse.  (Leonardo 44)

The dominant group invests in processes that obscure the social mechanisms for subordinating and devaluing “difference.”  State sponsored school curriculum and the media fail to encourage white citizens to critique the domination system.  (Leonardo)
Mis-education of White Americans:

Schools and the media create a consciousness and worldview that naturalizes the unearned privileges of whites, normalizing the superiority and correctness of the dominant identity group position in society. Because this consciousness confirms normative practices also created by other social institutions (e.g., home and church), white citizens are willing to participate in such worldviews, thereby affirming and maintaining their sense of humanity—the humanity of their identity group over against that of other groups.  In defense of the humanity of their identity group, they come to endorse systems of “marked” and “unmarked” identities that privilege those whose identities conform to dominant cultural values.  (Leonardo. Modified.)
Mis-education benefits those who occupy dominant identity positions.  They enjoy (have) privileges largely because they have created a system of domination under which they can thrive as a group.

Intentional Creation of Social Deficits:

Dismantling a social structure, even reducing it to rubble, does not obliterate its effects.  Nor do diversity policies.  Direct institutional discrimination produces predictable effects—a variety of social defects, deficits, disabilities, and disadvantages that can be manipulated indirectly to conserve and preserve historic oppression.  Oppressors never demolish the sine qua non—that which upholds oppression: surplus power that ensures the master’s entitlement, survival, and well-being.  By virtue of their assumed role, the privileged define how resources are distributed and determine how responsibility and blame are assigned.  The perpetuation of this relationship of power over others depends on the semblance of legality—a system defended as moral and just. (Jones 157, 155).  Here are the steps in achieving that goal:

Step 1:

Create deficits, defects, disadvantages, and disabilities—in other words, fundamental inequalities.  The means are endless: examples include legal codes that make it illegal to teach slaves to read and write and inadequate prenatal care.  Allow for formal and legal and informal or illegal forms of discrimination in institutional sectors (i.e., employment, housing, political access and influence, law enforcement, court rulings and sentencing).

Step 2:

Don’t correct for the inequalities embodied in the deficits, defects, disadvantages, and disabilities.  Legislate separate and unequal educational resources; provide for equal access but not equal opportunity, which would be the death knell for neo-racism; redefine correctives such as affirmative action and “reverse discrimination”; end proactive initiatives prematurely or replace them with diversity strategies; and convince the public that these measures are effective as correctives to past inequality.

Step 3:

Repeat Step 2 for several generations.

Step 4: 

This recipe for government-sponsored deficits and defects will predictably divide the society into two separate and unequal groups: the haves and the have-nots of social, economic, and political power and privilege; those with and those without a host of deficits, defects, disabilities and disadvantages.  Once these are in place (and it is easy to document this statistically), it is now easy for the advantaged group to maintain its surplus of power and privilege through rules and standards that discriminate against those with the uncorrected deficit on the basis of that which has remained uncorrected.

The major challenge for us now is to figure out how to use what privilege and power we have acquired to dismantle the structures of oppression.

Construction of a System of Domination:

The system of domination works in this way: 

· Set up a system that benefits the group, 

· Mystify the system, 

· Remove the agents of domination from discourse (the historical events and the particular people, and collections of people, who acted in particular ways), and

· When interrogated about it, stifle the discussion with inane comments about the ‘reality’ of the charges being made. 

When it comes to official history, there is no paucity of representation of members of the dominant identity groups as its creator—in civil society, science, and art.  Their imprint is everywhere.  However, when it concerns uncovering the presence of domination, the agents and actors of the dominant group suddenly disappear, as if history were a positive sense of contributions (only that).  Their previous omnipresence becomes a position of nowhere, a certain politics of undetectability.  Dominant group action becomes invisible or acknowledged only as ‘unearned privileges.’  (Leonardo)
Confronting Racism with an Alternative Vision:

The struggle against racism is both the practice of revelation—finding the ways and means to show racist oppression and white supremacy for what they are—and the work of transformation—searching for and holding a vision of Beloved Community—moving toward a sense of interdependence.  Interdependence is where worth and dignity, justice, equity, and compassion, the democratic process, our searches for truth and acceptance and encouragement of one another in spiritual growth, and our vision of world community make embodied sense. (Tracey Robinson-Harris 2003: 158, 159)

The web of connection between and among us has two sides, one visible (the one we choose to see, our public face) and the other an underside, hidden as a result of systematic concealment and cultivated blindness.  One [..] task in the struggle against racism is to break through the concealment, to know the underside of interdependence, where the strands of racist oppression and white supremacy blind us.  (Robinson-Harris 159)

Where do we find the strength for correction and reform when everything—systematic concealment, cultivated blindness, our defensiveness, the practice of labeling—reinforces the choice we make over and over to “continue and preserve”?  The ability to analyze and understand the workings of the domination system, of oppression and racism, is not enough.  Our analysis must make room for an experiential, religious, and spiritual critique as well.  We must live in a spirit of longing so passionately for the Beloved Community that the work of the detection and destruction of racism is possible, bearable, doable and survivable.  (Robinson-Harris 159, 160, 161)
Racism will not be dismantled by one or other rational methodology; rather, it will happen when human experience in all its myriad forms is invited into conversation and “conversion” at the table—when we as a community exert our moral and ethical suasion for the Common Good.  (Robinson-Harris 161-162)
Confronting the Evil of Racism:

Indeed, we must begin to see racism not only as a matter of institutional structures and social power disparities, but as a profound evil.  I am not simply making a moral judgment that racism is wrong, nor am I making an anthropological claim that human beings have the capacity to do horrible things and create oppressive institutions.  …Instead, I am making an ontological and theological claim.  Racism is an evil, a profound, structural evil embedded deeply within our culture and within ourselves.  It is a “power” in the biblical or psychological (archetypal) sense.  (Rasor 110)

Treating racism as an evil, a power that has us in its grasp, may help us realize more clearly what we are up against.  …We are tempted to think it can be dismantled with the right motivation, proper analysis, and good programs.  It will take all of these and more, but these, by themselves, are not enough.  (Rasor 110)

Instead, racism, once unleashed onto the world and embedded within human structures and institutions, takes on a life of its own.  Like all cultural and institutional structures, it eventually becomes self-perpetuating and, to some, self-justifying.  Despite our best and most persistent efforts to dismantle it, it keeps coming back in newer and more subtle forms. (Rasor 110-111)

That thing that I want to call evil—racism, really white racism in the modern European sense—is a product of culture over time; it’s created, particularly with power and violence.  It’s certainly a social creation that is handed down and that I believe takes on a life of its own.  It becomes in the nature of a biblical or archetypal power or something that perpetuates itself because it’s so deeply embedded that you don’t notice it or, if you do notice it, it’s considered normal.  (Rasor 117)

We not only give attention to the social construction of ideas but also to the social construction of our feelings and the social construction of our senses.  In getting serious about racism, we must get serious about concepts as well as get serious about inquiring about what has led those who are not serious about racism to not be serious.  I would suggest that perhaps the reason lies in the social construction of heartlessness or numbness of feeling.  Heartlessness is also socially constructed.  (Rebecca Parker 2003:123)

Our involvement with evil goes far beyond our conscious, volitional participation in evil.  To a much greater extent than we are aware, we are possessed by the values and powers of our unjust order.  It is not enough then simply to repent of the ways we have consciously chosen to collude with evil; we must be freed from our unconscious enthrallment as well.  (Walter Wink 1992:10 in Rasor 2003:111)

In other words, the evil of racism is not only structural and institutional; it is also spiritual.  This means that all of our analysis no matter how sophisticated, and all of our programs, no matter how well designed, will never be sufficient by themselves to make us antiracist.  We must also be “willing to do the difficult soul work necessary for spiritual transformation.”  “…Only by confronting the spirituality of an institution and its concretions can the total entity be transformed, and that requires a kind of spiritual discernment and praxis that the materialist ethos in which we live knows nothing about.”  (Rasor 111 and Walter Wink 1992:67-68 in Rasor 112)

Along with the conception of racism as evil we also need to take seriously racism as arising out of a condition of estrangement and alienation.  We need to see racism as estrangement from self, other, and the ground of being in order to provide a theological explanation for the brokenness that we experience in the world.  Along with a solid theological analysis, antiracism requires of us a spiritual transformation, a metanoia, a change of heart and mind.  (Ken Olliff 2003:114)

Racism is particularly alive and well in America.  It is America’s original sin and, as it is institutionalized at all levels of society, it is America’s most persistent and intractable evil.  Though racism inflicts massive suffering, few American theologians have even bothered to address white supremacy as a moral evil and as a radical contradiction of our humanity and religious identities.  White theologians and philosophers write numerous articles and books on theodicy, asking why God permits massive suffering, but they hardly ever mention the horrendous crimes whites have committed against People of Color in the modern world.  Why do white ministers and theologians ignore racism?  (James Cone 2003: 3-4) …This is a complex and difficult question because the reasons vary among individuals and groups in different parts of the country.  …My reflections focus mainly on white theologians, ministers, and the churches My reflections focus mainly on white theologians, ministers, and the churches [but this may be applied to U.S. whites in general].  .  (6)  Why is racism not talked about?
1) Most importantly, whites do not talk about racism because they do not have to talk about it.  They have most of the power in the world—economic, political, social, cultural, intellectual, and religious.  …All the powerless can do is disrupt—make life uncomfortable for the ruling elites.  …The quality of white life is hardly ever affected by what blacks think or do.  The reverse is not the case:  Everything whites think and do has a profound impact on the lives of blacks on a daily basis. (6)

2) White theologians and ministers avoid racial dialogue because talk about white supremacy arouses deep feelings of guilt.  Guilt is a heavy burden to bear.  …The material wealth of Europe and North America was acquired and enhanced through the systematic exploitation of lands and peoples in Africa, Asia, and North and South America.  A critical exploration of the theological meaning of slavery, colonialism, segregation, lynching, and genocide can create a terrible guilt. (7-8)
Whites do not like to think of themselves as evil people or to believe that their place in the world is due to the colonization of Indians, the enslavement of blacks, and the exploitation of People of Color here ad around the world.  Whites like to think of themselves as honorable, decent, and fair-minded people.  They resent being labeled racists.  …But if you benefit from past and present injustices committed against blacks and other People of Color, you are partly and indirectly accountable as an American citizen and as a member of the institutions that perpetuate racism.  We cannot just embrace what is good about America and ignore the bad.  We must accept the responsibility to do everything we can to correct America’s past and present wrongs. (8)  We are one people.  What happens to one happens to all.  So, even if we are not directly responsible for past injustices we are responsible for the present exploitation.  It is our responsibility to create a new future for all. (11)
3) Another reason why whites avoid race topics with African Americans/People of Color is because they do not want to engage the rage of People of Color.  Whites do not mind talking as long as People of Color don’t get too emotional, too carried away with their stories of hurt.  I must admit that it is hard to talk about the legacies of white supremacy and not speak with passion and anger about the long history of Native American and black suffering—not to mention that of other People of Color.  …—Angry about 246 years of slavery and 100 years of lynching and segregation; about incarceration of one million of your people in prisons—one-half of the penal population while you people represent only 12 percent of the U.S. census; about your group using 13 percent of the drugs but doing 74 percent of the prison time for simple possession.  Would you caution the oppressed in your community to speak about their pain with calm and patience?  …What would you say about ministers and theologians who preach and teach about justice and love but ignore the sociopolitical oppression of your people?  The anger of People of Color upsets only whites who choose not to identify with their suffering. (8, 9)
4) Whites do not say much about racial justice because they are not prepared for a radical redistribution of wealth and power.  No group gives up power freely; power must be taken against the will of those who have it.  Fighting white supremacy means dismantling white privilege in the society, in the churches, and in theology.  Progressive whites do not mind talking as long as it doesn’t cost much, as long as the structures of power remain intact.  …It is immoral to see evil and not fight it.  As Rabbi Prinz put it at the March on Washington, “Bigotry and hatred are not the most urgent problems.  The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most shameful and most tragic problem is silence.”  Theologians and ministers, churches, synagogues, and associations must not remain onlookers, “silent in the face of hate, in the face of brutality, and in the face of mass murder.”  We must speak out loud and clear against the evil of racism….  (13)

Oppression within a Domination System:

When doing antiracism and anti-oppression work, we are talking about concrete situations in real political, policy, and social settings; and we must have an apparatus for assessing them, such as a policy analysis, assessment, and articulation.  …We have to start with a general understanding of the culture and the universals of human behavior, and then demonstrate how a specific type of behavior is a case of oppression.  (Jones 158)

There is a general, generic configuration for all of the different kinds of oppression.  If you want to eradicate any of these oppressions, you have got to look at eradicating the generic components of oppression, not the particular species (i.e., racism, sexism, ageism, heterosexism, classism).  Racism is a species of oppression; it is only one way to oppress a person.  Oppression is the fundamental human behavior; all of us are oppressors in a certain context, and we are in denial about that oppression.  (Jones 166)

A domination system functions through oppression.  Oppression designates the disadvantage and injustice some people suffer not because of tyrannical power coercing them, but because of the everyday practices of well-intentioned liberal society.  (Iris Marion Young 2000:36)
The hierarchical system of oppression starts off by redefining and re-labeling the oppressed as not a part of the human family or less than equal in terms of the circle of the human family.  (Jones 140)

Oppression refers to systemic constraints on groups that are not necessarily the result of the intentions of a tyrant.  Oppression is structural, rather than the result of a few people’s choices or policies.  Its causes are embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the assumptions underlying institutional rules, and in the collective consequences of following those rules.  (Young 36)

A Brief on the White Racial Frame
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What is “the white racial frame” (WRF)? The white racial frame is a way of framing reality -- a frame or template through which (or in terms of which) we make sense of the world.  It involves a way of seeing, knowing, valuing, interpreting, and emotionally responding. It is embedded in beliefs, assumptions, and worldview beholden to notions of white superiority and the inferiority of non-white people.

The white racial frame is an “interested” or “invested” system of naming, developed in the period of the Enlightenment, exploration, and colonization by European intellectuals (travelers, writers, scientists, politicians, theologians, and philosophers), who named the world from the perspective, context, and interests that served their enterprise (economic exploitation), their social-economic purpose. It was they who created the word "white" to name themselves and to set forth the idea of "white" and the concept of "whiteness" as a way of distinguishing themselves from those who were not white, those who they perceived to be "other," those who would come to serve their interests. “Whiteness” was the digest of the ideas, representations, rationales, and social patterns that embodied their race-oriented perspectives.

The white racial frame is a particular instrument for organizing experiences, giving us a cognitive map – a way of knowing (epistemology). Specifically, the white racial frame is the lens, template, or frame, given to us in the ways US historians tell or interpret history, in the ways we experience each other because of living in a social system in which race is the central organizing principle. The messages about us tell us - who has virtue and is to be recognized and deferred to, whose rights and needs are to be attended to, what norms and laws are to be created for whose benefit, who has entitlement to land and natural resources, who ought to rule - to be in charge, whose norms and cultural ways are to define what constitutes "civilization," proper behavior, or morality.

The white racial frame comes to us through language. Our language represents the world in a culturally distinct way, providing explanation, categorization and classification, meaningful symbols for encoding and decoding what we experience, imagery for reality. We use our language to construct and share meaning with others - we name things; in the very naming we say how the things relate to other things (explanation, classification, how to feel about that which is named, implications for action). Because something is named in a particular way, we are able to "know" it, form assumptions about it, interpret it, form a belief and value system, and form a system of social relations around it.  This is what "the white racial frame" is about - all aspects of what I have just identified.

In a word, the idea of "the white racial frame" is that we all see the world, make sense of the world, through the lens or framework of the culture of which we are a part. (The social world and the culture arising out of the social world, of which we are a part, are founded in racism.) We make sense of the world through the lens of language and story, through the cultural symbols and cognitive categories provided in a culture. Language reflects the shared experiences, understandings, and collective patterns developed over time by a people (i.e., culture). 

The white racial frame, then, constitutes a worldview (a unified way of seeing how the world holds together), a system of ideas that serve those who create that system of ideas (e.g., notions of what constitutes "superior" or "inferior" and who possesses such characteristics), beliefs, values, assumptions, expectations, interpretations, and appropriate feelings about a thing or person.

The white racial frame or "whiteness" is not a condemnation of "white" people or "white" culture, it is a summing up of an ideology or worldview that holds white (European) civilization as the essential definition of what must count as virtuous, innately and universally good, along with preeminent rights and privileges – to rule and to be the universal standard of correctness. The WRF and whiteness is not about skin color or ancestry it is about a belief system, a way of knowing the world. A person of any “race” can hold to a “white-framed” worldview or even a white supremacist worldview.  But why are some of us more susceptible to embracing the ideology of whiteness or of white supremacy?  Is it not socialization and conformity to prevailing norms and social patterns where those norms or social patterns coincide with our self-interests or with those of our identity groups?

What is to be remembered, here, is that the white racial frame is LEARNED, received in the process of socialization, of enculturation. We are all exposed to the white racial frame and affected by it because it comes with our learning of language and culture. All who are exposed to US culture (speaking only for the US) are exposed to the white racial frame in the media and in all of our cultural institutions - schools, churches, temples, courts, businesses, workplaces, and social networks.  The point is to recognize the white racial frame in its various manifestations and the ways it is affecting us. 

The white racial frame is a "cultural" (knowledge, beliefs, worldview) and “structural” (arrangement of practices) phenomenon, something socially constructed; again, it is learned. Being so, it can be identified, unlearned, and dealt with (de-constructed). This is what Joe R. Feagin's text gives us. Through the medium of Feagin’s retelling of our history, we come to see what the "WRF" looks like in its various forms (words, behaviors, images), its origins, its articulation in “back stage” or “off’ stage,” enactments, and the concrete ways it came to be embedded in our way of life.

The White Racial Frame (text of Joe R. Feagin 2013) gives us a way of seeing how we have come to be who we are as the people of the United States and how through the WRF we have come to perceive and understand others and ourselves in a particular way.  The White Racial Frame also invites us to look at the historical push-back from both particular whites and people of color in the “liberty and justice frame” and the “resistance/counter-frame” of people of color.  With this foundation, we are led to ask what can be done and, currently, what is being done to create a new social order where democracy may prevail in reality, not just in name as a cover-up for exploitive economic relationships.

The Contemporary White Racial Frame

The contemporary white racial frame not only encompasses cognitive stereotypes and articulated values (the important conceptions of what is desirable or undesirable on racial matters), but also important nonlinguistic elements such as racialized emotions, images, and even smells. Altogether, these various elements of a racial frame act as an “organizing principle;” that is, the ideas, images, feelings, dispositions, assumptions, perspectives, and worldview about race are used to interpret social reality (used to make sense of relational roles and responsibilities, to understand who is owed deference, who is deserving, who ought to control or lead, and so forth) (Note: page references are from Feagin 2010)

Fostered constantly by white elites through the institutions of cultural transmission –academia and faith communities, political discourse and media – and reinforced by a majority of white parents and peers, the contemporary white racial frame is deep and pervasive, having numerous sub-frames.  “The white racial frame is so institutionalized that all major media outlets [including MPR] operate out of some version of it” (141). 

This dominant frame shapes our thinking and action in everyday life situations.  [This is so for all of us who live by the norms and values of US society – whites as well as people of color.  We absorb perspectives, assumptions, dispositions, and values of the white racial frame in ways outside of our awareness; even while impacted by it, some of us are aware of its insidious, pervasive action and resist it with counter framing. ] Where and when whites find it appropriate, they consciously or unconsciously use this frame in accenting the privileges and virtues of whiteness and in evaluating and relating to Americans of color. 

A.  Virtuous Whiteness
1) Sense of white moral Teflon – No matter how many people of color find a white community intolerable and eventually leave it, whites continue to understand themselves to be good, decent folk   Whites’ “accented view of white virtue overrides the actual reality of racist performances” (126) with no conscious awareness of, or with major minimization of, the actual racist behavior being enacted by oneself or others in one’s white community.

· No on-going interrogation of what might be lacking or morally imperfect in oneself and one’s community in regards to issues of race

· Thought only rarely given to what one could, and would wish to, improve in one’s racial understandings, and no significant transformation in that regard

· Strong sense of personal and group entitlement to what whites have – with an underlying assumption that this is fair – while willfully ignoring (intentionally forgetting, remaining “invincibly ignorant” of) the horrific history and the on-going injustices that, in fact, produce these things. (147) 

· One of the main things whites accept as a right is “symbolic racial capital,” which “encompasses the shared assumptions, understandings, and inclinations to interact in certain ways” traditional to white families and networks. It is in exercising this “symbolic capital” that a white individual receives the multitude of daily privileges associated with whiteness.  Many of these privileges protect whites from bearing the brunt of society’s violence, such as profiling by police, injustice from employers, oppositional responses from important institutions, disapproval and exclusion from social networks, etc. (137)

2) Belief in a great chain-of-being, with European-American “civilization” as its peak –  This frame provides the way most whites orient themselves in U.S. society. (95)

· Understanding of white institutions to be the epitome of human accomplishment (and white faith communities to be the manifestation of God’s presence in the world).  Interactions with people of color are approached from a strongly paternalistic frame. (131)

· Assumption that the white worldview is the “natural” order of our society and that people of color should accommodate and assimilate to it.  White pressure for conformance and assimilation has serious negative consequences for people of color.  (120-121)

· No on-going interrogation of what white communities typically do not understand that communities of color do understand.  By failing to actively interrogate what one does not know – what is not visible from one’s position – a white community loses the normal human capacity to self-critique and to create space for its own learning and growing.  The failure to engage in a normal level of self-questioning results in significant levels of ignorance.  Because the ignorance is not visible from within the white racial frame, whites do not perceive the seriously problematic nature of their understandings.

· Thought is only rarely given to being guided by the wisdom from the margins, and no significant transformation from the white norm in this regard

· “Worshipful stance toward a supposed white superiority in knowledge, markets, technology and political institutions,” e.g., assertion that the U.S. is the “best country” in the world. (147, 151)

3) Experience of whiteness as emotionally normative – e.g., whose race is “unmarked”, who “belongs,” who is “naturally” one-of-us, who we find ourselves easily comfortable with

· In the dominant frame, notions of human beauty and social attractiveness are developed by whites; the frame “beautifies” the white form and features and white social norms, to the detriment of all others.  (107)

4) Denial of racism’s magnitude and impact – see Pew Research Center study, pp. 130-131

· Operating from the assumption that the white experience is the universal experience

· Misperceiving and rarely thinking about the devastating destruction wrought by racism (including within the white institution itself), and failing to acknowledge and to explicitly address that devastation during social interactions 

· Believing the harm of racism to be limited to, and measuring the impact of racism only as affecting, the particular individual of color involved in an incident; failing to recognize the huge compounding of harms to the entire family and community.

5) Color-blind, “un-raced” nature of white thinking and acting

· “We’re post-racial here” (despite all the research that proves that we do see race and act on what we see in major ways)

· “Let’s not discuss racism here” – learned pronounced discomfort in talking critically about issues of continuing white racism (99)

B. Negative Stereotyping of People of Color

In U.S. society today, white progressives “know” not to engage in negative stereotyping in “front-stage interactions” – settings that include white strangers or people of color.  Instead whites “know” to engage in negative stereotyping only in “back-stage” settings – settings that are all-white and where participants can assume that no serious objection will be raised to the performance.  In back-stage settings, the expression of the white racial frame and the lack of objection to that expression provide a “social glue” that creates a sense of shared identity for the white group. (127-128)

“Even when whites do racist performances targeting Americans of color, the old racial frame accents that they, as whites, still should be considered to be “good” and “decent” people.  The dominant racial frame not only provides the fodder for whites’ racist performances, but also the means of excusing those performances.”   Such back-stage actions are interpreted as harmless, as “no big deal,” and often as just good interactive “fun.”  (129)

Back-stage racial performances provide the images and emotions that generate an array of forms of discrimination by whites within the institutional contexts of society.  (130)  “Everyday interactions of friends and relatives in these significant networks make up the ‘muscles and tendons that make the bones of structural racism move.’” (94)

1)  Major forms of negative stereotyping – In the white racial frame, whites carry a (usually unconscious) sense of moral “Velcro” in their regard of people of color, a recurring suspicion that persons of color are behaving, or will likely behave, immorally.  Furthermore, this assumed immorality is perceived and responded to as a “serious problem.” (Contrast this to white moral Teflon.)

 2)  Continuing white framing of indigenous peoples – primarily consists of rendering indigenous peoples invisible.  Without a victim there is no continuing crime.  Without any surviving native peoples, there are no remaining treaty rights to the land and natural resources.  Without any indigenous people visible to white perception, Native images can be freely parodied (sports mascots), sacred rituals and objects can be appropriated, etc. (112) 

Major framing of indigenous peoples takes the form of deeply embedded associations with:

· “savages” and “blood-thirsty warriors” [the Fighting Sioux]

3)  Continuing white framing of African American peoples: is highly developed and complex, compared with other groups of color.  “Whites have long placed the anti-black sub-frame at the heart of the white racial frame.”  Thus we observe phenomenon such as: 

· Most whites associate the phrase “people of color” as a referent specifically to African Americans. (99-100)

· Blacks are hyper-visible to white eyes, including white liberal eyes.  E.g., the majority of whites greatly exaggerate the size of the black population in the U.S. – much more than the white misperception of the sizes of other populations of color. (102)

· Personal journals used in Picca and Feagin’s research study show African Americans to have been the subject of three-fourths of the racist performances reported, and these anti-black performances were highly emotionally laden. (103)

Major framing of African Americans takes the form of deeply embedded associations with:

· animals and animalistic traits (subhuman)

· deviant gender roles, hyper-sexuality and threat to white sexual performance

· criminality, violence and danger

· dirt and ignorance

· claimed “ungrateful” and oppositional orientation (163)

· incapacity for self-determination or self-protection, and therefore requiring white paternalism and care

The primary emotional message is that African Americans are to be feared.  (110)

4)  Continuing white framing of Asian American peoples:  

· “an alien body and a threat to the American national family,” drawing from former associations with “the yellow peril.”  (113)

· devious, immoral and threatening to dominant society’s interests, including a distrust of Asian-American “purposes” in serving in the white-constructed role of “model minority”

· incapable of normal human communication, with white racial framing encouraging mocking of various Asian speech patterns and “accents”

5)  Continuing white framing of Latino peoples:

· “lower-scale people” in the “great chain-of-being,” lacking ambition and mental capacity

· invaders who carry disease and burden white society

· “ridiculous” language conventions, readily able to be mocked by most whites

The white racial frame gives meaning and power to experience.  A racist performance (e.g., a racist joke) “resonates with these racist commentaries,” causing that racist performance to have much more impact on the thinking and actions of participants than the performance would otherwise have.   For example, a similar joke about whites would not have this strong impact, because there is no negative anti-white frame in white minds for such commentaries to resonate with.” (127).

Another example can be seen in the 2008 presidential election, during which white supremacist groups – and later most mainstream media and many Republican political groups – focused intensively, for months, on a story about then-Senator Barack Obama’s former African American minister, Dr. Jeremiah Wright, because of what the media regarded as his “radical” views of U.S. society.  This mainstream media story lasted so long because the image of a supposedly “radical” black minister resonates loudly with the “dangerous black man” image in the white racial frame.  In contrast, a somewhat similar story about the controversial views of an arch-conservative, anti-Catholic minister who was a friend and supporter of Senator John McCain did not last very long in the same media.  McCain’s minister story received less that one tenth of the coverage than the Wright story received.  The main reason is that there is no common framing in most white minds of “white men as dangerous” for McCain’s minister to resonate with.  So the story about him died after a few days.  (143-144)

C.  Counter-Framing by Communities of Color (155-191)

People of color often pull the white racial frame to front-stage settings.  This is necessary if the frame is to be discussed, analyzed and addressed within the society.  (99)   Major themes of counter-framing include:

· accenting of the humanity and strengths of communities of color and their historical forebears – aggressive countering of negative stereotyped framing

· evoking of the “liberty and justice for all” frame, with critique of its hypocrisy in the context of U.S. society

· acknowledgement and analysis of the “unjust enrichment” of whites

· critique of white social structures and conventions, of the claimed morality and wisdom of whites

· calls to revolutionary action

D. Countering Strategies:

Countering or eliminating racism is an uphill struggle, but systemic racism is human-made and can thus be unmade—even in part only with extraordinary and substantial efforts.
(1) Areas of personal action: We must study, know our racist history well. We must teach ourselves and others how to respond to racist events: Call racist acts out aggressively. Strategies such as: Use pointed humor (“Rob, Did you learn that joke from the Klan?”). Recast racist event to accent positive framing. Where people have conflicting frames in minds (e.g., justice/fairness frame versus white racist frame), activate the justice/fairness frame. Counter-framing is required for change. We must regularly call out racist performances, backstage and frontstage. We must teach/encourage many more (especially white) people to “see” and understand everyday racism & how to dissent often in all settings, backstage and frontstage. 
(2) Areas of collective action: Create more national multiracial organizations aggressively calling out individual/systemic racism & teaching how to challenge/eradicate everyday racism. Create Stereotyping 101, Racism 101 courses in media & from pre-kindergarten to grad school. Create well-organized movements to aggressively pressure organizations (e.g. media, legislatures) to honestly assess society’s racial oppression and press for structural change. Only large-scale coalitions/movements can bring major changes in systemic racism. Eternal organizing is the price of liberty. (These two paragraphs, above, are from Joe R. Feagin 2011, Keynote presentation, Overcoming Racism Conference, 2011. “The White Racial Frame: What It Is – How It Works”)
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