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Suzanne Pharr

These political times call for renewed dialogue about and commitment to the politics.of
liberation. Because a truly democratic society is always in the process of redefining itsel,
its evolution is fueled by struggles for liberation on the part of everyone wishing to par-
ticipate in the development of the instituiions and policies that govern our lives.
Liberation reguires a struggle against discrimination based on race, class, gender, sexual
identity, ableism and age—those barriers that keep large portions of the population from
having access to economic and social justice, from being able to participate fully in the
decisions affecting our lives, from having a full share of both the rights and responsibii-
ties of living in a free society. | ..

This is the challenge for all of us. The work of liberation politics is to change hearts
and minds, develop empathy with and sympathy {or other people, and help each other
discover how we are inextricably linked together for our common good and our survival
on this planet.

Like power, liberation cannot be given: it must be created. Liberation polifics requires

& helping individuals to fulfill their greatest potential by providing truthful information
along with the tools and skills for using it, supporting their autonomy and sel-gov-
ernment, and connecting them to life in community with others:

fostering both individual freedom and mutual responsibility for others;

B recognizing that freedom demands people always be able to make their own choices
about their lives;

& creating a politic of shared power rather than power over;

@ learning the non-violent skills of compremise and mediation in the sometimes diffi-
cult collective lives of family and community—in organizations, the workplace. and
governing bodies;

& developing integrity in relationships through understanding that the same commu-
nal values—generosity and [airness, responsibility and freedom, forgiveness and
atonement-—must be maintained net just in personal relationships but in the work-
place, social groups, and governing bodies;
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Reflections on Liberation

g treating everyone as a valued whole person, not as someone to be used or controlled;
g maintaining civility in our relationships and being accountable for our behavior;
# sceing cultural differences as life-enhancing, as expanding possibilities;

m placing & broad definition of human rights at the center ol our values: ensuring that
every person has food, shelter, clothing, safety, education, health care, and a livable

income. ...

We are seeking ways to bring people together to work on comimon Causes across dif-
jerences. 11, indeed, all oppressions are connected, then it Tollows that the targets of this
oppression are connected as well as their solution. This interconnection leads us to the
idea of collaborative efforts to create democratic values, discourse, and institutions.

We believe that we will succeed when we collectively create a vision that in practice
offers a way of life so attractive that people will not be able to resist it. As progressive peo-
ple across this country we are working to create a multi-issue, multiracial and multicul-
tural liberation movement; we are {rying to redefine our work and bring more integrity
to it: we are engaged in developing a clearer, more compelling vision, building stronger
relationships among justice-seeking people. and including more people in the process of
creating a democracy that works forallof us. ...

For whatever reasons, progressive people have not always talked a great deal about
the strong moral convictions underlying why we do this work of social justice. It is be- .

A51%

cause we believe every person counts, has human dignity, and deserves respect, equality and _»

justice. This morality is the basis for our vision, and when we do our best vision-based
organizing {as opposed to response-based or expediency-based), all our work flows from
this basic beliel.

Ours is a noble history. Because progressive people believe in the inclusion of every-
one in the cause of justice and equality, we have struggled for civil rights for people of
color, for women, for people with disabilities, and now for leshians and gay men. We have
worked to save the environment; to provide women autonomy and choice concerning
our bodies: to end unjust wars; to end homelessness, hunger, and poverty; to create
safe workplaces, decent wages, and fair labor practices; to honor treaty rights; to elimi-
nate HIV and improve heaith care; o eliminate bias crime and violence against women
and children. We share broad principles of inclusion, fairness, and justice. We must not
forget what provides the fire for our work, what connects us in the struggle for freedom
and equality.

We are living in a time in which people are crying out for something to believe in—rfor
a moral sense, for purpose, for answers that will bring some calm to the chaos they feel
in their lives, As progressive peopie, we have not always offered ap our visien of the world,
our activities for justice, as a moral vision. When we have, as during the civil rights move-
ment, people working together for a commaon good have felt whole.

T helieve it is our moral imperative to help each other make connections, to show how
everyone is interrelated and helongs in community, or as it is currently expressed, “We
all came on different ships but we're in the same boat now.” It is at our peril if we do work
that increases alienation and robs meaning from iife, Today’s expressions of violence,
batred, and bigotry are directly related to the levels of alienation and disconnection felt
by people. For our very survival, we must develop a sense ol common humanity.

It may be that our most important political work is figuring out how to make the full
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human connecticn, how to engage our hearts as well as our minds, how to hea] 1]
injuries we have suffered, how to do organizing that transforms people as we
tions. With these as goals, we need to rethink our strategies and tactics.

We have to think about cur vision of change. Are we invelved in a struggle for powey
that requires forces and resources on each side and a condfrontational showdown in which
only one side wins? IT we are in a shoot-out, then the progressive side has already logt,
lor certainly there are more resources on the Right at this moment. In other cases where
we can organize the most resources, such as the 1992 “No on 97 campaign in Oregoy,
what is the nafure and permanency of the win? The antigay and lesbian constitutiona]
amendment was deleated, but in general, people did not have a sense of ecstatic victory. 1
think there were two primary reasons: {1} the Right immediately announced its intén_
tion to take the fight to local rural communities and to build a string of victories in areag
where it had developed support, indicating that this is indeed a long struggle for the hearts
and souls of Oregonians; and (2} the campaign did not facilitate the building of lasting
relationships, of communities, of progressive institutions—because it did not see itsell ag
part of a movement. At the end, I believe people lelt a warlike atmosphere had been cre-
ated, but that the language and tactics of war had failed them. In the months that fol-
fowed the election victory, people seemed fatigued, wary, often dispirited and in retreat.
Rather than being transformed into new politics and relationships by their experience,
they seerned batiered by it.

e
il as instity-

There is something to be learned when victory feels like defeat. Somehow, people did
not emerge from the Oregon experience with a sense of vitality, of wholeness, of connec-
tion. Justice-seeking people mst call into guestion our methods of organizing. Often we
have thought that effective organizing is simply being able to move people as a group,
sometimes through manipulation, to act in a particular way to achieve a goal. Too often
the end has justified the means, and we have failed to follow Gandhi's belief that every
step toward liberation must have liberation embedded within it. By concenirating on
moving peopie Lo action, we have often failed to hear the voice of their spirit, their need
for connection and wholeness—-not for someday after the goal has heen gained, but in
the very process of gaining it.

I am not arguing that we should give up direct action, civil disobedience, issue cam-
paigns, political education, confrontation, or membership and voter drives. We need to
do these things and much more. [ am suggesting that we rethink the meaning of social
change and learn how io include the long-term work of. transforming people as we work
for social justice. We must redefine wimning. Our social change has to be more than amass-
Ing rescurces and shifting power from the hands of one group to another: we must seek
a true shift in consciousness. one that forges vision, goals, and strategies from belief, not

just from expediency, and allows us to become a sirong political force,

The definition of transformational politics is fairly simple: it is political work that
changes the hearts and minds of people, supports personal and group growth in ways
that create healthy, whole people. organizations, and communities, and is based on a
vision of a society where people-—across lines of race, gender, class and sexuality-—are
supported by institutions and communities to live their best lives.

Among many possibilities, I want to suggest one way to do transformational work:
through building community that is based on our moral vision.

= Where do we build community? Should it be geographic, consisting of everyone who
lives in the same neighborhood? Based on identity, such as one’s racial identity, Sema_l
identity, orrganizational or work identity? Where are the places that community happens?
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Reflections on Liberation

It seems to me that community can be created in a vast number of places and ways.
what is more important is the ow of building community, To get to the how, we first have

<o define what community is, Community is people in any configuration (geographicf““'“»

identity. etc.) bonded together over time through common interest and concern, through
responsibility and accountability to one another, and at its best, through commitment,
friendship, and love. ’

To live in authentic community requires a deeper level of caring and interaction than
many of us currently exhibit in our drive for individitalism and self-fiuifillment. That is, it
calls for living with communal values. And we face a daunting challenge here because
we all live in a culture that glorifies individualism. For example. what the Right calls “tra-
ditional family values” actually works against the often-quoted African proverb, “It takes
a village to raise a child,” which speaks to the communal value of the importance of
every child in the life of the community, present and future. Such valutes point to very
different solutions than those currently suggested for the problems of youth alienation,
crime, and violence. Rather than increasing police forces and building more jails, with
these shared values we wonld look toward more ways {or the community as a whole to
be responsible for and accountable to children. We wottld seek ways to suppert and nur-
ture their lives. All of us would be teachers, parents and friends for every child.

Creating community requires seeing the whole, not just the parts, and understanding
how they interrelate. However, the difficult part is learning how to henor the needs of
the individual as well as those of the group, without denying the importance of either. It
requires a balance between identity and freedom on the one hand and the collective good
and public responsibility on the other. It requires ritual, celebration, and collective ways
to grieve and show anger; it requires a commitment fo resolve conflict.

Most of all, it requires authenticity in relationships between and among whole people.
This means that each of us has to be able to bring all of who we are to the relationship,
neighbor to neighbor, friend to friend, worker to worker. Bringing all of who we are to
community requires working across great differences in cubture, in lifestyle, in belief. It
demands that we ook beyond our own lives to understand the lives of others. It demands
that we interact with the lives of others. It requires understanding the connections among
people’s lives and then secking comprehensive solutions to multi-issue, muitifaceted prob-
lems. If we allow only certain parts of people to surface, and if we silence, reject or exclude
basic pieces of their essential selves, then we begin designing systems of oppression.
Comtmunity becomes based on power and nonconsensuat anthority: those who have the
most power and privilege dictate the community norms and their enforcement.

One of the goals of every political activity we engage in should be to move beyond
superficial interactions to the building of relationships and community. Much of this
work is simple. not difficult or complex; it merely requires redefining our values and how
we spend our political time. For example, {ar too often I go to meetings, frequently held in
sterile hotel conference rooms, where introductions are limited to people giving their
names or, at best, what work they do. Building relationships—whether those of neigh-
bor, friend, lover, work partner—requires that we ask Who are you? In rural comemunities
in the South and on American Indian reservations, people spend a lot of time talking
about who their people are, how they are connected to people and place. Women activists
in the housing projects in New Orleans get to know each other by telling their life lines,
the major events that shaped them along the way. It is almost ritual for lesbians to get to
know each other by telling their coming out stories—when and how they {irst experi-
enced their lesblanism.

Building connection and relationship requires that we give it time, not just in meet-
ings but in informal opportunities surrounding meetings, structured and unstructured,
Tor instance, when 1 did political education on oppression issues within the battered
women's movement, there was always a dramatic difference in the relationships that
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were built when we stayed in retreat centers or self-contained places away from distracy.
Ing outside activities rather than in city hotels. 8o much of what happened in people’s
growth and undersianding came from living, sleeping, and eating together in an atmos‘;
phere that encouraged inferaction. .
As a way to think about building community, we can ask ourselves these questions:

% In what settings with other people have I felt most whole? What is it that

;naices me
feef known and accepted as whe I am;

What conditions make me most able to work well in partnership with other people:
What makes me feel conmected rather than alicnated?
B What are communal values? What are the practices that support themy?

B Where are the places where community is oecurring? (For example, in care teams for
people living with AIDS, in youth gangs, in certain churches or neighborhoods, in AA
groups?) What are the characteristics of these communities?

2 Whe is being excluded from community? What barriers are there to participation?

B What are the gqualities of an inclusive community as opposed to an exclusive comuu-
nity?

i What makes a community democratie?

Gur communities are where our moral values are expressed, It is here that we are
called upon to share our connection to others, our interdependence, our deepest belief in
what it means to be part of the human condition, where people’s lives touch one another,
for good or for bad. It is here where the rhetoric of belief is forced into the reality of liv-
ing. It is from this collection of people, holding within it smaller units called families, that
we build and live democracy. Or, without care and nurturance, where we detach from
one another and destroy our hope for survival

It is one thing for us to talk about liberation poittics; it is of course another o live them.
We lack political integrity when we demand liberation for one eause or one group of
people and act out oppression or exploitation toward others. If we do not have an
integrated analysis and a commitment to sharing power, it is easy to act out politics that
simply refiect a hierarchy of domination,

In our social change organizations in particular we can find ourselves in this danger-
ous position where we are demanding, for example, liberation from sexism but within
the organization we act out racism, economic injustice. and homophobia. Bach is re-
flected in who is allowed to lead, who makes the highest and lowest salaries, who is
allowed to participate in the major decision making, who decides how the resources are
used. If the organization does not have a vision and a strategy that alse include the elin-
ination of racism. sexism, economic injustice, and homophobia {as well as oppressions
relating to age, physical ability, etc.), then internal conflict is inevitable. People cannaol
single out just one oppression from their lives to bring to their work for liberation: they
bring their whole selves.

Creating a multiracial, multicultural, raulti-issue vision of liberation is no casy task. It
is much easier to stay within the framework of oppression where our women'’s organiza-
tions’ leadership is primarily white, middle-class women, heterosexual or closeted les-
bians; our civil rights organizations are male-dominated; our gay/lesbian/ bisexual/

ransgender organizations are controlied by white gay men and/or white leshians. And
where the agendas for change reflect the valies of those who dominate the leadership-
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Rreflections on Liberation

[t is easier to taik about “diversity” than about shared power. Or to use a belief in iden-
tity politics to justify not including othersin a vision for change. I do not believe in either
diversity or idenlity politics as they are cu rrently practiced.

pirst, diversity politics seem to focus on the necessity for having everyone (across gen-
der, race, class, age, religion, physical ability) present and treated well in any given set-
ting or organization. A core premise is that everyone is oppressed and all oppressions are
equal. Since the publication of the report “Workforce 2000 that predicted the U.S. work-
force would be made up of 80 percent women and people of color by the year 2000, a
ceritable growth industry of “diversity consultants” has arisen to teach corporations
how to “manage” diversity. With integration and productivity as goals. they focus on
sses of seasitivity and inclusion—a human relations approach—with acceptance and
comfort as high priorities, Popular images of diversity politics show people holding hands
around America, singing “We Are the World.” People are generaily reassured that they
do not have to give up anything when they diversify their workplace. They simply have to
inchade other people and become more sensitive io differenices,

Because the history of oppression is one of excluding, of siencing, of rendering people
invisible, T have great appreciation for the part of diversity work thai concentrates onl
making sure everyone is included. However, our diversity work fails if it does not deal
with the power dynamics of difference and go straight to the heart of shifting the bal-
ance of power among individuals and within institutions. A danger of diversity politics
lies in the possibility that it may hecome a tool of oppression by creating the iilasion of
participation when in fact there is no shared power, Having a presence within an organi-
sation or institution means very little if one does not have the power of decision making,
an adequate share of the resources, and participation in the development of the work-
plan or agenda. We as oppressed people must demand much more than acceptance.
Tolerance, sympathy and understanding are not enough, though they soften the impact
of oppression by making people feel better in the face of it. Qur job is not just to soften
blows but to make change, fundamenial and far-reaching.

Identity politics, on the other hand, rather than trying o inciude everyone, brings
tog’éfﬁer ﬁééﬁie who share a single cominon identity such as sexual orientation, gender,
or race. Generally, it focuses on the elimination of a single oppression, the one thatis
based on the commen identity—for example, homophobia/heterosexism, sexism, racism.
However, this can be a limited, hierarchical approach, reducing people of multiple identi-
ties to a single identity. Which identity should a leshian of color chioose as a priority—
gender, race or sexual identity? And does choosing one necessitate leaving the other two
at home? What do we say to bisexual or biracial people? Do we tell them to choose? OCur
multiple identities allow us to develop a politic that is broad in scope because i is
grounded in a wide range of experiences.

There are positive aspects of organizing along identity lines: clarity of single focus
in tactics and strategies, self-examination and education apart from the dominant
culture, development of solidarity and group bonding. Creating organizations based
en identity allows us to have visibility and collective power, 0 advance concerns
that otherwise would never be recognized because of our marginalization within the
dominant society.

However, identity politics often suffers from the failure to acknowledge that the same
multiplicity of oppressions, a similar imbalance of power, exists within identity groups as
within the larger society. People who group together on the basis of thelr seyual identity
still find within these groups sexism and racism that have to be dealt with—or il gather-
ing on the basis of race, there is still sexism and homophobia to be confronted. Whole,
not partial, people come to identity groups, carrying several identities. Some of Hbera-
tion movements’ major barriers to building a unified and cohestve strategy, I believe,
come from our refusal to work directly on the oppressions—ihose fundamenial issnes of
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power-—within our own groups. A suceessiuj liberation movement cannot be bujj an
the effort to liberate only a few or only a pisce of who we are.

Diversity and identity politics are responses to oppression. In confronting Oppressisms
we must always remermber that they mean more than people just not being nice 1o
one another. They are systemic, based in institutions and in general society, where
one group of people is allowed to exert power and control over members of anothey
group, denying it fundamental rights. Alse, we must remember that oppressions are
interconnected, operating in similar ways, and that many people experience more than
one oppression. . . .

The question, as ever, is, What to do? 1 do not believe that either a diversity or identity
politics approach will work unless they are changed to incorporate a multi-issue analysis
and strategy that combine the politics of inclusion with shared power. But, ene might
say, it will spread us too thin if we try to work on everyone’s issue, and onrs will fall by
the wayside. In our external work (doing women’s antiviolence work, working agajng}
police brutality in people of color communities, seeking government funding for AIDS
research), we do not have to work on “everybody's issue”—we can be focused. But how
can we achieve true soctal change unless we look at all within our constituency who are
aftected by our particular issue? People who have AIDS are of every race, class, age, goin-
der, geographic location, but when research and services are sought. it is women, people
of color, and poor people who are most overlooked. The HIV virus rages on because those
in power think that the people who contract it are dispensable. Are we to be like them? To
understand why police brutality is so much more extreme in communities of peorple of
color than in white communities, we have to understand also why, even within these
communities, it is even greater against poor people of color, women who are prostitutes,
and gay men and lesbians of color. To leave any group out leaves a hole for everyone's
freedoms and rights to fali through. It becomes an issue of “acceptable” and “unaceept-
able” people, deserving and undeserving of rights, legitimate and illegitimate, deserving
of recognition as fully human or dismissable as something less.

Identity politics offers a strong, vital place for bonding, for developing political analysis.
With each other we struggle to understand our relationship to a world that says that we
are no more than our identity, and simultaneousty denies that there is oppression basedA
on race, gender, or sexual identity. Our chalienge is 1o learn how to use the experiences of
our many identities to forge an inclusive social change politic. The question that faces us
is how to undertake multi-issue coalition building from an identity base. The hope for &
multiracial, multi-issue movement rests in large part on the answer to this question.

Our linkages can create a movement, and our divisions can destroy us. Each peint
ol linkage is our strongest defense and also holds the most possibility for long-lasting
social change.

If our organizations are not committed internally to the inclusion and shared power
of all those who share our issue, how can we with any integrity demand inclusion and
shared power in society at large? If women, lesbians and gay men are treated as peopic
undeserving of equality within civil rights organizations, how can those Grgarnizationif
demand equality? If women of color and poor women are marginalized in women'sr ights
organizations, how can those organizations argue thal women as a class should be mavc@
into full participation in the mainstream? If leshian and gay organizations are not fem-
nist and antiracist in all their practices, what hope is there for the elimination of homo”
phobia and heterosexism in a racist, sexist society? it is an issue of integrity. :

In the larger social change community our failure to connect issues prevents us fl‘OIE.E
being able to do strong coalition and alliance work with one another. Most frequentl¥:
coalitions and alliances are created to meet crisis issues which threaten all of us. M2 f
up of groups that experience injustice, they should have common ground. They mos
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frequently {all apart, I believe, because of failure in relationships. As in all human rela-
sonships, it is difficult to solve the issue of the moment without a history of trust, com-
mon struggle, and reciprocity. Homophobia, for example, has kept us “quiet” and invisible
in our antiracist work; racism has kept us "quiet” in our leshian and gay work. We need
to be visible in our work on all fronts. Working shoulder to shoulder on each other’s issues
enables us to get to know each other’s humanity, to understand the broad sweep of issues,
to build trust and solidarity.

Our separateness, by identity and by issue. prevents the building of a progressive
movement. When we grasp the value and interconnectedness of our liberation issues,
then we will at last be able to make true coalition and begin building a common agenda
that eliminates oppression and brings forth a vision of diversity that shares both power

and resources.

87

Patricia Hill Collins

Reconceptualizing oppression and seeing the barriers created by race, class, and gender
as infertocking categories of analysis is a vital first step. But we must transcend these
barriers by moving toward-race; ctass;and gender as categories of connection by build-~
ing relationships and coalitions that will bring aboum What are some of

the issues involved in doing this?

First, we must recognize that our differing experiences with oppression create prob-
lems in the relationships among us. Each of us lives within a system that vests us with
varying levels of power and privilege. These differences in power, whether structared
along axes of race, class., gender, age, or sexual ortentation, frame our relationships.
African-American writer June Jordan describes her discomfort on a Caribbean vacation
with Olive, the Black woman who cleaned her room, “Even though both ‘Clive’ and
T live inside a conflict neither one of us created, and even though both of us therefore
hurt inside that conflict, [ may be one of the monsters she needs to eliminate from her
universe and, in a sense, she may be one of the monsters in mine” (1985, 47
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Differences in power constrain our ability to connect with one another even when we
think we are engaged in dialogue across differences. Let me give you an example, One
yoar, the students in my course Sociology of the Black Community got into a heated ;.
cussion about the reasons for the upsurge of racial incidents on college campuses, Biack
students complained vehemently about the apathy and resistance they felt most White
students expressed about examining their own racism., Mark, a White male student, found
their comments particularly unsettling. After claiming that all the Black people he had
aver known had expressed no such beliefs to him, he questioned how representative the
view points of his fellow students actually were. When pushed further, Mark revealed
that he had participated in conversations over the vears with the Black domestic worker
emplayed by his family. Since she had never expressed such strong feelings about White
racism, Mark was genuinely shocked by class discussions. Ask yoursell whether that
domestic worker was in & position to speak freely. Would it have been wise for her to do
s¢ in a situation where the power between the two parties was so un equal?

In extreme cases, members of privileged groups can erase the very presence of the less
privileged. When I first moved to Cincinnati, my family and I went on a picnic at a local
park. Picnicking next to us was a family of White Appalachians. When | went to push my
daughter on the swings, several of the children came over. They had missing, yellowed,
and broken teeth; they wore old clothing, and their poverty was evident. I was shocked,
Growing up in a large eastern city, I had never seen such awful poverty among Whites.
The segregated neighborheods in which I grew up made White poverty all but inv sible.
More importantly, the privileges attached to my newly acquired social class position allowed
me to ignore and minimize the poverty among Whites that I did encounter. My reactions
to those children made me realize how confining phrases such as “well, at least they're not
Black,” had become for me. In learning to grant human subjectivity to the Black victims of
poverty, I had simultaneously learned to demand White victims of poverty, By applying
categories of race to the obiective conditions confronting me, I was quantifying and rank-
ing oppressions and missing the very real suffering which, in fact, is the real issue,

One common pattern of relationships across differences in power is one that I label
voieurisit. From the perspective of the privileged, the lives of people of color, of the poor.
and of women are interesting for their entertainment value. The privileged become
voyeurs, passive onlookers who de not relate to the less powerful, but whe are interested
in seeing how the “different” live. Over the years, I have heard numerous African-
American students complain about professors who never call on them except when a so-
called Black issue is being discussed. The students’ interest in discussing race. or
qualifications for doing so, appear unimportant to the professor’s efforts to use Black stu-
dents’ experiences as stories to make the material come alive for the White student audi-
ence. Asking Black students to perform on cue and provide a Black experience for their
White classmates can be seen as voveurism at its worst.

Members of subordinate groups do not willingly participate in such exchanges bL_“
often do so because members of dominant groups control the institutional and symbolic
apparatuses of oppression. Racial/ethnic groups, women, and the poor have never hf‘é
the luxury of being voyeurs of the lives of the privileged. Qur ability to survive in hostile
settings has hinged on our ability to learn intricate details about the behavior and m@rld'
view of the powerful and adjust cur behavior accordingly. I need only point to the differ-
ence in perception of those men and women in abusive relationships. Where men ¢at
view their girlfriends and wives as sex objects, heipmates, and a collection of stereai}fp‘fi?
categories of voyeurism—women must be attuned to every nuance of their partners
behavior. Are women “naturally” better in relating to people with more power than thf%i"f‘i;

selves. or have circuinstances mandated that men and women develop differe{l‘t skziis.{
Another pattern in refationships among people of unequal power concerns a differen
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4 second issue in building relationships and coalitions essential for social change con-
cerns knowing the real reasons for coalition. Just what brings pecple together? One Pow-
erful catalyst fostering group solidarity is the presence of a COIMINON _enemy.
African-American, Hispanic, Asian-American. and women's studies all share the com-
mon intellectual heritage of challenging what passes for certified knowledge in the acad-
emy. But palitically expedient relationships and coalitions like these are fragile because,
as June Jordan points out, “Much organizational grief could be avoided if people under-
stood that partnership in misery does not necessarily provide for partnership for change:
When we get the monsters off cur backs all of us may want to run in very different direc-
tions” (1985, 47),

Sharing a common cause assists individuals and groups in maintaining relationships
that transcend their differences, Building effective coalitions involves struggling to
hear one another and developing empathy for each other's points of view. The coalitions
that I have been involved in that lasted and that worked have been those where commit-
mernt to a specific issue mandated collaboration as the best strategy for addressing the
issue at hand.

Several years ago, masters degree in hand, I chose to teach in an inner ¢ity, parochial
school in danger of closing. The money was awful, the conditions were poor, but the need
was great. In my job, 1 had to work with a range of individuals who, on the surface, had
very little in commeon. We had White nuns, Black middle class graduate students, Blacks
from the “community,” some of whom had been incarcerated and/or were afiliated with
a range of {ederal antipoverty programs. Parents formed another part of this commun-
ity, Harvard faculty another, and a few well-meaning White liberals from Colorado were
sprinkled in for good measure.

As you might imagine, tension was high. Initially, our differences seermed insurmount-
able. But as time passed, we found a common bond that we each brought to the school.
In spite of profound differences in our personal biographies, differences that in other
settings would have hampered our ability to relate to one another, we found that we were
all deeply comnitied to the education of Black children. By learning tc vajue each other's
commitment and by recognizing that we each had different skills that were essential to
actualizing that commitment, we built an effective coalition around a common cause.
Our school was successful, and the children we taught benefited from the diversity we
offered them,

I think that the process of curriculum transformation will require a process compara-
ble to that of political organizing around common causes. None of us alone has a com-
prehensive vision of how race, class, and gender operate as categories of analysis or h(‘)w
they might be used as categories of connection:. Our personal biographies offer us partial
views. Few of us can manage to study race, class, and gender simultaneously. Instead. “'v’t’
each know more about some dimensions of this larger story and jess about others. W}‘nle
we each may be committed to an inclusive, transformed curriculum, the task of bu_;ldl-nlg?
one is necessarily a collective effort. Just as the members of the school had special Sk‘lI §
to offer to the task of building the school, we have areas of specialization and ex?ertlsi‘
whether scholarly, theoretical, pedagogical, or within areas of race, class, or gender. V‘v;
do not all have to do the same thing in the same way. Instead, we must support Eact
other’s efforts, realizing that they are all part of the larger enterprise of bringing abou
social change, '
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oppression form the structural backdrop against which we frame our relationship—these
are the forces that encourage us to substitute voyeurism and academic colonialism for
fully human relationships. But while we may not have created this situation, we are each
responsible for making individual, personal choices concerning which elements of race,
class, and gender oppression we will accept and which we will work to change.

One essential component of this accountability involves developing empathy for the -
experiences of individuals and groups different from curselves. Empathy begins with tak-
ing an interest in the facts of other people lives, both as individuals and as groups. I you
care about me, you should want to know not only the details of my personal biography
but a sense of how race, class, and gender as categories of analysis created the institu-
tional and symbelic backdrop for ray personal biography. How can you hope to assess my
character without knowing the details of the circumstances [ face?

Moreover, by taking a theoretical stance that we have all been affected by race, class,
and gender as categories of analysis that have structured our freatment, we open up
possibilities for using those same construcis as categories of connection in building ernpa-
thy. For example, [ have a good White woman friend with whom I share common inter-
ests and beliefs. We know that our racial differences have provided us with different
experiences. So we talk about them. We do not assume that because I am Black, race
has only affected me and not her or that because [ am a Black woman, race neutralizes
the effect of gender in my life while accenting it in hers. We take those same categories
of analysis that have created cleavages in our lives—in this case, categories of race and
gender—and use them as categories of connection in building empathy for each other's
experiences.

Finding common causes and building empathy is difficult, no matter which side of
privilege we inhabit. Building empathy from the dominant side of privilege is difficult,

simply because individuals from privileged backgrounds are not encouraged to do so, For
example, in order for those of you who are White to develop empathy for the experienceg
of people of color, you must grapple with how your white skin has privileged you. This is 7
difficult to do, because it not only entails the intellectual process of seeing how whiteness
is elevated in institutions and symbols, but it also involves the often painful process of
seeing how your whiteness has shaped your personal biography. Inteliectual stances
against the institutional and symbolic dimensions of racism are generally easter {o main-
tain than sustained seli-reflection about how racism has shaped all of our individual
biographies. Were your fathers, ancles, and grandfathers really more capable than mine,
or can iheir accomplishments be explained in part by the racism members of my family
experienced? Did your mothers stand silently by and watch all this happen? More immpor-
tant, how have they passed on the benefits of their whiteness to you?

These are difficult questions, and I have tremendous respect for my colleagues and
students who are trying to answer them. Since there is no compelling reason to examine
the source and meaning of one’s own privilege, 1 know that those who do so have freely
chosen this stance. They are making conscious efforts to root out the piece of the oppres-
sor planted within them. To me, they are entitled to the support of people of color in their
afforts. Men who declare themselves feminists, members of the middle class who ally
themselves with anti-poverty struggles, heterosexuals who support gays and lesbians are
all frying to grow, and their efforts place them far ahead of the majority who never think
of engaging in such important struggles. .

Building empathy from the subordinate side of privilege is also difficalt, but for differ-
ent reasons, Members of subordinate groups are understandably reluctant to abandon a
bhasic mistrust of members of powerful groups because {his bastc mistrust has tradition-
ally been central to their survival, As a Black woman, it would be foolish for me to assume
that White women, or Black men, or White men or any other group with a history of
exploiting African-American women have my best interesis at heart. These groups enjoy
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varying amonnts of privilege over me and therefore | musi carefully waich them and be
prepared for a relation of domination and subordination.

Like the privileged, members of subordinate groups must also work toward replacing
judgments by category with new ways of thinking and acting. Refusing to do so stifleg
prospects for effective coalition snd social change. Let me use another example from
iy own experiences. When [ was an undergraduate, T had little time or patience for
the theorizing 61 the privileged. My initial years at a private, elite institution were diffs-
cult, not because the coursework was challenging (it was, but that wasn't what distracted
me)} or because I had to work while my classmates lived on family allowances {1 was used
to work). The adjustment was difficult because | was surrounded by so many pecple
who took their privilege for granted. Most of them felt entitled to their wealth, That
astounded me.

{ remermber one inctdent of watching a White womsn down the hall in my dormitory
try to pick out which sweater to wear. The sweaters were piled up en her bed in all the
colors of the rainbow, sweater after sweater, She asked my advice in a way that let me
know that choosing a sweater was one of the most important decisions she had to make
on 2 daily basis. Standing knee-deep in her sweaters, [ realized how different our lives
were. She did not have to worry about maintaiiing 2 solid academic average so that she
could receive financial aid. Because she was in the majority, she was not treated as a rep-
resentative of her race. She did not have to consider how her classroom comments or
basic existence on campus contributed to the treatment her group would receive. Her
allowance protected her from having to work, so she was free to spend her time studying,
partying, or in her case, worrying about which sweater to wear. The degree of inequalty
in our lives and her unquestioned sense of entitlement concerning that intequality of-
fended me. For a while, I categorized all afffuent White women as being saperficial, arro-
gani, overly concerned with material possessions, and part of my problem. But had |
continued to classify people in this way, { would have missed out on making some very
good friends whose discomfort with their inherited or acquired social class privileges
pushed them to examine their position,

Since I opened with the words of Audre Lorde, it seerms appropriate to close with an-
other of her ideas. As we go forth to the remaining activities of this workshop, and beyond
this workshop, we might do well to consider Lorde's perspective:

Each of us is called upon to take a stand, So in these days ahead, as we examine ourselves and

each othrer, our works, our fears, cur differences, our sisterhood and survivals, I urge you {0

tackle what is most difficuit for us all, self-seruiing of our complacencies, the idea that since

each of us believes she is on the side of right, she need not exarmine her position. (1985, r.p.)

P'urge you to examine your position.
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