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COMPLEXITIES AND PERPLEXITIES
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Racial justice work is long-haul work. We meet to think ever more deeply, and creatively together, about “the complexities of living in a world of perplexities.”  I borrow this phrase from the esteemed Rev. J. Alfred Smith Sr., U.S. clergyperson, whom some of you know, to underscore the challenges of the “complexities of living in a world of perplexities.”
  

We most appropriately celebrate the cloud of witnesses interwoven within The Programme to Combat Racism, the conscience keeper of the World Council of Churches.  Faithful justice work, justice-building efforts, and progress made against enormous odds.  Retrenchment presents new dilemmas, new complexities, new perplexities.  

Proclamations of racism as an outrage against God are necessary, but not sufficient in themselves.  In today’s information overloaded world, we must craft words, messages and actions that meet more people where they are at. How can we best redraw the conceptual and strategic maps for advocating, and co-creating, a world of racial justice?

As an African American sociologist and engaged activist, I think here of communities of color that have been marginalized within both white settler countries such as the Canada, Australia, South Africa, the U.S., as well as countries colonized by European or European-descent nations. The choices I have made in my education, vocation and career ​stem from a commitment to dismantling and​ eradicating of the ideology, patterns and practices of domination ​that permeate western culture in particular, and global society ​in general.
 Long-haul work, 
NEOLIBERALISM HAS TAKEN ITS TOLL: MARKET FUNDAMENTALISM

Social forces have decreased general discussions today in broader society about social justice.  We live today in the time of talk-show spectacles and endlessly repeating visual spectacles.


How best can we meet the changes that have occurred over the past forty years?  We must assesshow market fundamentalism complicates our choices.

Market fundamentalism settled into current globalization in the 1970s and 1980s. I would not have predicted forty years ago the inroads it has made and it metastasized broadly like a cancer.  At its essence, this virulent form of market capitalism holds that only the logic of the private market will improve society. 

Right-wing activism seeded and harvested neoliberalism and now public services are gutted. Henry A. Giroux argues that “as markets are touted as the driving force of everyday life, big government is disparaged as either incompetent or threatening to individual freedom….[P]ower should reside in markets and corporations rather than in governments…”
  Deregulation and privatization became the standard for structural adjustment plans of the World Bank, IMF, as part of the legacy of national and world leaders such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan and corporate elites.  

We find a slow diminution of talk about systemic racism in the mass media, and a gigantic increase in talk about individual pathologies (i.e., laziness, incompetence), and inherent “cultural” tendencies (casteism).  The power dimensions of systemic oppression are effectively being erased.  

Peoples around the globe live the experience of the absence of safety nets, the imposition of inappropriate US-driven aid, reality-show uber-competitive win/lose models, and more.  Pundits imply that neoliberalism is only common sense even despite the economic meltdown which characterizes today’s reality. Citizen as consumer fits this worldview for within the discourse of neoliberalism, distorting democracy to be synonymous with free markets, while issues of equality, racial justice, and liberation are ignored as not relevant. 
DEFINITIONAL SLIPPAGES


The very term “racism” means different things to different folks, and is used variously today.  Some define racism as outright hatred.  Others define anything other than being “color-blind” is racism.  Still others see racism as race consciousness.  Others as the only practiced by white supremacist groups.  Competing definitions have different consequences.  And others as a characteristic of all people.  The very definition is “in a state of constant flux, as intellectuals and social movements challenge and defend the status quo.”
  This complicates building support and strengthened activism to chip away at institutional racism.    

Discrimination, too, is defined differently by different people and interests.  Some sociologists insist that the motivating force behind discrimination is the desire to protect one’s own top-dog privilege and power.  Others conceptualize discrimination as a battle over scarce resources – the defense of one’s own, and one’s groups’ privilege at the expense of others.    


This slippage is a major perplexity for good-will Christians today:  that which is taken for granted, assumed by various publics in our countries and global society.  The increased erasure of structural or systemic definitions and perspectives is alarming.  Individual definitions of racism have no “cost” Do we need a different kind of educational agenda within our activist ecumenical repertoire? Particularly when social justice offices and programming are underfunded?

PROGRESS AND RETREAT BOTH: WE LIVE IN AN ERA OF CONTESTED PREJUDICE 


Confusion abounds, also, with the words “racism” and “discrimination” being conflated as one and the same.  I find myself most persuaded by an argument being put forth in a recent book published in the US by Prof. Samuel Roundfield Lucas.
  He contends that“we occupy an interstitial moment in the history of race and gender relations in the United States, a moment that by its very nature constantly threatens to return us to the past from which we have come. It is this perilous time that I term an era of contested prejudice… [P]rogress commingles with forced retreat in effectively equal measure. Further, the contradictions of the era greatly facilitate misunderstandings of the time in which we live.


Lucas argues that too many researchers are using outmoded tools in pontificating on racial and economic disparities.  Researchers have failed to factor in 1) that the times have changed, and 2) how they have changed, and 3) with what import for those experiencing harm.  
What’s on paper in most of our countries now are laws that are positive.  The laws say no discrimination against Dalits, aboriginals, those of African descent, etc.  But implementation of the laws is another matter as we all know.   Have we paid too much attention to legislation, and placed the spotlight less on implementation? I argue that affirmatively.

Does this critique hold true for the church writ large as well?  I think so.


While, of course, there are exceptions to this generalization, we, the denominations and ecumenical agencies, seem more adept at offering litanies of the horrors of discrimination and xenophobia than we are at offering analyses of how discrimination and stigmatization operate in these times where many countries have the words on paper as law that void previous exclusionary practices. We fail to show sufficiently the leverage points that might make a difference.  Laws can be seen to be “temporary peaks of progress” that “slide into irrelevance as racial patterns adapt in ways that maintain white dominance.”
  This pattern can be discerned in many parts of the globe.  An overstatement, with a clear kernel of truth.

In the United States, hard-fought and died-for struggles for justice led to legislation banning discrimination.  However, the administration and operationalization of laws has placed the courts as the judge and jury, where the rules of how the game is played narrows the definition of what is, or is not, racism and discrimination.  In doing so, the lived experiences of being a “protected class” member are shortchanged. 


I hope to learn from others gathered at Doorn whether and how this plays out in your country and setting.  My hunch is that it does.  In the United States, “discrimination, formerly enacted through practices codified in law, is now formally regarded as against the law; this transforms ‘discrimination’ from essentially a moral epithet lacking consisted legal force to a technical contested issue formally adjudicated in the courts.”  What has been denounced is “exploitation rhetoric”, but not exploitative practices themselves. “Exploitative relations” still occur for it is only explicitly stated that prejudicial or discriminatory aspects of the relation that turns out to be wrong.  In other words, a cosmetic change has occurred that publics rarely recognize or talk about.


Aren’t attitudes changing for the better about racial difference?  There is much polling data in circulation on changed attitudes re racism, racial disadvantage, and racial disparities. The data fails to measure the way persons of color encounter disdain and worse from authorities and their functionaries.  
Much is made in the States about major attitudinal change among whites leading to the election of President Barack Obama.  Yet the lived experience for the average person with darker skin color is repeated encounters with representatives of the authority (police, realtors/landlords, teachers, etc.) who exercise their mundane power plays on the persons of color 

Many mainstream people have learned how to respond to standard survey questions in acceptable ways while still maintaining their habits of thought and action that support the status quo position of targeting persons labeled “different” and “deficit”. 
Lucas calls readers’ attention to the asymmetry of experiences. “Figures show that while whites…observe a sharply declining incidence of stated prejudice in the overall society, at the same time blacks and [white] women will continue to have unignorably high chances of exposure to authorities (persons able to exact local power) prejudiced against them…As we fully grasp the gravity of the asymmetry of experience, it becomes easier to see how persons of good will…may systematically pursue analytic strategies and political projects based on systematically incomplete readings of reality.”
 


I find Prof. Lucas’ distinction helpful between the regimes of “condoned exploitive relations” such as the former apartheid South Africa, Jim Crow United States, the then and now caste systems in India, and the like, and the current time period which he characterizes as the era of contested prejudice.  Upon first hearing the phrase, I was skeptical.  The words were awkward at first. After reading and reflecting, though, I find it quite useful analytically.  
We have to better recognize the simultaneity of progress forward as well as backward lived experience for most of those targeted by judgments placed on color and other difference.

HAVE WE WALKED TOO SOON AWAY AFTER THE LAW HAS PASSED?


As an educator, and woman of color, I am well aware that we humans sometimes forget that stepping back from taken-for-granted assumptions is the most authentic education for liberation.  


I can recall my elation as barriers came down after years and years of campaigning.  I slowly became aware of how ways were being put in place to jeopardize full forward movement.  I now know that “justifications were refashioned and the understanding of the new justifications diffused through sectors of society.”   Lucas argues persuasively: “Discrimination is only reworked – it is never really escaped….What was overturned was the legitimacy of a rhetoric of explanation, not an extensive class of deeds and arrangements.”
 
That is sobering indeed, and must be factored into our deliberations.

COURTS: CONTESTED STANCES


For those of us who perceived the court as justice-bearer for our communities, it is hard to face our naiveté.  We now see that what counts legally as discrimination is less often the wrong in the lived experience of those targeted for exploitation, but the interests and values of an adversarial legal system.  We have not gained from the “legal ping-pong, where the burden of proof is parried back and forth as claim and counterclaim are almost ritualistically invoked and adjudicated.” 
 


To bring a case to court takes enormous amounts of time, money and energies.  Always a particular person has to be identified and named in the U.S. courts.  What is contested is the meaning of what he or she did or did not do.  The lawyer for the defendant intensifies the conflict and muddies the waters as alternative meanings are placed interpreting the interaction/s.

The rules of the game are weighted against those of us who are targeted by discrimination.  What has emerged is “an era of contested prejudice” with punishment placed or not places on a lone actor, not on structural racism.  We must recognize that the definition of discrimination legally has become narrower and narrower. 

Yet, as we know, discrimination is structural and systemic, not simply an action taken by one person against another. It is also “the conditions that provide limited expectations for some and boundless expectations for others.”
    
TARGETED PEOPLES ARE MORE THAN VICTIMS


Today’s world needs more than soft language about justice and compassion. In my mind’s I see a quote from theologian Rev. Dr. Beverly Harrison, that hangs on my bulletin board:“Genuine solidarity involves not mere subjective identification with oppressed people[s], but concrete answerability to them.”  

It is from an article where she writes further: “Genuine social and spiritual transcendence cannot emerge apart from our refusing complicity in destructive social forces and resisting those structures that perpetuate life-denying conditions…
   
The United Nations system and the church writ large have inadvertently helped cement a view of those with dark skin color as “victims”.  I do not dispute that the wounds experienced are deep and egregious for indigenous peoples around the world, for those enslaved by imperial powers, and for those depleted by the economic globalization of the 21st century.


I​ understand oppression to be that fundamental imbalance of power, ​and hierarchical form of exploitation, which sets up structures ​at the expense of certain populations which are 1) against their wellbeing, 2) maldistributed, 3) enormous in​ their impact, 4) blocking the enhancement of life, 5) in typically​ non-catastrophic yet trans-generational forms.


From the perspective of those who are marginalized, disadvantaged, exploited, the roots of structured power relations must be changed, not cosmetically coated.  

COUNTERING CODED LANGUAGE


Communities that have been subordinated by mainstream power elites have to more effectively deal with colonized language – the linguistic codes of power.

“Developing countries,” for example.  Eduardo Galeano, Uruguayan journalist/historian, says this “is the name that experts use to designate countries trampled by someone else’s development.  According to the United Nations, developing countries send developed countries ten times as much money through unequal trade and financial relations as they receive through foreign aid…..Foreign aid is generally distributed in ways that confirm injustice, rarely in ways that counter it.”


People of color have been defined as deficient in all things and, additionally, as being insatiable about all things.  Public acceptance as a given fact of life depends upon how things are framed/defined


Prof. Murray Edelman in the 1970s and 1980s wrote often about how a “political spectacle” is constructed.
  A few decades back, many of us believed that giving people the facts and letting them interpret them themselves would lead to their taking appropriate actions.  Many of us no longer believe that.  As Edelman writes: “news reporting continuously constructs and reconstructs social problems, crises, enemies and leaders, and so creates a succession of threats and reassurances.”


Public bureaucracies and their spokespersons are good at using language to shape beliefs about what they do policy-wise. In fact, they are better at that – using language to shape beliefs – than in dealing with amelioration or resolution of the chronic social problem/s. Elites shape how the issue is understood and processed, if not addressed.  They structure and shape the expectations people have of them.  The wording cues the public/s to what to perceive.


A then/now comparison of the times leads us to the increased acceptance of “color blindness” narratives which divert attention away from racial inequalities.  Moreover, they mask those institutional arrangements that perpetuate racial inequality behind a mask of assumed meritocracy that privileges whiteness.


Anti-colonial struggles were about more than inclusion.  They were about liberation and power.  The​ substitution of integration (into a system of inequality) as a goal rather than social transformation has been​ too successful. Talk of ​integration and equal opportunity deflected us away from co-building​ different, equitable structures in society.  The shift of emphasis from transforming​ society to transforming individuals one by one has had devastating​ consequences.  Those in dominant society not wanting a change in ​the status quo, moved even more swiftly in the second half of the​ 20th century to shape the contours of culture so that progress​ towards equality in power resources would be halted. 

Mainstream society “does not want women, particularly white women, responding to racism,” wrote Audre Lorde, US poet and African American, "It wants racism to be accepted as an immutable given in the fabric of your existence, like evening time or the common cold.”
 To be taken for granted.


While sounding noble and wise, the concept of equal ​opportunity is grounded in a dangerous presumption.  It is based ​on the concept of racial disadvantage for an occasional person, not on that of​ institutionalized racism and dominating oppression.  Further,​ equality is not something to be conferred by white people/dominant elites who control and inculcate values and​ institutions that create and sustain power imbalances.  Are they, too, to have the power and control over the​ conferral of equality, of common human personhood, over people of​ color?  I think not. 


Whiteness is not really a color at all, but a set of power relations.

INDIVIDUALISM

Western Christianity rests on a​ personal relationship with God -- in effect placing highest​ priority on the individual, not the individual-in-community. How in 2009 are we supporting or countering the​ gravitational pull of individualism, away from all but the​ worshiping community?  

It is important that we move beyond the “comforting belief that time and the generosity of its people” will eventually solve racial problems.


A “romantic notion” exists, says journalist David K. Shipler, “that negative stereotypes will disappear simply by people getting to know one another.”  He argues that this “has been proven false by experience. Proximity alone does not mean affinity.”

PARALLEL ERASURES: BANDUNG AND WCAR  


Have the proud stories of resistance been told in your local and national media?  I am thinking here first of the erasure from public memory of so much of import that occurred in 1955 at the Bandung Conference of Asian-African leaders; and, simultaneously, of the erasure of so much of import that occurred in Durban, South Africa, 2001 at the World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance (WCAR).


I did not learn in public school or university about the Asian-African conference held in Bandung, Indonesia in April 1955. Historians only now are publishing edited transcripts that tell the story of fear and trembling in many nation-state offices before (and after) it occurred.  Few college graduates have heard about the Bandung gathering of what were considered then “underdogs” that ultimately became the Non-Aligned Nations. Then-President Sukarno of Indonesia opened the proceedings proclaiming:“This is the first international conference of colored peoples in the history of mankind!”  

Bandung was a watershed moment in global history.  So, too, was WCAR in 2001.  Many of us who participated in the latter know that deeply.  And know that the accumulated wisdom represented in the NGO Forum Declaration to which WCC contributed and in the final government document provide a platform for our congregations and programs around the globe.


Most wire services this April told about Iranian President Ahmadinejad speaking. Not that the Norwegian Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr Store spoke immediately after, and said in essence: ‘Fine. He had his say.  I disagree. Let’s get about the business of this conference.’ This was echoed by the Kenyan conference president, the Swiss foreign minister, and other leaders.

The final government statement in April affirmed the 2001 WCAR Declaration as a victory over “those tempted to use the Geneva conference to forward their ideas of hatred and intolerance.”  The governments represented at the April meeting in Geneva did reaffirm the Durban declaration and Program of Action, and acknowledged the need for strengthened mechanisms addressing racism. 

What was significant in 2001 was the cross-fertilization, particularly North/South that occurred.  Strategizing on behalf of justice-making. Firm stands of collegiality.  Yet those stories are heard by few.

We in the ecumenical community have to change the frames that are being used in public discourse.  Many existing organizations and networks have taken up that important re-framing and long-haul work.  They do so with the equivalent of smoke and mirrors financial resources, unfortunately.  How can we help?
CASTE DISCRIMINATION

One of the gains at the World Conference Against Racism, Discrimination and Xenophobia and Other, was the visibility of Dalit organizing.  The connections made to kindred-spirit organizations and organizers could not have come about in a better setting than the NGO Forum.  Dalit rights activists effectively created multiple street education activities and beyond that spoke to the low levels internationally of understanding even among social justice advocates.  


Caste discrimination in South Asia need not be portrayed as a form of race or racism, but now better can be framed under oppression, the larger frame.  We forget at our peril “imperialism’s influence on the educated view of the world that the West cultivated during the era of empire.”


Political scientist Vijay Prashad argued at a WCAR forum that “caste, as a form of social relations, certainly predates colonial rule. However, caste as we know it today was radically transformed during the colonial period. Colonial sociology and policy worked together to expropriate Dalits from the soil…Modern employment was segregated along a stereotyped version of ‘native tradition’ despite the fact that these ‘traditional’ modes had not previously existed.”


The stories of the resilience of those long oppressed who challenge calculated subordination need to be better told around the globe.  How can we tell those stories?  Communication strategies are ever more important in this high-tech universe.  Do we need to talk about land claims, land reforms, land redistribution, landlessness – the common ground concern of many marginalized communities post flag independence?  

WCC must support and tell the stories of the growing movements of landless peoples in India, southern Africa, Brazil, and elsewhere realizing fully that mainstream media despite its abundance will not. 

RIGHTEOUS RAGE AS STRENGTH TO KEEP ON KEEPING ON
Audre Lorde, speaking from the standpoint of women of color in the Americas, writes [We] who “have grown up within a symphony of anger, at being silenced, at being unchosen, at knowing that when we survive, it is in spite of a world that takes for granted our lack of humanness, and which hates our very existence outside of its service. And I say “symphony” rather than “cacophony” because we have had to learn to orchestrate those furies so that they do not tear us apart. We have had to learn to move through them and use them for strength and force and insight within our daily lives. Those of us who did not learn this difficult lesson did not survive.”


I am encouraged by UN Human Rights Commissioner Navi Pillay being in a position of influence. She speaks of the increased stridency over migration and terrorism leading to discriminatory measures instituted by the European Union, the US, and other entities.  While I have modest expectations about the UN, I do have faith in the integrity and wisdom of this experienced South African lawyer who has suggested that the UN create an “observatory on discrimination” within the human rights offices.
ANTI-TERRORISM’S TOLL: IMMIGRANT BASHING


A new anti-refugee/anti-migrant discourse has emerged in popular culture. Xenophobia, the fear of strangers, is built on racist foundations. The No Borders movement in the UK raises some relevant campaign points. Displaced people, either temporarily or permanently outside their countries of origin, are being targeted and demonized. The European Union covers its policies and these practices under the label of “managed migration.”  Efforts to abolish asylum rights embedded in the 1951 UN Convention on the Status of Refugees abound and are gaining supporters.   

[T]he Fortress Europe ‘zero immigration’ approach, which characterized the end of the twentieth century, is not so much abandoned as refined,” writes Liz Fekete.  Further, “Although the targets of policies of global migration management may differ in terms of North American, Australian and European concerns, these power blocs also share a common interest, as demonstrated by their cooperation in supranational bodies and intergovernmental agencies in pooling information on migratory movements.”
   


Migration Rights International holds that persons displaced who used to be extended some degree of assistance and hospitality are now instead experiencing rejection and hostility.  Coded language of superiority/inferiority  permeates the airwaves as refugee “camps” bulge.  All in the name of anti-terrorism.


“In an Information Society where the communicators are in the engine rooms of power, it is the discourse they create that informs popular racism and influences government policy,” maintains A. Sivanandam, director of Institute of Race Relations.
 He stated recently his belief that “thirty years of market morality have undermined the culture of the Left, sapped it of political will and led it into the alleyways of identity politics, single issue politics and cultural politics….[A]nti-Muslin racism, more poisonous because it is tied up with anti-terrorist legislation..affects the civil liberties of us all.”

How best can the ecumenical community help here?

IDENTITIES & STATUS SUBORDINATION

The current phase of globalization requires that we rethink our notions about justice, and how we frame them.  Should we rethink categories of identity as the mode of recognition?  Valorizing group identity is important for self- and community-esteem.  Yet if our intent is to remove institutional barriers – structures that exploit particular populations – how do we better “package” this?


Status subordination describes the lived experience of many of our people who can not participate on a par with others in the social life of the nation-state. Racism, sexism, colonization and cultural imperialism leave socio-psychological markers upon those who are targeted. Yet subordination does not totalize our experiences of living, however, nor of the lives of those martyred in the struggles for justice.  


Identity claims can and do build community cohesiveness and inform resistance strategies. Affirmations are necessary, but not sufficient.  They do not in themselves change the structures that continue to block a future of racial justice.  We are about the work of transformation.

Overfocus on identity recognition masks the “hegemonic neoliberalism that wants nothing more than to repress all memory of social egalitarianism.”
   Kate Bedford, British professor, writes about how the processes of neoliberal economic restructuring work in institutions such as the World Bank, “one of the world’s most influential governing institutions.”  


In the US and Britain “publicly provided services are severely degraded and massively inferior to their commodified counterparts.”  Neoliberalism manifested itself in the demonization of ‘welfare dependency’ early on.  And in the delegitimizing step back from public services.  

The ideology of privatization has taken root in the past forty years. What used to signify the democratic ideal of shared citizenship and a common status now connotes the stigmatized, pathetic dependency of those who can’t make it on their own in a marketized society and citizenry.

WHO IS THE WORTHY CITIZEN?


We face today a world in which there is “growing intransigence and hostility of whites who think they have “done enough.”
  We face a formidable challenge in how best we can help shape public opinion in more positive ways away from fear and greed.  Is showing the negative impacts the pathway?  Is trying to reinstate a sense of common citizenship, common bonds, shared responsibilities?  We do some of that work, but how effective are we at it? 

What those using a human rights framing are saying: look what has changed over the decades. State power and state hegemony?  Weakening.  We must look at transnational processes, not just national economies, national sovereignty.  Neoliberal capitalism, predatory capitalism, where the political economy can be shown to be rooted in racism.

Social consciousness comes in many forms and fashions.  The World Social Forum movement says: another world is necessary; another world is possible.  Spearhead’s Michael Franti, one of the world’s progressive musicians, holds social justice messages must infuse every aspect of our culture. Franti holds that we have to think more deeply about how to reach out to people who don’t already understand the message of human unity.   
THE GLOBAL WOMEN’S MOVEMENT


I taught a graduate seminar this past winter where the students (18 white, 1 African American) from a dozen or so disciplines reacted much more positively than I had expected to a book by Peggy Antrobus titled The Global Women’s Movement: Origins, Issues and Strategies.
  I was delighted for the making of a recognizable global women’s movement is told from a Caribbean activist perspective.  

Antrobus documents how non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other women’s organizations are dynamically challenging corporate-led globalization.  She debunks the assumptions of a ‘global sisterhood’, especially when that is defined by privileged women.  She writes: “the emergence of a global movement has indeed depended on the emergence of new and different voices challenging hegemonic tendencies and claiming their own voice and space, and the acceptance of differences within the movement.”


She holds that insufficient attention has been given to the origins of the so-called women’s movement “in the countries of the economic South.  This is necessary if one is to understand the perspectives of those whose leadership transformed a movement that was identified with North American and European feminism into a global movement.”
  

Antrobus speaks of the “strengthening of Third World membership in the UN”  bringing their presence and wisdom from backgrounds in their national liberation struggles.  WCC enthusiastically programming joined UN programming in opening “spaces for women from communities all over the world to meet…on a consistent and continuous basis, from local to global levels, from the official forums of governmental conferences to the informal gatherings of women in their circles of friendship, religious, political and professional affiliation….They linked activists with researchers and, more importantly, validated and encouraged the pursuit of research among activists, and activism among researchers. They forged and strengthened links between organizing at local and global levels….In the process it transformed itself into a major alternative political constituency.”
 
The “most frustrating aspect of UN debates,” however, says Antrobus, is the UN’s “refusal or inability to get consensus on a critique of the neoliberal policy framework.”


The Antrobus book here because it is rich with stories of local movements for change.  And for Antrobus, feminism involves working for positive change for all the peoples of the world.

DUBOIS AND THE COLOR LINE


In 1904, sociologist W.E.B. DuBois prophesied accurately the fundamental and continuing problem of the 20th century: the​ enduring and ever-adaptable color line.
 The sociological and moral analyses of this African American sociologist​ were discounted because of racist attitudes and exclusions in the academy. Racism cannot be dismantled, he posited over a hundred years ago, by​ using the categories of prejudice and individual conscience.  The​ crux of the issue is power, not individual attitudes. Beyond ​ending discrimination, redistribution of power is required.


A color line directs domination/subordination in most ​multiethnic societies.  We cannot shy away from examining the​ naked power realities that exist in our various societies. ​Whatever the measure -- access to safe water, infant mortality ​rates, educational attainment levels -- those with dark skin​ color have more of the worst, and the least of the best.  
METAPHORICAL CREATIVITY
The color line metaphor has stood the test of time – over a hundred years of vivid explanatory usage to convey accurately a world of structural imbalances.

Novelist Alice Walker uses another vibrant metaphor in defining more contemporaneously racism as a kudzu vine.  The vines of this weed must be ​cut back daily.  It grows in the southern part​ of the United States.  It persistently creeps and climbs --​across roadways, up telephone poles, around mail boxes, cars even, engulfing all in its path.  ​Is this not a power-filled metaphor for the spread of racism?
Those​ accepting the ministerial or professorial vocation are indeed​ "wordsmiths," framing reality with language.  It is language that ​evokes most of the realities that people recall, not ​the experience first hand itself.  We can cut through​ mystifications, dismantling myths along the way.


Yet another metaphor: philosopher Elizabeth Spelman talks about a “boomerang” perspective: “I look at you and come right back to myself. In the United States,” she writes, “white children like me got early training in boomerang perception when we were told by well-meaning adults that Black people were just like us – never, however, that we were just like Blacks.”  Are there boomerang examples of liberal thinking in your setting?  I hope to learn here at Doorn if there are parallels to this in the various countries in which you reside:  the boomerang perplexity in what comes to be understood as just the way things are, valid power differences and realities obscured.
And I return to Peggy Antrobus: “The global women’s movement can be thought of as a spiral, a process that starts at the centre (rather than at the beginning of a line) and works its way outwards, turning, arriving at what might appear to be the same point, but in reality at an expanded understanding of the same event.
 

Antrobus offers another word-picture: “The movement can also be understood as a patchwork quilt, full of colour and different patterns, discontinuous and defying description, but none the less an identifiable entity made up of units that have their own integrity. A quilt, an art form peculiarly developed by women, uses whatever material is available to make something both beautiful and functional. It represents ingenuity, creativity, caring and comfort. A global women’s movement can have no better symbol as it seeks to create a world in which people might find beauty, comfort and security.
 


I believe that the ecumenical movement must use word pictures that connect with possibilities while conveying the roots of that blocking justice in our communities and world.  Is not our goal to support racial justice actions and policies dismantling structural racism?   

The belief that problems can be solved by applying ​sufficient good will is a domesticating intellectualism​.  It distorts reality and perpetuates oppression. ​ Discrimination by race and descent is a subset of oppression, and a sprawling social reality of the current global economy. 

We have a role to play in bringing back into public historical memory the stories of people and groups over the decades and centuries: the stories of resistance to oppression in many nations, many locations, many eras.  Each had complexities and perplexities galore. There are lessons to be learned for those coming into the world today.
But how researched, told, conveyed?  We need to talk through strategies and tactics in communicating more effectively both internally to all WCC member entities, but to the broader public. And do so more effectively in today’s digitalized electronic age,

My hope?  that WCC in the next decades maintains the unity of struggles against racist exploitation, relations based on dominant/subordinate power relations.  Faith as a coping resource is a valuable part of Christian practice.  However, we can do more – that is go deeper -- to inspire people to expand their repertoires as the church family to channel energies to solidarity actions as we have done before.  
THE FREE RIDER DILEMMA

We can be more mindful of the free rider dilemma.  What is required of congregants when the proclamation is that racism is a sin?  It is a positive affirmation of a principled belief. That’s a positive.  But it doesn’t have an action requirement embedded.  In fact, a person can turn inward and pat his or her back for being such a morally evolved human being.
My philosophy of education has changed. ​When I taught at the State University of New York at Buffalo and​ the University of Missouri in the 1970s, I viewed the educator's ​role as presenting facts, information and tools, and the passing​ on of revered wisdom to those further back from me on the road. ​I now understand more clearly that an education that empowers --​a liberative, transformative and multicultural education -- means​ creating the space where people can step back to gain distance ​from that taken-for-granted assumptions.  I learned that anew when I became a denomination bureaucrat in the 1980s!


I hold an erosion theory of change.  We must chip away, and ​chip away again, at the “legs” of the structures that enforce domination for some​ and subordination for others. Sitting with each other, being ​friendly with each other, liking each other even -- band-aids​ over a cancer, unless we devise more ways to work together for an equitable sharing of​ power.
AN AUDACIOUS HOPE  

What gives me hope is the rise to visibility of transnational grassroots activism changing the political game of human rights in the last two decades.  Human rights NGOs and grassroots organizations are increasingly connected in the contemporary social justice movement mix. These are cross generational, cross traditional boundaries, alliances.  We need resurgent voices and energies continuing  the global struggle against structural and individual racism and oppression in the world.

Human rights advocates are re-linking the civil and political liberty and economic, social, cultural equality that were once connected, then compromised in the crafting of human rights within the United Nations sixty years ago. Their premise: assertions of supremacy, whether in the international or interpersonal sphere, are anathema to fundamental principles of equality and dignity.


WCC has a riveting story of the relationships, controversies, dilemmas, achievements, compromises and integrity in supporting freedom for southern Africa.  Can we tell it in a state-of-the-art media-savvy professional manner designed to energize people of the pews to ‘walk together, children,’ for freedom for all? 
“A mountain of facts and a detailed logical proof are often unpersuasive in media debate unless they are summed up by a short powerful story that makes common sense,”  say communications professionals.


Justice is a quality of relationship not an ​abstract concept.  We must travel "paths as yet un-trodden through ​perils unknown”  recasting our strategies and solutions so they are more than​ "bandaids" -- necessary but not sufficient.
We must protest the Structural Adjustment Programs imposed on countries​ by international monetary agencies which doom marginalized​ nations to impoverishment of those of darker hue. Jubilee forgiveness of debt is important, but not with the current strings attached that impose privatization upon public services. Neoliberalism’s toll.
We must continue to support self-determination struggles around the globe, accompanying those who work for systemic change.


We must develop communications training modules and workshops that increase the capacity of a cadre of persons within each and every church who can effectively use a racial justice lens in public discourse and outreach.  This would be capacity building, not factual information on “others”.  
Praying, smiling, dancing  --  it is not treasonous to ​laugh!  As poet June Jordan writes: “In addition to the traditional concept of true commitment​ that means you are willing to die for what you think is right,​ make equal space for the womanly concept of commitment that means​ you are willing to live for what you believe.”  
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