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  "These deeply honest personal stories examine the effect and affect of being white – which for so many years has meant ignorance or denial of how racism benefits and forges our own Caucasian identity. Reading this important collection, I am reminded of how processing whiteness is a journey – although we may all be at different points of discourse, it is still critical to enter the conversation. May this book get people talking."




  — Jodi Picoult, New York Times bestselling author of LEAVING TIME and SMALL GREAT THINGS




  




  "The conversations about race in the U.S. have been unnecessarily one-sided and unfairly the burden of people of color. Without the white perspective, indeed white engagement, the struggle for change or even dialogue becomes even more challenging. WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE WHITE IN AMERICA? offers a long-overdue response that aims to complete the politicized discourse with this varied collection of exploratory essays that moves beyond expressions of guilt and admissions of privilege. The tones range from moving to provocative, from emotional to intellectual, but their common mission is to break away from apathetic silence and to help examine one the most charged issues affecting this country today. This is a timely and vital anthology."




  — Rigoberto González, writer, book critic, award-winning poet and the author of OUR LADY OF THE CROSSWORD and MARIPOSA U




  




  "WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE WHITE IN AMERICA? captures the expression of a wide spectrum of voices and locations along the path toward greater white awareness and racial justice. The collection speaks to the varied tapestry of white experience and the ties of deep structural privilege. It promises to move each reader further down the path."




  — Jacqueline Battalora, professor of sociology and criminal justice and author of BIRTH OF A WHITE NATION




  




  "WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE WHITE IN AMERICA? is a must read by all. This collection of personal narratives provides varied perspectives about being white, white privilege and other counter points that need to be said and read. We tend to see and hear only one side of the discussion about white folks, now it's their turn to make their voices heard. After reading these personal narratives, I believe this book is on track to become a best seller, but more importantly, it will generate discussions and a much needed dialogue about race, and a catalyst for positive change in this country. This may be hopeful thinking, but hope is always a good thing."




  — Andrew P. Jackson (Sekou Molefi Baako) Activist Librarian and Adjunct Lecturer
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  DEDICATION




  This book is dedicated to all of those who fight for social justice, civil rights and humanity, and who dare to engage in honest conversations.




  And to James Baldwin, who envisioned it.




  It bears terrifying witness to what happened to everyone who got here, and paid the price of the ticket. The price was to become "white." No one was white before he/she came to America. It took generations and a vast amount of coercion, before this became a white country.




  — James Baldwin, "On Being White and Other Lies," Essence Magazine, April 1984




  I know that people can be better than they are. We are capable of bearing a great burden, once we discover that the burden is reality and arrive where reality is.




  — James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time




  PREFACE
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  The Making of "What Does it Mean to be White in America?"




  WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE WHITE IN AMERICA? was a moment of creative insight due to the escalating racial tensions we've experienced lately that has collided with the constant stream of ideas that flow in one's unconscious mind. It's not really so much an original concept, but it's a question that's been around for hundreds of years waiting to be asked and answered honestly. In fact, until recently, it was a question primarily addressed by race scholars and anti-racist activists until Barack Obama became president, and then the term "post-racial" came along and changed everything.




  As it turns out, post-racial America was nothing more than a myth. Such wishful thinking led to a denial of what race relations in America has been all along, it has not gone away, but merely "festered like a sore." When people say racism has gotten worse during the Obama presidency (alluding that somehow it is the president's fault), what's not readily admitted is that a whole lot of people were incensed when an African American man became president of a white majority led country. No surprise, really. It simply proves that our racial biases are not only deeply ingrained into our nation's history, but also into the fabric of ourselves.




  "I think about being black every single day, prepared to defend myself from some form of microaggression. If a day goes by when I don't think about being black (which by the way is exhausting in itself) and just think of myself as a human being, there will always be that one person who will kill my glee and go out of their way to remind me that I am just that. Black. African American. Minority. Different. Ethnic. Or something less than that. And because I 'speak well' or appear 'informed or educated' I am suspect, because I don't fit into that person's idea of how a person with dark skin should be. When this happens, after I kick myself for letting my guard down, I have to decide whether to defend myself, or pretend it doesn't bother me and move on."




  —Gabrielle




  "I grew up in a predominantly African American community in which I was coined 'the light-skin kid with good hair.' I was often asked 'What are you?' as in what is my racial and/or ethnic makeup. I'd respond by saying that I was mixed, which was what my grandparents and mother told me, but they were never specific about this mixture. As a teenager, I began to say that I was black. I am often mistaken as being biracial, white and black specifically. In my first few years in college, I began to tell people that I was Latino, Colombian in particular. Later on, I began to say that I was Afro-Caribbean. Then I had those snarky moments when I would tell people that I was simply racially ambiguous. I am often mistaken for Egyptian, Israeli, or Dominican. My full name, at times, is equally confounding since it doesn't sound Spanish like my parents' names (Hermes Delano, Teresa Mercedes). I now identify as a gay American man of color, specifically Afro-Latino, but the truth of the matter is that all I have experienced is evidence of my diasporic family history. My racial and ethnic background is complex, layered and vast and cannot be categorized neatly into any one box."




  — Sean




  A big part of the problem is that discussions on race usually appear as a somewhat one-sided concern from people of color, especially black people, because white people rarely think about race, unless it directly affects them. As a result, their perception of race is somewhat unrealistic. We're not referring to extreme white racists who unabashedly express their feelings about race and white supremacy, but rather, white people who are our neighbors, friends, and colleagues who frequently avoid meaningful discussions about race for fear of making a comment that might be interpreted as inappropriate or racist, or dismiss the conversation altogether because in their minds, racism no longer exists. This constant avoidance creates a debilitating silence that hinders one from engaging directly with pervasive issues of race.




  This year alone, racism and intolerance have become huge topics of debate among people of all hues. The Whiteness Project[1] and The New York Times' "A Conversation on Race"[2] are just two examples of how people are tackling this difficult and uncomfortable topic. As writers, editors, and lovers of literature who publish multicultural works by diverse writers, we wanted to contribute to this engagement by publishing this book, a collection of narratives from white people who are willing to break this silence. Why? Because sharing stories is an endeavor that often builds empathy and leads to changed attitudes and actions. We felt that if white people shared their stories, then readers of all ethnicities would listen carefully about how they are unpacking whiteness, as James Baldwin and many others did before him, as a means of trying to understand what others feel and experience to help us understand ourselves. This is this book. Indeed, before we advertised the call for personal narratives, we were reminded of Audre Lorde's statement, "Your silence will not protect you,"[3] and that became the guiding mantra for What Does It Mean to Be White in America? What follows is our story about this book, how we feel about ourselves and about race, and why we think this book is an important contribution towards our country's discourse on race.




  The Story Behind the Book




  RACE HAS BECOME A GROWING frustration among black and white Americans, as well as Asian Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, Arab Americans, and other people of color. Blacks seem to have grown weary of explaining why they feel the way they do, and of being told that their feelings are not currently relevant in regard to racial issues and tensions. Whites seem to feel that they are being ostracized about a history that does not concern or affect them personally and hate being loaded down with guilt. This is when we both came to the conclusion that in order for us to move forward, there needs to be an open and honest conversation from white people about race. If white people told us how they really feel about race, how they feel about themselves in a racial context, and how they feel about people of color, this engagement could help create the type of coalition building that will once and for all eradicate racism.




  "I was actually doing some research for another book on the Internet and landed on Quora.com, a question and answer website. I was browsing the site when I ran across this question, 'Why do white people think they understand how it feels to be racially profiled?' and was amazed by the honest responses. My wheels began to turn and as I dug in deeper, checking out variations on this question, I quickly realized that while African Americans, Latinos, Native Americans, and Asian Americans have shared their feelings of being 'other' — people of color — there's never really been a collection of personal narratives about how white folks feel about race. It seemed to me that in order to have a real discussion white folks need to talk openly about race, and we, people of color, need to listen because the 'listening' can help further along our cause. Once I was able to wrap the idea around my head, I contacted Sean and said, 'We've got a book to do!'"




  —Gabrielle




  "When Gabrielle first mentioned this book idea to me, I thought it was compelling and controversial. A few weeks later, I had a discussion with my partner and two close friends of ours — all three are white — about race in American society. Throughout the conversation, which soon turned into a heated argument between my partner and me, I realized that I wasn't allowing him the opportunity to voice his thoughts and concerns. I kept silencing him whenever I felt he wasn't acknowledging his white male privilege. He made a statement that was pivotal in my thinking about this topic: 'You've never asked me how I feel about being white.' It was a turning point for me, and as many of the contributors in this collection often voiced to us, they too were never asked what it means for them to be white in America."




  —Sean




  We wanted a white racial justice educator to write the introduction to the book and help guide us with the process. After narrowing down the list to three people, Debby Irving really stood out. We liked her book, Waking Up White, and Finding Myself in the Story of Race (2014), because of the raw honesty and vulnerability we found in her personal narrative, which was very much aligned with what we wanted to achieve in What Does It Mean to Be White in America?




  Once Debby agreed to become a part of this project, we had some immediate concerns to address, from developing submission guidelines, to how to get the word out, all the while pondering how much hate mail we would receive. We were not looking for neat and tidy politically correct stories nor did we expect or want white people to shy away from controversial topics or ideas in deference to our blackness. We both agreed that if a potential contributor submitted an honest, well-written narrative that answered the title's question, we would accept it, whether we agreed with their answer or not. We both had certain expectations as editors in terms of wanting to read narratives from whites who weren't necessarily race scholars or academics.




  "Initially, I expected we'd receive a lot of hate mail, but we only got two snarky emails from white men in response to the call for submissions. The first email was on September 15, 2015. It read: 'I say this as a middle-aged white guy: this is easily the stupidest damned idea anyone has come up with this year. Are you sponsored by the Klan or the American Nazi Party?' The other email was on October 19, 2015, in which the gentleman made it clear that he doesn't do submissions and he writes: 'I would not write on a subject like this, as placing people in some group based on skin tone or where there [sic]ancestors came from is sooooooo [emphasis his] 20th Century! Has the 21st Century happened for you yet? Does the term DNA mean anything to you?' Both emails display explicitly strong acts of avoidance in regard to discussions about race. The assertions by both are projections and assumptions about the editors and the project as a whole. In the first email, he is assuming, most likely on the title question, that this must be the inner-sanctum of one of those white supremacist groups because the call specifically addresses white Americans. In the second email, the assertion is predicated upon the belief that one can wish away the problem of race by not talking about it anymore since it was a major concern of only the twentieth century, which ignores the fact that race has been a prevalent factor in American society, culture, and democracy before and since its inception. The statements presented in these emails reflect that we're not living in a 'post-racial' society as many are led to believe, and provided the necessary fodder that Gabrielle and I needed to continue to shape the collection during the call for submissions."




  — Sean




  In the first set of submissions we received, people sent us academic essays and poetry (which we did not ask for) written in the third person that merely poked at the question. We finally asked Debby her thoughts on this and she sighed, "I'm not surprised. Most white people don't know how to talk about race." Debby suggested we rewrite the submission guidelines to include prompts and suggestions to help facilitate the writing process. Between that and the updates we posted on our website to let people know of our progress including the problems we were having with the submissions, the quality of the submissions improved immensely.




  While we did not know exactly what to expect when we undertook this project, the comments and opinions by people from both sides of the fence were telling, indeed. When word got out that the editors of this collection are African American, some people made incorrect assumptions. To be honest, we never got that from the people who submitted their work to us, or from the contributors we eventually selected for inclusion in this project. However, we did receive a piqued yet muted interest from some of our African American, Latino, and Asian American colleagues. Many had doubts as to whether or not we could actually get white people to talk openly about race. Others felt that black voices should be included in this project and were chagrined when we said no, simply because we felt that would be a different kind of book. Others felt white narratives had already been represented for centuries and therefore didn't need to be highlighted yet again. We were very specific in that this book should only address the question, what does it mean to be white in America?




  "I personally invited many of my white friends and colleagues, many of whom are writers, to consider submitting personal narratives for this collection. Often I was told that the title question left a bad taste in their mouths and that they wouldn't ever write about such a topic. As more and more of the submissions kept coming in, I noticed that many white people mentioned how daring and bold this collection was and that they were challenged to think about their race and more specifically about the ways in which race has or has not affected them."




  — Sean




  Debby shared with us that the #BlackLivesMatter movement has made her more aware than ever how important it is that space for black leadership be created. "I'm not sure I would have signed up for this project if it had been white led," she said, which we thought was interesting. During our discussions with Debby, she explained that there was a complexity to the project that intrigued her based on us initiating, leading and shaping the body of work. We were not sure if we unconsciously knew our blackness would play a vital role in the formation of this book, but we did think it was interesting that there exists a kind of built-in expectation based on who is leading discussions about race.




  What we also found interesting is that while we did not ask people to write about racism and white privilege, hundreds of personal narratives did just that. Surprisingly, the submissions went straight to addressing black and white relationships in America, with very few addressing Asian Americans, Native Americans, Arabs, Latinos and other groups in this country. This black/white binary paradigm, as it is commonly referred to, conceptualizes blacks and whites as the two dominant races, and conceives all racism according to anti-black racism. Unfortunately, one of the damaging effects of this paradigm is that it renders invisible the experience of Asian Americans, Native Americans, Arabs and Latinos eliminating the possibility of transformative collaboration among people of color, and between whites and people of color. While we were profoundly disappointed, we realized that the black/white binary paradigm, while a one-sided representation of race in America, is one that needs to be addressed before moving forward in dealing with people of color as a whole.




  Despite our decision to only feature narratives by white people in this book, along the way we developed a sea change and felt the need to have a black person write an afterword who would offer an assessment of the book that also spoke directly to people of color. We also received a personal narrative from a black man who is often visibly labeled as white by many in public and private settings, and at first we did not know what to make of his submission.




  "We asked several highly recognizable black women to write this afterword, and they declined, some due to time constraints (we were moving rather quickly with the book), and some simply did not wish to associate their names with this project. We were running out of time. And then, my good friend, colleague and supporter, Tara Betts, dropped me an email about getting involved with the book, and the light bulb went on."




  — Gabrielle




  "Prior to asking Tara Betts to write the afterword, we received a narrative titled 'How I Became White' by Benjamin V. Marshall. The title caught our attention and I didn't know what to expect. A colleague of mine who is a Russian Jew mentioned to me that when she and her parents emigrated to the United States her father stated: 'Now we will be white in America.' Initially, I didn't know Marshall was black. Based on the title alone, I thought his narrative was writing about not being categorized as white in his country of birth but upon emigrating to the U.S. he was then labeled as such. I was surprised to learn that he's a black man who is often perceived by others as white, and while he never passes for white, depending upon particular situations, others actively categorize him as white. His narrative made me take pause because this is an anthology by white Americans, so would including his narrative cause an issue for readers? Gabrielle, Debby and I came to the agreement that this is a narrative that addresses specifically how skin color value works in the American framework. When I was working on the order the narratives would follow, I kept thinking about the ways in which these narratives are engaged in different types of conversations, and Marshall's offers an intriguing vantage point about the title question of the anthology. It seemed fitting to make his narrative the last in the collection as a way to think critically and question the social construct of race in American society."




  — Sean




  The History and Politics of White Privilege




  IN DISCUSSING RACE, racism and white privilege, we thought it prudent to cover a few points. First, the actual meaning of racism has gotten mixed up with other aspects of racism, such as prejudice, bigotry, stereotypes, and ignorance, so we have included a glossary that covers some of the terms used in this book, as well as a bibliography of books that go into greater detail about some of these topics. But for all intents and purposes of this preface, we thought it would be best served if we focused on addressing white, whiteness and white privilege, since many of our contributors used these terms consistently throughout this volume.




  "When I began thinking and reading about this concept of whiteness for the book, I quickly learned that I was entering as a layman into conversations that had been going on for decades in academia, and that the answer to the question 'What does it mean to be white in America' is actually a lot more complex than I realized. I learned that many scholars and historians have argued for a non-traditional definition of 'whiteness,' one where 'whiteness' is understood to be a social construct that had changed over time. While new to me, this understanding actually made a lot of sense when applied to the broader conversation about race relationships in the U.S. and my own experiences as an African American, which in effect guided me as I worked on this book."




  — Gabrielle




  It has been our experience that when people of color refer to "white people" it is a shorthand reference to "whiteness" that is often defined as the privileges and power that people who appear "white" receive, and how they are not subjected to the types of racism people of color often face. The knowledge, ideologies, norms, and practices of whiteness affect how we think about race, what we see when we look at certain physical features, how we build our own racial identities, how we operate in the world, and what we know about our place in it. Whiteness is shaped and maintained by a full array of social institutions — legal, economic, political, educational, religious, and cultural.




  Remarkably, when we think about race, we are inclined to look to the black construct for ideas and solutions, but we rarely consider examining whiteness as a social construct, which indelibly can offer us far more answers about race. The problem is, we really do not know what white identity is, and as you investigate American history, it is pretty difficult to pinpoint it as a social construct. Look at it this way: While we can easily recognize the evolution of "slave" to "nigger" to "negro" to "colored" to "black" to "Afro-American" to "African American," we draw a blank when we try to identify and track whiteness, because no evident labels exist. However, while the white social construct is not as glaringly obvious as its black counterpart, it does exist, and in fact has a rich history of multiplicity that has changed, shifted and evolved in response to the social, economic and political needs of the day.




  Actually, whiteness did not exist when Europeans first came to North America. Prior to that time, although Europeans recognized differences in human skin color, they did not categorize themselves as white, simply as a European from a specific country. "Whiteness" was initially developed as a socially constructed reality that was explicitly tied to white skin color. It grew into a social status with benefits conferred upon poor white-skinned people by rich white-skinned people that eventually became what we know today as class warfare. This invention and use of whiteness was used to divide, exploit and conquer people by preventing poor, indentured and enslaved white people from commingling with people of color by pitting them against each other along the color line. To this end, the white elite would occasionally elevate the poor whites just enough to make them think they were participants and beneficiaries in a system of European power instead of victims of it. While the benefits of whiteness were conferred upon people of color from time to time who obeyed the systems of power and adhered to certain values, this was the exception rather than the rule.




  Over time though, the white elite needed a way to stave off slave and proletariat rebellions, so they invented this common "race" for some Europeans as laid out in Nell Irvin Painter's The History of White People,[4] which at first consisted of wealthy men from Northwestern Europe. Eventually, the knowledge, ideologies, norms, and practices of whiteness and the accompanying "white race" became part of a system of racial oppression designed to solve a particular problem in colonial Virginia — slavery. By the Jacksonian era of the first half of the nineteenth century, citizenship criteria migrated from wealth to race, although in time they really became one and the same. You could say that the value of both assets, money and whiteness came from our nation's faith in them. Few examples demonstrate this reality more starkly than when the country went to war with itself. While the Civil War is known for freeing the slaves, when studied and analyzed, the bottom line is that one side attempted to steal wealth and whiteness from the other. It means that when examined closely, race is also a form of currency — and at one time, even property — as expressed in the majority opinion ruling of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896 at the conclusion of the Civil War:




  "If he be a white man and assigned to a colored coach, he may have his action for damages against the company for being deprived of his so-called property. Upon the other hand, if he be a colored man and be so assigned, he has been deprived of no property, since he is not lawfully entitled to the reputation of being a white man."[5]




  In the early twentieth century, different groups of immigrants such as the Irish and Jews, and Southern Europeans such as the Italians, Spanish and Greeks, were considered outsiders. Prompted by Israel Zangwill's idea of The Melting Pot (1908), immigrants began to shed their heritage, language and customs in order to assimilate and become white.




  By World War II, politics and the mobilization of Americans opened up "Americanness" to people who had been considered alien races. Although the melting pot was a notion that was extended to white immigrants, that pot never included people of color. As Eduardo Bonilla-Silva stated, "Blacks, Chinese, Puerto Ricans, etcetera, could not melt into the pot. They could be used as wood to produce the fire for the pot, but they could not be used as material to be melted into the pot."[6] As new immigrants assimilated into whiteness, its trajectory was once again redefined.




  The war economy and labor needs expanded opportunities for both blacks and whites that substantially reduced economic disparities, but by the end of the war, the white elite decided to elevate the status of poor whites in small economic and social ways. For example, while the GI bill provided returning veterans with money for college, businesses and home mortgages, people of color did not benefit nearly as much as whites. Although the GI bill itself was not discriminatory, it was enacted to accommodate segregation and Jim Crow and as a result, discriminatory practices (redlining and discrimination in sales, financing and homeowners insurance, with educational gains limited to a small segment of black America) contributed to the wealth gap between whites and people of color that exists today.




  W. E. B. Du Bois called such benefits the "psychological wages of whiteness" because they were benefits or "wages" that were "paid" to poor white people just for being white-skinned. While in some cases these "wages" did little to change the economic situation of many poor whites, they had a great effect on personal treatment and deference shown to them.[7] Over time, the benefits of whiteness have become automatic for those that are obedient to the right power structures and adhere to the right values. Interestingly, the economic benefits of the GI bill created a newly affluent but uneasy white middle-class that by the 1950s, adopted conservative social values due to real or imagined threats to their status quo. While it continues to exist, whiteness as a distinct social status is no longer talked about or named because it has become an invisible reality that has succeeded in impacting race relationships in the United States and elsewhere.




  The civil rights movement represented one of those rare moments in American history where many whites and blacks were able to come together as Americans and not clash as racial antagonists. What most people don't realize is that during the civil rights movement, a white pan-ethnicity emerged as a dominant paradigm, with white ethnics asserting that they too suffered, and should be the recipients of social programs to address inequality in the United States. Unhappy with their socio-economic position in America, they accepted the civil rights demand for outlawing discrimination because they believed that everyone, including blacks, should be allowed to carve out their own rightful place in society. The irony here is that while antipoverty and civil rights programs and policies have been portrayed as benefitting blacks and Latinos exclusively, many white ethnics, particularly women, also benefited from these programs.[8] The idea and concept of whiteness would again change as some whites began to denounce affirmative action and other civil rights initiatives.




  It took several decades for the legacy of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to be fully felt. By the 1980s, affirmative action, which was created in 1961 and expanded to include sex in 1967, came under attack by conservative activists who alleged that colleges and corporations used illegal quotas to increase the number of minorities at white people's expense, which is why many whites are against affirmative action. What's fascinating is that the wealthiest sector and dominant cultural force of American society has embraced a status of victimhood, persecution and oppression in the form of reverse discrimination and racism. While the principle of fairness may be a driving concern in white people's attitudes towards policies such as affirmative action, social welfare and fair housing, the malleability towards creating a level playing field is anything but fair.




  During the 1990s, we saw civil rights issues once again bubble to the surface as race riots erupted in Los Angeles over the Rodney King incident in which white police officers were acquitted after being videotaped beating a black man. As the thirty year anniversary of the 1964 Civil Rights Act approached, a Gallup/CNN/USA Today Poll in 1993[9] found that 65 percent believed the civil rights movement had had a significant impact on American society. And then, after the turn of the century, we elected a black president but the notion that America is now "post-racial" and free from racial preference, discrimination, and prejudice, is a concept that is as misguided as it is delusional.




  We acknowledge that there have been some major improvements. Black people can be found in positions and places that were inconceivable fifty years ago. The fact that slavery, segregation, Jim Crow and lynchings are no longer legally sanctioned in this country does not mean that racism has disappeared entirely. What has happened is that they have morphed into something else: prisoners are used as cheap labor for major corporations, public schools are being closed down or sold to corporations, Jim Crow has been replaced with James Crow, Esq., and bullets have replaced rope for lynchings. Some equality has trickled down to a few, but not nearly enough, and in this tug of war between the government and the capitalists, white people have been caught in the middle. And racism has never gone away, it's where it's always been, bubbling beneath the surface.




  Although many Americans find themselves struggling economically these days, middle-class whites in particular have correctly perceived that their economic fortunes have deteriorated over the past fifty years, with poor whites finding themselves further down the rabbit hole. Instead of looking at how capitalists have done everything possible to deny Americans economic advantages, from anti-union and anti-government positions, to deregulation and outsourcing jobs overseas, an entire idealized empire of politicians, corporations and a very loud right-wing noise machine emerged to convince folks that the reason behind their downward trajectory is because people of color are sucking up all the government benefits. They then pitch a return to a more idyllic time in America, like the 1950s, of small town living and a simpler lifestyle, when in actuality, it was the racist-sexist-repressed-homophobic-red-scare-good-old-days. They dangle race in front of white people like a carrot, and then hijack them emotionally, politically and economically, right before their very eyes. No wonder they are angry and pissed off!




  The irony here is that many white Americans have a lot more in common with their counterparts in the black and Latino communities than the rich whites they listen to that promote this bunk. It just shows how powerfully pervasive race has become in America where you can convince a group of people to vote against their own self-interests simply because they distrust or dislike people of color. As a result, the policies in the United States, whether advanced by Republicans or Democrats, have by and large created, reinforced and entrenched white privilege in a system that has choked all of us socially as well as economically. Why? Because by concealing the true nature of their politics, they've succeeded in undermining all efforts to build economic populism or socialism, or any other form of class-based political movements in America.




  But why do a lot of white people buy into this? It's because, as far as many of them are concerned, the vision of healing and reconciliation conjured up so eloquently by Martin Luther King Jr. more than fifty years ago has now been fulfilled. We now have a two-term African American president. Many believe that the federal government has given away lots of free stuff to black people who don't work or pay taxes, all the while grinding down the white man, "so black people need to stop complaining and get over it." Some actually believe that poor blacks and Latinos stubbornly persist in being poor, living in disadvantaged circumstances, getting shot by the police for no apparent reason, and are going to prison in large numbers because they are all criminals.




  These ideas are not held by just Republican/Tea Party hardcore ideologues, who have built their power and influence on thinly-veiled racism, there is a much larger population of white Americans who are deeply entrenched in this ideology, but we believe there is an even larger group of white people out there who can counter this. Troubled by what has been happening, many have been afraid or unwilling to engage, but the tide has been changing. Think about it, not only black people put Obama into office — twice — there are a lot of other people, including white people who voted for him as well, a fact that is commonly overlooked by the pundits and politicians. However, whether people like it or not, we are now entering into a new phase that has purported a new idea: You no longer need to be white to be considered American. In the era of Obama, our once-narrow concept of whiteness and Americanness has become at once far broader and less important than ever before, but many of the natives still cling dearly to the past.




  The most insidious power of white privilege is the way it renders itself invisible and unconscious, because it appears as the norm. That's probably the reason why so many white Americans believe that racism is a suggested factor, and that white privilege does not exist, especially for poor white people. Many misinterpret the term "privilege" for monetary status, when in fact the context in which it is used is about skin color value. It is about receiving the benefit of doubt in a number of situations, simply because one is white. Certainly a poor white person's experience with race is not the same as a rich white person's experience. Clearly, a rich white person and a rich black person have more in common than their poor counterparts. This is not to say that poor white Americans do not experience some of the same injustices that many people of color have had to encounter (police brutality, lack of education, unemployment, etc.), but again not nearly on the same scale. White privilege is a built-in social advantage that most white people often cannot perceive or are reluctant to acknowledge. Think of it this way: black people cannot enslave, colonize, marginalize, imperialize nor politically and economically disenfranchise white people. We simply do not have access to the systems and resources to do so. But no matter what we say or do, there will always be those white people who will never see in a concrete way how their own race has positively affected them. For them, their ignorance is blindness they mistake for bliss.




  In just a few decades, people of color will collectively account for a majority of America's population. What it doesn't take into account is what Michael Lind has described as the "beiging" of America, that is, the many interracial children who may or may not chose to self-identify as being white. As Americans see themselves less uniformly white, the country will continue to change culturally. What will it mean to be white after "whiteness" no longer defines the mainstream? We'd both love to live long enough to witness that shift in perspective.[10]




  In the meantime, while we agree that some white people have a particular tendency to bury their heads in the sand on issues of race, we also realize there are many more out there willing to play an important role in acting out on behalf of racial and social justice, and look forward to a less racialized America. Thus, the purpose of this book is twofold: to provide a bully pulpit for those white Americans who are brave enough to take a stand as they encourage others to fully participate in meaningful conversations about race.




  What We Hope What Does It Mean to Be White In America? Will Achieve




  THE NARRATIVES INCLUDED IN What Does It Mean to Be White in America? highlight a diversity of white perspectives that range from age to gender to ethnicity to socio-economic status. Some of the narratives capture conversations that the contributors have had with relatives, co-workers, neighbors, and even strangers about race relations in the United States. Others tackle their conflicted feelings toward their whiteness in which they view it as "racist hatred" more than anything else. We were surprised to see how some of the contributors perceived their white identity as a state of "racelessness" and "culturelessness" with a detachment to their European ancestry. Some contributors mentioned resenting being identified as "white," which to them has come to represent a very negative connotation. Other narratives from people of Jewish ancestry, including a prominent rabbi, directly address the ways in which Jews became white in America, or how someone once mentioned to them that they wouldn't be considered white in a given regional context due to their Jewish ancestry.




  Working on this collection, we both observed that older white people who experienced segregation and Jim Crow firsthand have been extremely forthcoming about their experiences as it pertains to whiteness and racism. Some of their stories are told very matter-of-factly, with a finely gauged forlornness of what could or should have been if the situation had been different. Of the white people aged fifty-years-old and younger, we found some of them grappled racism in an assortment of ways, from those who acknowledge their white privileged existence, to those who felt that their childhood and adult experiences weren't white privileged existences, to those who are working to break free from white privilege by becoming either active in social and racial justice circles, or by simply changing their perspectives on race.




  As one reads these eighty-two narratives, one will find that the overall sentiment found in this book is acknowledgment. Sprinkled throughout this collection are short, almost filmic, vignettes that capture a specific moment in which a contributor recognized their whiteness in ways they never had to before. Some of the contributors go further by accepting they can no longer remain as silent onlookers, and understand that white people need to stand up and say that they will no longer allow politicians, pundits and corporations to hijack American culture, or to conduct racist politics in their name.




  This collection brings together varied dialogues about race in American society, and given the current political, social and cultural climate in which misunderstandings about race abound, it's pertinent to recognize that racial problems do exist in America, which is an important first step towards moving our country forward. We had no expectations from the contributors to provide a prescription about America's race problem, in fact many of them, in their narratives, actually ask the questions, "How do we evoke change? What do we do next?" However, it is in the telling of these stories that we ask people, both white people and people of color, to listen and not judge, to think and reflect, and perhaps use some of these stories to find insightful ways to make a concerted effort in their lives to help build bridges.




  In the end, with all the socio-economic and political information we have shared with you about this book, this is not that book. It is not an academic treatise. It is not even a book about whiteness. It is a book about a group of courageous people who have opened up and honestly shared their feelings with you, dear readers, about a very sensitive subject: race. The question is: Are you willing to join in the conversation?■




  — Gabrielle David and 
 Sean Frederick Forbes
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  To act is to be committed, and to be committed is to be in danger. In this case, the danger, in the minds of most white Americans, is the loss of their identity.




  — James Baldwin, "My Dungeon Shook," The Fire Next Time




  INTRODUCTION
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  Breaking the Code of White Silence




  IN 2009, WHEN I BEGAN TELLING white friends, family, and perfect strangers that I planned to deepen my understanding of racism, and shared with them the questions that filled my mind, something remarkable happened. Far from the silence and shunning I anticipated, most leaned closer, lowered their voices, and said something like, "Me too. I've wondered that too." Often the comment would be followed by a story of an unresolved upset or confusion. Everyone, it seemed, had a story. Most also had questions.




  I am especially grateful for the way this collection reveals a range of white experiences and cultural differences; each narrative adds nuance to what it means to be white in the United States of America. While the use of the n-word is commonplace in some white worlds, many others teach racism less directly by speaking in code about the "inner city," automatically locking car doors in "those" neighborhoods, and being taught to "stick to your own kind." I learned that the Connecticut town my own husband grew up in let stand the removal of the letter "D" from its "Welcome to Darien" sign. When I read this, I remembered with a thud in my gut that I had heard about this sign as a teenager, and that I had laughed at the cleverness of the person who removed the "D." It sickens me to realize how easy it can be for a white child to accept as normal, or even humorous, what we can later see as unforgivable.




  For me, the most poignant stories in this anthology are the ones in which we witness the unwitting complicity of children and young people in buying into and perpetrating racial oppression. Be it laughing at a public sign about white supremacy, donning blackface and KKK costumes, rejecting a young suitor because of his skin color, passing along a racial myth to a brother, or calling a housekeeper the n-word, young white people are alarmingly able to be both ignorant of their own racial history and reproduce it as if following a blueprint. Roger Barbee's essay, "Useless," epitomizes the way a mean-spirited act of racism can be normalized in white boyhood circles, setting into motion a lifetime of anguish for both bully and target. In Beth Lyon Barnett's essay, "Liza Pearl," my heart ached at a cross-racial childhood connection destroyed in a single moment, and still very much alive and festering in Beth's eighty-something year-old soul. It seems there is no shortage of white childhood regrets reverberating, unresolved and unhealed that perpetuates shame and an unfulfilled yearning for repair.




  It's no wonder that lifetimes of racially charged moments remain alive in white America's collective hearts and minds. Unspoken shame and injury combined with unprocessed memories and confusions create a toxic mix of anxiety and discord. Speaking and processing all of that seems to me like the obvious antidote, but how do we move forward in a culture in which talking about racism is considered taboo; where white silence is an entrenched cultural norm and merely saying the word "racism" can get you called racist.




  Members of America's dominant white culture, caught in a vicious cycle of racial oppression maintained by silence and compliance, have a fundamental choice to make: uphold or break the code of white silence. Breaking the silence not only means disrupting a social norm, but also dredging up painful memories, encountering shocking new truths, acknowledging ignorance, and tolerating the stomach-clenching fear of saying (or writing) something problematic. Amidst the silence, white people remain trapped in ignorance, paralyzed by underdeveloped emotional stamina and conversational skill, while black and brown Americans bear the burden of that incompetence.




  The collection offers readers a chance to explore how white silence — and attempts to break it — show up across ethnic, religious, geographic, era, and class lines. We see racial dynamics in the workplace, in the classroom, at the kitchen table, and on the ball field. We see white people using their words, their actions, and their art to shake awake white family, friends, and audiences. Better understanding of how whiteness, complicity, and efforts to expose it manifest in a range of contexts offers us all an opportunity to raise awareness. By all I mean the wide range of white Americans and the wide range of Americans of color who navigate whiteness everyday.




  Stories of identity contortion reveal the cost/benefit calculations of whiteness. In Perry Brass's essay, "Whiteness is Only Sin Deep," the costs of navigating a Jewish identity that's white but not really white; where being Jewish is acceptable only behind closed doors is palpable. Stories about whitening an "ethnic" name are counter-balanced by stories of distancing oneself from whiteness by trying to appear more Hispanic, more middle-eastern, more anything but white. Efforts to distance oneself from whiteness, interestingly, are limited to a desire for social acceptance. In contrast, Benjamin V. Marshall's essay, "How I Became White," reminds us that when it comes to accessing life-sustaining resources such as financial loans, the material benefits of whiteness are irrefutable.




  The essays contained in this anthology span not only a range of identities and contexts, but also a continuum of understanding. Some contributors have studied and deeply understand white supremacy, and their role in it as historical and systemic. Other contributors, likely more representative of the average white person, understand racism only at the interpersonal level. Of all the differences that can divide us, this "gets it"/doesn't "get it" divide is the one that I witness white people struggle with the most. Let us use this difference, as we can with all difference, to increase our curiosity and understanding in order to decrease judgment and misunderstanding. Sam Tanner's essay, "White People are Crazy," offers words apt on this point: "We have the luxury of this time together, [the] only rule is that we cannot knock down each other's card houses. It is in our shared interest to learn to build together."




  I am still learning that just when I think I "get it," I learn the limitations of my understanding. The weight of an inherited history and identity I didn't ask for, yet so effortless to reproduce, can drain me at times. It is a weight that need not be borne alone. Though all of these essays made me feel less alone in my ongoing journey to wake up to my whiteness, Wendy Zagray Warren's essay, "Choosing to See," had particular impact on me. The vulnerability in her story of showing up as a Montana Writing Project Summer Institute co-director, located on the Blackfeet Nation, with her "carefully worked up" agenda in hand, reminded me of my own misplaced good intentions. A willingness to share the implications of unexamined white ways and blind spots allows all of us to examine them together as we each search for our own. May every reader find multiple stories in this collection that carry particular resonance.




  What Gabrielle and Sean's anthology offers white Americans is an opportunity to break the code of silence, to begin to process long held thoughts, emotions, stories, confusion, shame, and tension. Despite being socialized to fear the perceived racial other, this collection reveals the kind of longing that fuels connection and inspires hope. I hear in these stories a desire to understand, to be seen and heard, to see and hear, to connect, to learn, to be brave, to own up to ancestral investments in whiteness as well as to everyday collusion. In Carole Gozansky Garrison's essay, "The Kindness of Strangers," I glimpse a vision of what could be, a day when biases are managed quietly and maturely in our minds so that we can get to the business of trusting one another enough to build something new, together.




  Thank you to Gabrielle, Sean, and all who contributed to this project. May the risk you all have taken be rewarded with a breaking down of the real and imagined barriers that keep us from one another.■




  — Debby Irving




  To be black was to confront, and to be forced to alter, a condition forged in history. To be white was to be forced to digest a delusion called white supremacy. Indeed, without confronting the history that has either given white people an identity or divested them of it, it is hardly possible for anyone who thinks of himself as white to know what a black person is talking about at all.




  — James Baldwin, Dark Days




  SEAN CONROY
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  What Does Race Have to Do with It?




  I JUST DON'T SEE WHY she always has to point out that there was a non-white person there. I think it is a generational thing, she is fifty. My sister and I strolled down the dirt road leading back to her farm in the middle of nowhere Nebraska. It's always, "there was a black guy there, and he said . . . , or there was a Mexican at our table at the reception . . . " As we continued I thought about our upbringing in southwest Nebraska. I recalled certain phrases my father used without a second thought that I will never repeat, not even here, and others that I don't know whether they are safe or not. "My cotton pickin' truck won't start" he might say. Not knowing the origin of the phrase, but knowing how his brain has worked before, I dare not have a "cotton pickin'"anything. I thought back to the fact there was never an African American family in town, until one moved here when I was in high school. The only African Americans I recalled meeting up to that point in our town were adopted children of white families. I feel like we grew up to be accepting enlightened individuals despite the odds. "Maybe it is because around here, at least when they were growing up it was rare to run into a black person." "Maybe, but now days I just don't get it, why can't it just be 'There was this guy and he said, there was this guy at our table, whatever!" I considered this, and nodded in agreement, "It would be nice, I see your point, but humans are programmed to see differences in each other, it goes back to nomadic days when you watched out for the 'other tribes' that might mean you harm. Now days we are told to ignore this instinct to notice differences. We ignore that we noticed. I think older people might be more prone to ignoring this social rule, to ignore the differences." "I guess, but it just makes me upset she has to be like that." I considered how wonderful the world according to her thought process would be. Yet how impossible it is in our country; a country with a history of slavery and a civil rights movement still younger than some of its citizens. The social stains of inequality have not yet been washed from memory, and new ones are still appearing. As we walked farther down the road it dawned on me, the other side of the situation, "There is the other problem though, younger people ignore race almost to a fault, sometimes coming full circle and dancing around the issue so much it becomes an issue again. Take for example, if you needed to let someone know who Gary is, and Gary is a black guy. Your friend approaches you and asks which gentleman in the next room is Gary. If he is the only black guy it would be easy to say that, and you are done, but instead we dance around it 'he has a short haircut,' 'but they all do,' 'he has, you know, brown pants on.' 'Three of them do . . .' 'Ummm well, he has glasses . . .' 'Sean . . . is it the black guy? Just say Gary is the black guy and we can be done.'" "Yeah I can see how sometimes it would be easier just to acknowledge that he is the only black guy, but that is my point, why does he have to be the 'black guy?!'" "Because he is, and it is silly to ignore that fact. I see patients all the time, and the fact remains that African Americans have a higher risk for hypertension and diabetes. If I do not acknowledge their race, and treat them medically based upon it, I am performing a disservice." "Still, in the real world it seems stupid." "Not really. I can guarantee you that given identical circumstances, identical roads, and the same officer, if you and an African American were pulled over, and had to tell the story later on, you would have drastically different views on the situation. If we do not realize a person's race, we cannot empathize with their world versus ours. At times, I would say to ignore race, even in the real world, is to not fully appreciate another person's existence. If you were with that other person in the car when you got pulled over, you need to understand the fear in their eyes, and their sudden silence." "I guess I can see how you have to admit race sometimes, you just have to, but you shouldn't just out of convenience." "Steph, what if going back to pointing out Gary it was the other way around, what if Gary was the only white guy in the room, would it be okay to say 'Gary is in there, he is the white guy?'" "Of course it would!" "It would?" "Well yeah, because he is the same as you!" "Are you telling me it is an 'our word' type of thing! That is ridiculous! What if Gary is in a wheelchair, can I say that?" "Well yeah that is fine." "So disabilities are fine, but race is not, what if he has crutches due to cerebral palsy, that seems a bit touchier. What if he has one leg and is on a crutch?" "I don't know, now it is getting delicate." As we arrived back at her yard I pulled out the trump card, "Okay, what if he is an African American with vitiligo? Can you say he is the splotchy guy? Leaving race out of it? Of course not, because you are talking about the double-edged sword of race and medical condition. Albinism isn't so disabling, how about that? What if he is an albino African American? I met one once; that is a very distinguishing factor, you will not mistake Gary if you mention that." "Yeah, and then he is the not-black black guy and that sounds absolutely dreadful . . . it is all just so confusing." As the back door closed behind us, I wrapped it up the best I could, "It is certainly a lot of gray areas, we talk about black and white, but it is anything but that."■




  PATRIK MCDADE
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  Give Me Some Skin: How I Became White




  I DIDN'T ASK TO BE BORN WHITE. It just happened that way. And for most of my life, I didn't even know I was White. I knew other people were Black, though. And I knew there weren't many Black people in my neighborhood. But if you're Black you knew it.




  What did I know about myself? I knew I was born in Sacramento, California to an Air Force dad and a mom who was a waitress. We were in Tucson because there was an Air Force base there, but by the time I was four, my mom and dad were divorced, and my mom remarried soon after, a carpenter. We were all White, and none of us knew it. Why didn't they tell us?




  I knew I was Polish, though. I knew that because it was weird. My mom told me my family had a lot of Polish, and I told someone, and pretty soon, that's what I was. When you're in school, whatever makes you weird is what you are. But I was a shy, smart boy who liked to hang out with the girls, and so I was a little bit proud that I was weird, because I didn't really like the people who weren't weird. This was in the 1970s, so if you're reading this and can relate to what I'm saying, you can probably see that much hasn't changed. But even though I was a weird "Polack" who hung around with girls and used big words, I didn't know I was a White Polack.




  I have a White friend who said to me one time: "How often do you think about your race?"




  I told her, maybe three or four times a week. I thought I was being honest with myself, admitting that I sometimes think about race, but I am generally pretty non-racist because I don't think about race or skin color very much.




  Then she said — "See that Black guy over there? How often do you think he thinks about race?"




  And then it happened. I turned White.




  Actually, that story isn't exactly true. I wish it were. The process of discovering my Whiteness, and how deep it goes, and how unconscious it is, has been much longer and more meandering. The story I just told came from a friend, and she was asking another White person the question "How often do you think of race?"




  I thought that was a pretty good way to realize that everyone's reality is not the same. That it's not a level playing field. But it didn't really change him. In fact, he went away thinking that Black people were more racist, because they are just locked into their own way of thinking about themselves as disadvantaged.




  Actually, I'm not sure if he went away thinking that. But because I talk about this all the time, I know that White people will often say that. Actually, it's not just White people who will say that, people from all backgrounds will say that. And maybe it's even true in a way. But this is also a way of blaming people for something that happened to them. Because, racism isn't like it was — for the most part, it's not about the active hating and violence, the lynching, the slavery. It's about the assumption that White is normal. It's about the deck being stacked.




  Something I've learned about my Whiteness is that it's slippery. And that's how it is with all privilege — one of the ways you know you have it is if you don't think you have it. If you don't believe me, try calling everyone by their race — not just Asians, Blacks or Mexicans — but call all white people "White," too.




  One of the things that will happen is that a lot of White people will call you racist. What's really going on is that they want you to protect them from never having to think about race. That's protecting their privilege — the privilege to walk through life whistling and not having to think about it.




  So, I'm trying to stop using the word racism. People get confused about racism. We think that all there is to say is:




  "I'm not racist, I think everyone's equal."




  Or,




  "I'm White, but I never owned any slaves — that Black guy hates me because I'm White. That's racist."




  Or,




  "Why should I say hello to the only Black student in my class — if I say hello to her, but I don't say hello to everyone else, isn't that racist because I noticed that she's Black?"




  The "Big Problem" is not the feeling of hatred, because most people don't think that's normal anymore, but we have forgotten to fix the things that make our society treat White as normal, and everything else as weird. Those things that make it so that white skin is beautiful, but Black skin is not. That Black men are dangerous, but White men are just white men, some good; some bad. That Mexicans are hard workers who love God and family. That Asians are really smart and quiet. That Indians are drunks.




  Instead of racism, I say white superiority these days. This is the assumption that being white is normal and everything else is unusual. It's different than white supremacy, which is active hatred. Most white people are no longer white supremacists, but still believe they are "superior." In order to not be white superior, you have to recognize there is an assumption that Whiteness is normal — and you have to commit to ending it, not just pretend it isn't there.




  I'm still discovering my Whiteness, every single day. Sometimes I hate thinking about race, ethnicity, and skin color. I think about it more than I used to, and I see more of my biases — but even more, I see biases all around me.




  White people need to start seeing White people. Instead of just seeing who isn't white. And as those of us who benefit from Whiteness start to get tired of reminding ourselves of our race all the time, we'll get tired of reminding everyone else of their race as well. Maybe then we can move from "Black" and "White" to "black" and "white."■




  MARTHA COLLINS
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  A Blinding Whiteness




  THERE'S SNOW IN SANTA FE, in the air, on the ground, on every horizontal surface. It's a wet snow, so the smaller branches are hidden in whiteness; only the larger branches reveal their underlying gray.




  Of course the whiteness of snow has nothing in chromatic common with my own "whiteness": if I put my arm against the window, it's almost as different from the snow as it is from the big branches. But the fact that some people have called themselves "white" for several hundred years is perhaps reason enough to ponder the metaphorical significance of today's weather. Cold, the snow, and covering things over. Not rooted, but nonetheless dominant, leaving little untouched by its presence.




  As we should all know by now, though I did not know it in my childhood, the roots of white people are not deep: we are migrants whose ancestors went north from Africa, whose skin faded to allow the weaker sun to reach us with its necessary vitamin D. And we in the United States are of course doubly migrants, a people who first defined themselves as white in relation to the original inhabitants of a land we immediately began to cover as incessantly and thoroughly as today's snow. In this place I am visiting for a few weeks, it is impossible not to be conscious of indigenous people, whose faces and names and diminished ancestral homelands are prominent enough to remind me of my own outsider status in the history of what I so casually call "my country."




  My own immediate ancestors were not settlers who, having begun to conquer the original inhabitants through war and disease, became importers and enslavers of their distant African ancestors and thus participated in our second great national sin of racism; my people came late from northern Europe and thus were not, as far as I know, direct perpetrators of those great national crimes. Nor have I lived in places where slavery has been the defining fact of history: there were no slaves in Iowa, where I grew up, and slavery had been abolished early on in Massachusetts, where I live now.




  But the very absence of immediate historical connection, and the resulting dominance of "my" people in the places where I live and have lived, may have given me a greater degree of white privilege — psychologically, at least — than I would have experienced elsewhere. If I had lived in the South, where descendants of slaves are everywhere, it might have taken some repressive effort to avoid thinking about my connection to a slave-holding past. But in a place where there are few people of color and where research is necessary to uncover the history of institutional racism, it may be easier to exempt oneself from ancestral guilt.




  The population of Iowa was over 99 percent white when I was growing up. With 25 percent of the nation's grade-A soil, the state was primarily agricultural from the beginning, which meant that there wasn't much incentive for black people to go there during the Great Migration. So even though I lived in Iowa's largest city, no segregation laws were necessary to keep my middle-class family's life almost completely white. There was, I knew, an unofficial "colored section of town," and we saw some of the people who lived there (or, I later learned, in "mixed" neighborhoods) when we went downtown during those pre-mall days. But everyone in my grade school was white, everyone in my church was white, everyone I ice-skated with, swam with, and ate in restaurants with was white. In school, we learned about slavery, but it had nothing to do with us: it had occurred in the South.




  Only recently have I realized that aside from those downtown glimpses — through the snow, as it were — my first encounters with non-white people had some connection to our country's racist history after all. The first black person I met in my hometown had come from the South to continue serving as a full-time maid to a family who had recently moved from Mississippi. About the same time (I must have been five), I became aware of the live-in couple who worked for my well-to-do aunt and uncle in Southern Illinois. And then there was Beloved Belindy, a brown-skinned doll with a bandana and painted-on grin who was the "mammy" of my Raggedy Ann and Andy.




  Later, when I was in junior high, my parents replaced our white "cleaning lady" with a light-skinned African American woman whose unrealized dream had been to attend Fisk University. My school was not, by then, an altogether white affair: there was a Japanese American girl in my junior high class, and one African American in the class below mine — and so it was in my high school: always, as I've written elsewhere, only one. Finally, when I was working with an interurban church group during my senior year, I met a black girl who was planning to attend Earlham College in the fall: not quite a friend, but at least a peer.




  In my own college years, I continued to live in a kind of white oblivion at my west coast university, where there were only a few Asian Americans (one of whom I knew) and one black person in my class. It wasn't until I went to Boston to teach in an urban commuter university that people of color became part of my daily life. Although Boston is, as metropolitan areas go, not particularly diverse, the streets where I walked and the neighborhood where I lived were no longer exclusively white. More importantly, I had a number of students and a few English department colleagues who were not white either, and who became, in effect, my mentors. Increasingly, the literature I read and the literature I taught became what we would now call diverse; eventually (before gender issues came to my serious attention), I created and taught an American literature course called "The Red Man, the White Man, the Black Man and the Land."




  And so I lived for some time in the relative comfort of being a northern person who has gradually become aware that her world is more diverse than she once would have dreamed: the snow, so to speak, was melting. But what needs saying is that it was a comfortable melt: I could enjoy my new knowledge, my new interactions, and, increasingly, my new activism. Rather than acknowledging my own complicity in my country's racist past and present, I could — silently, half-consciously — applaud myself for helping to correct it.




  And then I saw an exhibit of lynching postcards and discovered that the hanging my father told me he'd seen as a child in Southern Illinois was actually a lynching, its primary victim (predictably) an African American. I don't know how many times I've written some version of that sentence in the last fifteen years — partly because I ended up writing a book that focused on the lynching, but also because it was a defining moment for me. I have a number of friends who have discovered, acknowledged, and dealt with the fact that their ancestors held slaves. But until I saw those postcards and realized my own legacy of racism, I could unconsciously distinguish myself from them. Now I recognized ancestral complicity, which invited me to think more deeply about ways in which I was a direct as well as an indirect beneficiary of our racist past.




  And so I began to read — not just literature, but history. It was true that Iowa had been on the underground railroad, and had been the fourth state to pass civil rights legislation after the Civil War. But it was also true that black people were required to pay $500 to move to the state, and that even then they were not allowed to vote or attend white schools: it wasn't just the relative lack of manufacturing that had given me an almost exclusively white childhood. And if Massachusetts had abolished slavery early on and had been home to important abolitionists, it was also true that the Commonwealth's early professionals had owned slaves, and that its economy — banking, shipbuilding, textile manufacturing — had benefited greatly from the slave trade. Nor was it an accident that, despite the large population of Asian Americans in California, there were only a few in my university: discrimination and legislation against Chinese and Japanese laborers had begun before Japanese internment in World War II.




  Recounted in writing, these revelations may seem like mere facts, and familiar ones at that. But for me they became almost physical, giving roots to the snowy-white privilege I had experienced since my childhood on a daily basis. Before I researched the lynching my father witnessed, I thought very little about my own race: as others have noted, white was default; race was what other people had. If I had once considered whiteness a given, or hadn't considered it much at all, I now have to consider it a taken: all of the benefits of my life — educational, material, intellectual — have been at the expense of others. As Eula Biss[1] wrote in a recent article in the The New York Times Sunday Magazine, I am indebted — in debt — to the people of color whose diminishment and exclusion have allowed me to move smoothly through good (almost-white) schools, a good (almost-white) university, and, without a racial thought or glitch, into the work and life I have enjoyed in the decades since.




  I will not attempt to recount here the ways in which I have experienced and continue to experience white privilege in my immediate life — not the least of which, we all must realize by now, is the freedom to drive down the street with a broken tail-light or an expired license without danger to my life. What seems important to say is that, like the one-time worker in the slave trade who wrote the great hymn, "I once was blind, but now I see" — not well, not completely, but at least a little better than I did. The seeing has affected how I live and how I interact, what I do as an activist and what I write as a writer. I am still, so to speak, "covered" by whiteness: I can neither escape white privilege nor be aware of every aspect of it at any given moment. But I keep trying.




  The snow is melting outside now: the roofs are still covered, but the trees are their usual wintry bare selves. That I can't think for long about trees without thinking of lynchings is perhaps a disturbing thing, but it's a good thing too. An important thing. And it's about time.■




  FOOTNOTES




  [1]    Eula Biss is an award-winning American non-fiction writer.




  JAN PRIDDY
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  White Noise




  SKIM MILK AND NEW SNOW, Americans' teeth, the inside of most apples, stratus clouds, locker room towels, fleet trucks, bathtubs, coconut flesh, porcelain, chalk, sugar, bleached flour, drawing paper, Jockey shorts, daisy petals — loves me or loves me not? — picket fences, the whites of their eyes, the fog line beside the highway, and the sign that warns "Do Not Pass."




  I am granted the option, but I do not decline to acknowledge my race on the forms. I check the box Non-Hispanic Surname Caucasian, though All of the Above is closer to the truth. My great grandmother on one side was from Mexico, and on the other was perhaps Blackfoot. I was never made to suffer for their color or languages. I am white. My relatives spoke English before I was born. My mother's skin was pinkish, her eyes were blue, her hair was pale. All my dolls had pinkish skin, blue eyes and blond curly hair. They did not resemble me in any detail. I dismantled them, pulled apart their arms and legs and removed their heads, studied their soft plastic joints, reassembled them in different order, used nail polish remover to wipe away their red lips and their dimpled pink cheeks, filled their bodies with dirt, left them out in the rain in the backyard. My childhood fury is what I conjure to remind myself what it means to stand before the master narrative and find myself excluded. No president has been a woman. It is not true that the masculine implies the feminine, as I was taught in school.




  The White House, white nights, doves, frosting, feathers, pinprick stars, white chocolate, white out.




  In the Western world, white is the color of innocence and brides, and what we name white diamonds in her ring is a colorless stone, clear like the raw white of a fresh egg. In the East, white is the mourning hue, not unblemished but the unadorned and empty void. In most Asian nations, brides traditionally wear saffron or red.




  In light, white is all colors, in pigment it is the absence of color. White is a matter of perspective. White opals are valued for the color sparking their interior. A white paper is the concise and authoritative guide to solving a problem. Black Friday is the biggest shopping day of the year — the day retail goes solidly into the black and makes a profit. White imperialism, black power. Black heart, white swan. How we are named and what we are called.




  Sun-bleached shells are white. In death, barnacles leave behind a white anchor and sand dollars I find on the shore are never white until they have passed dying and been thoroughly scoured by sea and light. The perched bald eagle I stood below this morning on my walk has white feathers on her head and also on her tail, but her heart and wings are clothed in brown.




  Colors show on white. The pale page reveals the dark text, like the stripes make the zebra. It is the words that register, not the paper.




  The leader of a workshop on teaching about race assured her audience that race did not exist. Scientifically, we accepted she was correct, but she was speaking to public school teachers. She compared distinguishing features between black and white to believing Asian people could be recognized by country of origin. She said that Japanese, Korean and Chinese people look alike. You know she was white. I told her: You grew up in the Dakotas; I grew up in Seattle. It would be unwise to tell a Korean American she looks Japanese. Not being able to see the difference between Italian and Swedish, or Indian and Chinese heritages shows you have not been paying attention. Physical anthropology aside, telling my students that race does not exist is unhelpful. Race exists in my country. It is a social and political reality. Yes, we invented it, but it will not go away because we pretend it does not exist. Race and gender are the first things we notice about a person. This is my country. This is where I live.




  Dress shirts, bleached cotton, froth on the leading edge of every wave, white supremacists, white lies, fresh bandages.




  I do not decline to answer because that seems a shameful way of pretending that, all things being equal (they never are), being white is something or anything other than an advantage in my country. I am fortunate, I am privileged, I am white. I cannot deny this.




  Most pearls are not true white, but tinged cream or pink. The most valuable pearls are those with color: the South Sea pearls in aubergine, amber, and smoky gray. My mother's skin was not white and neither is mine. We are white but not white. The white ermine turns to a brown stoat in response to longer hours of daylight. A white elephant is the gift you have no use for. Polar bears show yellow shadows, a white Russian is only white on top, a great white shark is only white underneath, we tell white lies to avoid getting into trouble, and white water is the dangerous but thrilling stretch of rough river where we want to almost drown. White names are the ones discarded by slaves when they took back their freedom to identify themselves. That is not my people, they are my people. On white nights the sun never goes down. In a white out, your life is at risk from cold and confusion.




  Race should not stand between people, should not make us suspicious of motive and genuine affection. But it does. Race matters. Sometimes the white fog between people bars friendship because the advantaged (me) and the other (them) cannot see past it. White means I might be asked where my people are from, and I can respond with the names of countries people have learned about in school, not a continent or region they cannot identify on a map. White means I glow in the dark. If I were a white male, white people would assume I earned my job and forget that my father might have friends, HR was hiring someone who looked like him, or I worked for bigots. If I were a black woman, I would not be allowed to speak at all.




  Hospital sheets are not all white anymore. White chicken meat is not white and the dark is not so very dark. Pork is the other white meat and it is not white either. White is bleached, white is dead, white is blinding bright. Some Arabian horses are born dark chestnut or black and silver with age to gray and sometimes appear pure white, but these horses all have black skin underneath.




  All skin is colored except for the albino pink skin that reveals the blood flowing inside us all.




  Lives matter. I do not need to say that. Black lives matter. That needs to be said out loud.




  My president is not white. He is a person of color, the child of a broken home but also fortunate to have grandparents who paid for private schools. His culture is mainstream, not ghetto, not poor. He did not wait on the porch on paydays for groceries to enter his kitchen. He did not walk to school in flip-flops because he had no other shoes. Advantage is a relative thing. When they were in high school, my sons walked into department stores and they were not automatically followed by Security, but I would bet money that both Barack and Michelle Obama had that experience as teenagers.




  The steady hum of white noise puts us to sleep.




  I do not decline to answer. I am answerable. I have no answers; I listen. Times change but not fast enough. We are a nation of many skin colors.




  We are all shades of human.■




  HARMONY NEAL
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  The Nothing




  PBS IS HELPING ADOPTED CHILDREN "connect with their culture." The children who need to discover their roots are, of course, non-white. I skim the article with a fury I know is un-PC. I've tip-toed around this problem, afraid to say anything loud enough that anybody might hear, to say, I have no culture, and I'm sick of people pretending I do. 




  It's not that I think children adopted into U.S. households from Korea and China don't deserve to know about where they come from. But it's problematic that the only children anyone thinks need a cultural identity and history are non-white children. I don't believe Britain is exporting their children to the States, but if they did, would people see a need to connect those children to their roots? Would a typical middle-class American family understand there is a difference between the English, Irish, Scots, and Welsh? Would they take it one step further and understand there are distinct cultures within those distinct countries? The dividing line between Irish Catholic and Irish Protestant? Between Hackney and Greenwich? Or would they raise these children with American accents and slap braces on their teeth, and say, good enough? As if "white culture" is a monolith. As if you could swap out someone from Boston to Edinburgh, or Little Rock to New York, and nothing would be lost in translation. As if I've never felt an ache for a "culture" that wasn't plain old capitalism.




  Maybe if my hair or eyes were dark, or if I had a bump in my nose, I could pretend I had some heritage worth discovering. I have light hair and blue eyes and my nose is small and unremarkable except that it has a mole on the tip. I am pale with freckles. I am probably part Irish, but who knows? I don't know. The thought of maybe being Irish does not make me feel found, like I could say "my people" the way so many around me casually throw out that phrase. If I ever uttered the words, "my people," others would find those two words laced with bigotry. I am white. I am part of the problem, all of the problems, generations, decades, centuries of problems, from my race, my people.




  Irish. What would that mean? I think of leprechauns and cloudy skies and men hunched over pints of warm beer — that awkward dance where the top half of a body stays completely still while legs kick in frantic patterns. The superficial evidence — my appearance, my father's last name — points towards Ireland. Why would I bother to see if that's true? As if I could find out and say, Ah yes, the Irish, my people. 




  I would like to belong somewhere. I have no culture, no known ethnicity, nothing but pale freckled skin to label me white. I do not have a beach house in the Hamptons or wear designer clothes, so my culture isn't that sort of white. I am not interested in NASCAR and was never into Hee-Haw, so I guess I'm not that sort of white. I did not live in the suburbs or shop at The Gap while in high school — my family was poor — so I am not that sort of white. What sort of white am I? What stereotype fits best? Where is this culture everyone seems entitled to?




  There are rumors of Native American blood on both sides of my family — as I assume there are in many white, history-less American households, as there are in so many black diaspora households. I wish I had the sort of shamelessness that would allow me to hear such a thing and declare it true, drop everything, embrace the Earth Mother and say, Ah yes, it makes sense, my people. I could fashion myself a headdress, beat a drum, dance, and scream out the connection I've been looking for that I cannot find.




  I've toyed with the idea of being Greek. I like olive oil and yogurt. In high school, I bought a picture book, Cats in the Sun, on a whim. It shows feral cats running and lounging about Greece. I suppose adults are supposed to call such artifacts coffee table books. I would probably remember that better if I was that sort of white person.




  My mother's father's grandmother was 100 percent Greek, fresh off the boat. That makes me 1/16th. Am I Greek?




  I doubt it. What customs were ever taught to me, what rituals performed? What secret language spoken in soft voices just within earshot?




  I'm not anything.




  If I ever had a culture, it was Christianity. That's the closest I came. But I hate Christianity, hate organized religion. I am not interested in stories of mythical men in the sky who say you can sell your daughters into slavery if you need some extra cash, and if your wife or concubine pisses you off, feel free to cut off her ears and nose.




  I'm sick of pretending I think there is such a thing as a "good Christian." I think any thoughtful person who still calls himself a Christian is deficient in reasoning, intentionally blind, digging a few sparkling bits out of the steaming piles of evil in centuries old texts for no reason other than his fear of his own mortality.




  I don't mean it when I tell someone I think they are a "good" or "okay" Christian any more than the people who have told me I am a "good" or "okay" white person have said it with conviction, without a little shudder that betrays the belief in their bones that I am implicitly related to all the not-so-good and outright evil white people.




  Fair enough.




  Maybe I should believe in the mystical man in the sky. I could convince myself that I chose this life, chose this body, said, Ah yes, those two idiot teenagers, I'd like for them to be my parents. They seem stable, both coming from single, alcoholic mothers with their histories of being shipped back and forth across the country, their GEDs obtained from alternative schools. Those are the ones, Almighty White Man in the Sky, that's where I want to be!




  Given a choice to be born into a series of different hypothetical worlds, where lots will be determined at random, most people will not choose the world where everyone is equal, has the same amount of stuff, is comfortable. Few choose the world where a handful are at the very top and most are at the bottom (though some do, and I assume those are libertarians who believe they can beat the experiment one bootstrap at a time). Most people pick the world where some have a fair bit more and most have a little less. They'd risk having less than the Joneses' for the chance to have more. For most people, an un-ideal world would be one in which everyone has what they need and no one has more or goes without.




  To the best of my knowledge, they've only run this test on Americans. Depending on culture, results may vary.




  That's my culture: capitalism, apple pie, baseball, imperialism, reality TV, oppression, brute force.




  No one is going to adopt me. They tolerate me. I amuse them and probably piss them off more than they let on with my constant ignorance, my incessant questions, my endless epiphanies about what it might be like to not be white.




  I was bonding with Alice Walker over Anything We Love Can Be Saved. I was envying her easy love, thinking of how to try it on. I was amen-ing her thoughts on being a woman, on religion, on mother-daughter relationships. I was crying in recognition and hope, but the whole time, I felt her arm stretched out from the pages of that book, her warm, worn hand planted firmly on my chest. That's close enough, white girl. 




  I wanted a way in. I wanted to tear the pages from their binding, scrape the glue with my nails.




  I must be a brazen asshole.




  All the privilege seeping from my pores, and I want to complain that I have no culture, that people look at me and see the evil in the world, that they want to distance themselves from me, that they call me "other." It's my own fault. My people called them "other," still call them "other." My people did this. My people created the chasm with boats and suburbs and fast food and entitled penises. My people.




  I flinch every time someone says "my people." It reminds me who my people are, that I have no right to use that phrase, that generations of assholes sunning themselves in the Hamptons and dumping oil into the oceans and killing brown people for sport and profit have left me a legacy where I have no culture, and I do not belong. I am like a child brought about by rape or incest: people feel bad about not wanting me around, but they don't want me around. They know it's not my fault, but they can't help the way their skin crawls, the way they sometimes think they see my father's wicked eyes peering out from my face.




  No one can tell me what white is, only what it is not. It is never Hispanic. I know from the countless affirmative action forms I filled out while trying to gain meaningful employment. The top box was always WHITE with a tag to specify "non-Hispanic." I'd read over the forms, looking for some other box to pick, something that seemed to maybe almost define me as a person. I'd yell at the forms, Race doesn't exist! But I know it does. Biologically no, but socially yes, so I'd read the forms carefully, look for a loophole, puzzle over people whose "race" was one thing on one form, something else on the next.




  Each time, I'd cave. I'd check the box next to WHITE with a shaking hand. I'd swear I'd do better next time, but I never did. Once, in frustration, I read a sheet, and read it again. I couldn't make sense of it. The lights in my room became too bright, my furniture sped out away from my body and I scrawled THESE CATEGORIES MAKE NO SENSE. I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOU'RE TALKING ABOUT across the form.




  There is no victory in denying my whiteness. Those forms are not for me, which is why they put my box at the top, expecting me to put in a neat little check mark or X and forget about it. Those forms are supposed to be a safety net or at least an accounting, a record of prejudice and bigotry overcome or not. Denying my whiteness would only slant the figures, would only make me that much more wrong.




  My people, my people, my people, my people, my people.




  What's weird about my dawning realizations of my own possible Irishness is that two of the best friends I've had were obsessed with their Irishness. They know how to stand on their toes and lift their knees, the top halves of their bodies perfectly still. They do not think of leprechauns. The men with pints of warm beer are men to be embraced. I never understood their obsessions, never imagined that I too could be Irish. The dancing and music and stories never had anything to do with me.




  Dyeing my blond hair red made me look more Irish. I should have gone dark brown, the hair I've always wanted, the hair I've envied on the dainty quiet girls and the self-assured badass women with dark eyeliner, bright lips, and straight across bangs. Maybe with dark hair I'd feel more Greek, but Greek or Irish, it's all the same. None of it has anything to do with me.




  My hair is red like my rage, my endless rage about everything I and everyone else have to endure. Told to pick an element to represent me during a writing exercise, I chose fire in the nanosecond it took the words to leave the professor's mouth. I was surprised most people did not choose fire. They were wispy air, go-along water, sturdy rocks.




  I forget other people are not like me.




  I forget that so many of my people, who also do not have houses in the Hamptons or watch NASCAR, can walk through the world unaware that the majority of people on the globe do not like them, do not trust them, have a special face they put on when whitey is in the room. I know about the mask or second face. Or really, I should say I know of it since I will never experience it myself, never really know. Most of my people can walk through life oblivious, both to the suffering of others and their own bizarre privilege, can think all that matters is that they try to be a good person.




  That is not enough.




  The problem is, there is no answer, nothing I can do, no way I could get people who are important to me to show me their real faces. I've come so close with one of my oldest friends and mentor, but even she cannot show me her true face, would not begin to know how. When I was babysitting her toddler daughter, an old episode of Sesame Street came on, and some black woman was acting the fool. I can't even remember exactly how because it meant nothing to me. My beautiful, wonderful, perfect mentor blushed, turned away, said "I am so embarrassed."




  I know how to feel sorry for myself, how to take on burdens that aren't mine, but I cannot imagine living every moment of my life as a representative of my people, of having to constantly turn away from Fox News or MTV or the speeches of politicians and CEOs and say, I am so embarrassed.




  Because I have no culture, I do not have to be a representative. It is the dominance of my people, the economic and legislated and military dominance that keeps me above scrutiny, beyond blame, and completely without trust. How could I understand what it is to be co-opted, demeaned, deprived? How can you trust someone with no soul, no ancestors, no heritage or history? Someone who came wriggling and screaming into the world with pale skin, white hair, and blue eyes? My color is the absence of color. My culture is the absence of culture. My identity is comprised mostly by what it is not.




  I am a product of my culture, raised on Kraft singles and 90210, living without extended family, an island of school and work, the only traditions national holidays, served with a hodgepodge of store-bought nothingness. No one in my family liked cranberry sauce, so we stopped having it for Thanksgiving. Since we had no traditions, we made everything up as we went.




  One of my moronic epiphanies involved a good friend telling me he was in college before he read a book whose protagonist was like him (Asian). It changed his life, discovering that there were books by and about people like him. A new universe of possibilities opened in that instant when he discovered everything didn't have to be white all the time.




  I have no idea what that is like. I cannot imagine from a young age only seeing faces on the television that never resembled my own, and if one vaguely like mine snuck in, it was some horrible, grinning caricature of a human being who was ridiculed and humiliated by hordes of white people. I do not know what that's like, what it does to you, how it starts to create your second face.




  There are thousands of stories of white "everymen" with their mundane lives and families and monetary concerns, and bosses and mothers and breakups. I have rarely cared or been invested in such tales. Occasionally a good essayist can move me, but in fiction, the plight of your average white cultureless, ungrounded, American-dreaming protagonist leaves me cold. Their lives are devoid of meaning and import in a way that mirrors my own nothingness. The Neverending Story nailed it: "A hole, that would be something, but no, this was nothing." I think of that line when I try to figure out my culture, American culture in general, white American culture, the culture of my people in specific.




  Yes, I am properly ashamed of my romanticization of indigenous cultures, my secret longings to be native, to be "other," to be anything not white. I desperately want to belong, but not to "The White Man," please. Just, please.




  I once dreamt I was confronted with a faceless donkey. Inside the donkey was the nothing, it must have been, because what I saw there was devoid of anything. I drew a picture of its head with pastels, wearing the black stick down to a nub. After years of being chased by that vision, I had one of my obvious epiphanies. I was sitting at my desk, pissed off and paralyzed, when I realized:




  That faceless donkey is me.




  A lot of people think they know me. They think that because I'm loud and say things others wouldn't, that they always know where I stand, what I think. They imagine they can see my face when all they can see is fire. The closest I come to showing my face is in my essays, but even then, it's hard to make out. You have to get past the fire and confront the nothing. Most people cannot confront the nothing, it consumes them or they flee.




  But I like to think I have a true face, that just for a minute, Alice Walker reached through my mask and caressed my true cheek with gentle fingers before pushing me back to a safe distance. I like to imagine my true face looks something like sunshine on a clear day, that it has room for birds and lush grass, that somewhere, under the fire, under the nothing, exists a soul of love, that loves and is loved, that might someday push through the nothing, extinguish the flames and say, look at me, I'm right here.




  My secret hope is that we could start making our own cultures, our own traditions. That I could look around and say, this feels right, and not worry that I'm appropriating someone else's heritage, their ancestors, their culture that includes so many plus signs while mine has never been anything but the nothing. I dream of a world where I could say, my ancestors are black, and not have people hate me. Because they are, and we all know this fundamental fact, but we do not want to say it out loud. We are all children of Africa, however far and wide our ancestors ranged, no matter the sunlight that fell or didn't fall on their faces, creating the spectrum of melanin we find now. My appearance is the simple mathematics of vitamin D absorption into the skin, what worked best for my recent ancestors who rarely saw the sun.




  We know the superficial differences between us are not so vast as the similarities, the sinews and sweat and bones and blood of our relatedness. We know the entire world has been constructed by those who wish to maintain order, keep what is unfairly theirs from the rest of us. They created borders and race and poverty. It is nothing we chose. Nothing I chose.




  I forget other people are not like me.




  Given a chance to play the game, in the nanosecond after the experimenter read the rules, I would laugh and cry out, the perfect world! The one where no one wants, where everyone can be happy together. The world where we all support and love each other, where everyone's needs are met, where we aren't born powerful or weak because of our bodies, be they soaked in melanin or bereft, whether our genitalia is internal or external or both. A beautiful world where we could all walk around, proudly displaying our faces that look like a sunny day or the soft snowfall of winter or a gust of autumn leaves. We could hold each other's faces in our warm hands, look into those portals, cry at the beauty, whisper, I see you.■




  LYNN Z. BLOOM
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  Locating Whiteness




  LIKE SNOWSHOE HARES, where we are — in the bright snow, the brown woods — determines how we look, how we see ourselves, and how we are understood.




  Durham, New Hampshire, 1940s. As a child growing up in the postcard pretty college town of Durham, New Hampshire I am unaware of being white except when I turn lobster red from a cherished day at the beach. As if rendered by Norman Rockwell, the town — not far from the White Mountains — is enveloped in whiteness: pristine winter snowfalls, the white congregational church, white houses, and the all white local schools, from pre-kindergarten through college. White teachers, white students, white staff, including maintenance workers. Color creeps into our consciousness with glimpses of Jamaican migrant apple pickers, largely out of sight in the orchards. Yet sinister submarine shapes — real and imaginary — menace the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard where the Piscataqua River feeds into the Atlantic. They might be Japanese, a manifestation of the yellow peril we're taught to fear from the March of Time movies we watch in school assemblies, made by Louis de Rochemont, a famous filmmaker who actually lives here. But in fact they are Nazi U-2 boats, which from my second grader's perspective seem somehow less threatening because my family — a proud clan of Zimmermans — is German, right down to my kindly grandfather's menacing name, "Oswald Adolf."




  Fifteen years later I leave that town for good to marry Martin, in exile in England, startled by my father's curse, "As Martin's wife you'll be the victim of anti-Semitism for the rest of your life. If you marry him, we will have nothing to do with you, or him, or any children you may have" — a claim my parents fulfill over the decades of our marriage. I don't argue. I understand that evidence will not change bigots' minds or melt their hearts. But I do resolve never to be prejudiced against anyone, ever, on the basis of race, religion, ethnicity, class (soon I add gender, much later, disability). Over time, I realize how complex this simple assertion can become, because there are so many ways in which prejudice can be manifested, often subtly and below the radar. So this vow has numerous iterations, powerfully influenced by where I live.




  Cleveland and Cleveland Heights, Ohio, 1960s. With a new Michigan PhD, two new babies, and a first book in progress, a biography of world-famous pediatrician Benjamin Spock, come new experiences related to race. I am startled when I respond to an ad for a housekeeper and a child answers my "May I please speak to . . ." with "Mama, there's a white lady on the phone!" Never, in all the linguistics I've studied, has race ever been associated with accent. I hire black (the PC term du jour) women with children of their own to clean my house and babysit two days a week so I can teach part-time and write. I invite them to come in through the front door; I prepare the lunch we eat together. They tell me that these courtesies are unusual. They accept my higher pay scale, which I think is only fair; as parents, we're in the same boat.




  My research on Dr. Spock involves visits to the Case Western Reserve Family Clinic, where medical students are assigned to work with the same family throughout their four years in school. The students are white, the families are black and poor. Spock stretches his 6'4" frame to sit on the floor to hold the children on his lap, beaming as they treat him like a jungle gym. Because my own children are the same ages as these, I can soon ascertain a major difference between what I privately call "black" medicine and "white," although it actually reflects socio-economic status rather than race. At the clinic, black babies receive massive single-shot doses of medicine on site, or hospitalization, for the same ailments that my children, as a physician's private patients, are treated for at home with small doses of medicine spread over ten days. "Why the difference?" I ask Spock. "We can't count on clinic parents to obey the instructions or to follow through by giving medicine over time, so we put the children in the hospital to make sure they get the right treatment."
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