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AN INVITATION



A few years ago, I attended a training on convergent facilitation offered by Bay Area Nonviolent Communication. Despite my excitement, I was late. I could blame the ever-so-cautious Lyft driver, but really, I can only blame my social anxiety that desperately wanted to avoid casual networking before the session started. When I arrived, I found myself staring at a packed, quiet, and attentive room filled with fifty or so eager learners inside a church-turned-lecture-hall with fantastic acoustics. Why is it that when you want to be invisible, your presence becomes the loudest? All of a sudden, I was a scattered, clumsy Hulk destroying everything on my way to the last empty chair in the middle of the room, hitting people’s faces with my oversized bag, dropping my phone, making way too much noise, and hoping nobody could see me. Sorry. Oh, oops, gosh, are you OK? I’m so sorry. I tried to act nonchalant, but my face was already burning with red-hot shame from the stares of the annoyed on-timers.


Just when I thought I was in the clear with my butt in the chair, the facilitator, as any excellent facilitator would, decided to name the awkwardness we were all trying to bypass. “What should we do with latecomers?” she asked the group. I smiled unnaturally while cursing myself in my head. “Glare!” someone shouted out. Others chuckled, and I sank deeper into my chair. The facilitator smiled gently and asked, softly but with weight, “And what does that achieve?” The room fell silent, and the energy shifted. No one was laughing anymore. “Uh… make them feel bad for being late,” the person answered tentatively. “Right… what else can we do?” Other hands went up. Different, more compassionate answers started flowing in. “Pull them aside and catch them up on where we are.” “Share notes with them during the break.” I let out a silent sigh of relief and pulled out my notepad. The class had begun.


In 2017, I cofounded a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) education company called Awaken out of frustration that so much of corporate diversity training is whitewashed and white-led, ahistorical yet outdated, and lacking ties to the broader movement toward social justice. As a team of majority queer people of color, we set out to deliver experiential DEI workshops more relevant to the times while creating compassionate space for critical dialogues with people across a wide spectrum of awareness and identities. To date, I’ve spent an estimated 2,500 hours on discovery calls with organizations across all industries—tech, media, nonprofit, government, education, health care—and countless more hours facilitating workshops and the conversations inside them. I’ve been face-to-face with thousands of people having what many call “uncomfortable conversations,” learning where and why people get stuck and identifying the most common missing links that hinder us from moving together.


At one workshop, a middle-aged white man entered the room and said, “Well, this is going to be a giant waste of my time!” Most of our workshop participants aren’t as honest or incensed as this man who wasn’t afraid to let everyone know his true feelings about the mandated diversity training as part of the company’s renewed commitment toward diversity. In fact, most people we meet tend to be outwardly eager and curious, indifferent (or checked out), or quietly skeptical: there are those who are keen to connect at a deeper level right away, sharing their raw emotions with an admirable level of vulnerability, while others quietly observe with a learned dose of cautiousness. Some express shock and exaggerated disgust at examples of overt forms of racism and sexism, while others share their lack of surprise given the sobering realities they’ve lived through. Some ask questions out of genuine curiosity, while others feel exhausted by the elementary level of awareness that has remained stagnant despite escalating violence. Some express hope and excitement for the future, while others roll their eyes in cynicism from the repeated pattern of broken promises and disappointment.


Over and over, I’ve watched diverse groups of people come together in search of solidarity only to find themselves on completely different pages. Many of us believe that denouncing the same evil puts us on the same team, but why doesn’t it feel like it? When we gather, despite our shared condemnation of various social injustices, the subtle yet pronounced ways we are misaligned become quickly evident. As we speak over and around one another using similar words but with drastically different definitions and contexts, our disparate beliefs and survival reactions are inches away from crashing into one another. Marginalized people’s anger, hurt, cynicism, and disappointment are palpable, as are feelings of fear, shame, confusion, and anxiety coming from well-intentioned people desperately wanting to catch up and be part of the solution. The temptation for people to throw their hands up and go about living their individual lives is substantial, not just for people with privileges to disengage but also for people who are exhausted by the continued cycles of harm and misalignment too. Our misalignment is costly, and our ability to connect with one another is in urgent need of inspection and serious repair.


So, if simply denouncing injustice is not enough to connect you and me, what holds us together?


BUILDING A CONNECTIVE TISSUE THROUGH SHARED PRINCIPLES


The speed at which multiple cycles of trauma are being refreshed every day calls for me to dive deeper into the waters, below the loudly crashing waves of reactive motion, into the quiet and steady place of groundedness. In that space of internal calm, I’m reminded to recall the principles that have guided me through the toughest of times since I first became politicized at the age of eighteen. These grounding principles—ones I’ve learned, shared, and practiced in my own life and with thousands of people to catalyze meaningful change—are what I’ll unpack throughout this book. The language of social justice and the latest list of cultural faux pas will continue to evolve, but what I’m striving to share with you are the things that won’t change with the latest news cycle: the fundamentals of the work that will help you create your own list of action items no matter the context, anchor you to be critical in your understanding and approaching of any situation, and enable us to move together to create social change.


In the chapters to follow, we will explore how to think about pressing issues, from the ongoing grappling over inclusive language to the debate around diverse representation, with discernment and criticality. We will pressure-test our proclaimed commitment to this work by asking ourselves what we are willing or unwilling to give up. We will learn about the difference between “cancel culture” and accountability and how to apologize and recover from mistakes. We will deep-dive into learning about white supremacy and its unrelenting manifestations in our society and within ourselves. We will challenge ourselves to go beyond intellectualizing this work to actually doing the work, and to actively participate in the disruption of toxic cycles of oppression that are killing all of us. We will grow our capacity to hold multiple truths at the same time and to stay in complexity and nuance rather than demanding simplicity or quick, self-congratulatory fixes that we have been taught to crave. We’ll ditch the rigid “best practices” that only apply to a particular context with a preselected audience and replace them with frameworks and questions that can be applied to any situation. Finally, we will work to build resilient relationships to cultivate a community of values-aligned individuals with whom we can continue the work in solidarity, while allowing ourselves to experience joy, healing, and freedom along the way.


My ultimate goal is to make these foundational principles accessible and actionable for as many people as possible so that we can spend more time working toward our collective vision and less time trying to recover from the same cycles of misunderstanding and hurt that have us backtracking time after time.


TRANSFORMING OURSELVES TO TRANSFORM THE WORLD


As we march toward the ultimate vision of our collective liberation—a world where all of us, beginning with the most marginalized among us, can live free from oppression of all kinds and with uninhibited opportunities, respect, dignity, abundance, safety, and joy—we will experience many rude awakenings. They typically begin with our sudden realization of others’ suffering that we’ve been snoozing on, followed by our becoming aware of the choices we have to make, now consciously, to either alleviate or exacerbate it. In other words, we wake up first to the external world, which offers us an opportunity to wake up to who we are in relation to it.


I write to you from a place of shared learning, as everything I’ve written for you applies squarely to me too. Each time I wake up to a different reality that many have been living and fighting in without my awareness, I feel an overwhelming sense of guilt for being late to the battleground. And though my personal reckoning makes me want to scream to awaken others, sometimes I hesitate, afraid of saying the wrong thing. I desperately want to do something to make a change right now, but quickly realize the answer isn’t so simple. I am eager to learn and go deeper, but I don’t want to be an added burden. I fumble, and each time I cause unintended harm, it hurts.


I imagine that this feeling of vulnerability, fear, discomfort, and inadequacy is quite common among people trekking through the social justice journey—and especially among those in the midst of their own waking up, activated and provoked by different alarms. Many of us want to do the right thing so badly, and yet sometimes it feels like we cannot predict the outcome of our well-intended efforts. So, some of us bottle up all of our good intentions and hold on to them, waiting for someone else to tell us exactly what to do, while others mistakenly end up burdening those already carrying more than their fair share in our rush to help. In these messy, uncomfortable struggles, however, we can awaken our capacity to do the deep work of transforming ourselves in order to change the world alongside others. And we learn that though mistakes and contradictions are inevitable, we also have the capacity to practice accountability and sharpen our discernment. As most of us already know, the work of living in alignment with our values rooted in equity and justice is an ongoing journey without a destination, and one that cannot be reduced to a checklist.


One of my favorite movement facilitators and thinkers of our time, adrienne maree brown, quotes Maurice Moe Mitchell in We Will Not Cancel Us, who said, “We have to have a low bar for entry and a high standard for conduct.”1 While everyone’s bar will look different, my prerequisite for anyone wishing to be a part of the journey is their earnest desire to change themselves with honesty and accountability. If you’ve been outraged by the cruel reality of inequity and oppression but haven’t quite figured out a way to turn your rage into action; if you are earnestly looking for answers as to why we sometimes don’t seem to be on the same page despite our proclaimed shared values; if you are no longer satisfied with the empty promises of surface-level diversity programs; if you are frustrated by the ever-ubiquitous yet changing lists of “things you can or cannot say” that leave you feeling unsettled and more confused; if you are feeling overwhelmed while trying to process your own life, now freshly contextualized through your growing consciousness; and if you find yourself wanting to say, “I know I’m late. But I’m here now and ready to get caught up,” not from a place of entitlement but from a place of genuine desire to connect without causing unintended harm, then, my friend, this book is for you.


While I believe this book will be beneficial to many on this same path, it’s important for me to clarify that I did not write this book specifically for a white audience. Throughout my life, I’ve seen how centering whiteness can have damaging outcomes that replicate patterns of violence: diluted words, ahistorical analysis, co-opted movements, prioritization of comfort over truth telling, hyperintellectualization of human trauma—all in the name of pragmatism and meeting white people where they are, which ensures that we all remain in the status quo. Instead, I’ve committed myself to writing outside the white gaze, so that the words and lessons I share with you will have the sustainability and effectiveness we need to disrupt.


At the core of this book is the belief that we cannot transform the world without transforming ourselves and our relationships to one another first. So many visionary thinkers and leaders have repeated this mantra—among them, Audre Lorde, Grace Lee Boggs, Ericka Huggins, Mariame Kaba, Mia Mingus, and adrienne maree brown—and you’ll see repeated validation of this truth from the universe of stories I share here. The poison of oppression doesn’t just live in the systems; it lives within each of us and in the way we interact with one another and inside our spheres of influence, be it our workplace, school, family, or neighborhood. We must recognize our complicity in harmful systems as much as we see ourselves as part of the solution. Only from this place of honesty can we truly commit to living our lives in alignment with our proclaimed values.


Our waking up to others’ suffering isn’t enough; change requires that we wake up to ourselves—our complicity, our power, and our capacity to transform ourselves and the world around us.


Change means growth, and growth can be painful. But we sharpen self-definition by exposing the self in work and struggle together with those whom we define as different from ourselves, although sharing the same goals.


—Audre Lorde2



ABOUT ME AND MY WHY


I am a queer, Korean American, immigrant, abled, cisgender woman with class and education privilege. I grew up in Korea and moved to the United States when I was a teenager, where I grew up low income and became politicized as a queer youth activist. After college, I began my career in the corporate world with deep shame and guilt, believing it was the only way to make enough money to support my family and bring my mom to the United States from Korea. Over the years, I’ve had the honor of serving on and working with many incredible community organizations, from San Francisco Human Rights Commission’s LGBT Advisory Committee to local nonprofit boards working on critical issues led by marginalized communities.


My entire life, I’ve straddled starkly different spaces, people, and cultures, whether as the bridge between my Korean immigrant parents and the English-speaking world or as an Asian person in America living in a hyphenated space sandwiched between neither-Black-nor-white. As a bisexual, queer woman, I’ve been told I’m not gay enough in queer spaces and not woman enough in straight spaces. As a grassroots youth activist turned management consultant, I’ve been called too radical in corporate spaces and pegged as a sellout in organizing spaces. I’ve been inside fancy boardrooms overlooking the New York skyline with some of the wealthiest people in this country, and I have stood face-to-face with riot cops ready to baton me down, my eyes watery from rage and air polluted with tear gas and pepper spray. What I have come to know is that the distance between these paradoxical spaces is always ocean wide and yet paper thin, and similar dynamics repeat inside them, albeit through different expressions. And though I often yearned to be embraced by and to fit into one home ground, it is in the in-between spaces that I am able to connect the dots, with my mixed-and-matched lessons serving as a bridge to possibilities rooted in compassion. My work over the last few years as an independent consultant has been focused on creating connection without distortion and understanding without dilution. My purpose has been to accelerate the mobilization of people earnestly wanting to join the movement and to share the lift of education and foundation building required for sustainable change.


For as long as I can remember, I have been living in a perpetually escalated state of being, experiencing extreme switches of emotions, ranging from shock to despair, numbness to rage in any given day or hour based on the latest crisis against humanity. One unmistakable feature of systemic oppression is the cumulative anguish and exhaustion endured by marginalized people as a result of the persistent and rapid onslaught of violence in society. This can’t be sustainable, I often think to myself, and yet, in some twisted way, it signals that I am alive, alive and human enough to feel and care. Remarking at the unrelenting nature of this work, people often ask, “What motivates you to keep going?” My answer is simple, though crude. I do this work, and continue doing this work, because people are dying. People I love are dying. Our young and elderly people are dying. Too many Black and brown people; Indigenous people; Asian and Latinei people; women and femmes; queer, trans, and nonbinary people; poor people, disabled people, and many living at multiple intersections of marginalized identities are dead or are in the process of dying because our systems and cultures were built to dehumanize, violate, exploit, and ignore those who do not conform to the norms of white supremacy. I don’t know if there is any other reason more compelling or urgent than not wanting to see people we love die. And I also know the forces that are killing the most marginalized among us are omnipresent in my life, their weight crushing me in subtle and overt ways. Against this backdrop there is undeniable desperation in my work, and knowing all of us are needed, I yearn for deep solidarity beyond the pretense of performative unity.


I didn’t always believe that such solidarity was possible to achieve, not with privileged white people or with anyone I saw as being “colluders” in systems of oppression. At my first job out of college, a senior manager thought LGBT stood for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Together. The same person, a cis straight white woman, once asked me, the only person of color on the team, to fish out a document from her trash can. When I formed a women’s employee group at a men-dominated tech company, I was told by a C-level executive, a straight white man, to not bring politics into the workplace. “Don’t create problems that we don’t have,” he said as we walked past a large glass boardroom filled with only men. I was once told by a woman of color executive that I should put my hair down more often, smile more, and wear heels. I was sexually harassed during my first week at a new company, and the pattern has continued at every workplace I’ve been a part of except my own.


As my rainbow bubble ripped, I became jaded. I found myself asking, “What’s the point?” It got increasingly difficult for me to believe that a better, more just world was possible. I started losing my appetite for change, consumed by my growing disappointment toward the people and systems that were causing harm. And I thought that in order for me to stay critical, angry, and less complicit, I couldn’t offer compassion, not to myself or others, because it felt like an excuse or a betrayal to the movement.


Years later, I realized that my cynicism about people’s intentions and their ability to transform had made me a terrible agent for change. I realized that we can, and must, be critical, angry, and compassionate all at the same time to keep ourselves from getting stuck and to allow ourselves to hope, heal, and forgive—not just for others but for ourselves too. Today, I believe striking the right balance between compassion and criticality is imperative to creating sustainable change while inviting more people to be part of this important movement, and I’ve tried my best to model this in this book.


MY TEACHERS


As Audre Lorde, a self-described “Black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet” and my greatest influence, said, “There are no new ideas, just new ways of giving those ideas we cherish breath and power in our own living.”3 None of the concepts that I share in this book are new: they are lessons I’ve learned and practiced over the years from and with mentors and visionaries who have dedicated their lives to this work. What I offer instead is my synthesis, interpretation, and practical application of these principles based on my lived experiences. I invite you into my personal journey of living them out, with both triumphs and shortcomings. While I cannot promise perfection, I have written with honesty.


I remind myself often of the countless teachers who have shaped my beliefs, approach, language, and experience, both consciously and subconsciously. My most profound lessons have come from those who have taught and lived in the world of grassroots organizing, philosophy, and poetry, and I’m excited to share what I’ve learned from them. To start with, I learned about my fear and fearlessness, queerness, and the power of language and discernment through the fiery words of Audre Lorde, whose book Sister Outsider shook my world upside down and rebuilt it when I was in high school. I learned about the importance of self-transformation and interracial coalition building from Grace Lee Boggs, whose legacy of visionary organizing I hold close to my heart as it reminds me of my dignified place in the solidarity movement as an Asian American woman. I am eternally grateful for the work of those who came before me, as well as those who are leading the continuously evolving journey of social justice, in particular queer and trans Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) movement leaders from whom I continue to learn today. I have tried my best to trace my knowledge back to its sources and credit my teachers throughout the book—a small yet critical act of preserving legacy, especially important for historically marginalized and erased people.


I write this book with extreme care to do justice to the teachings of these great minds, and also because I know what a privilege it is to be able to historicize my own stories, when stories of so many marginalized people are too often told by those who did not live them. Writing this book is my act of reclaiming, healing, and honoring not only my life but also my ancestral lineage and its intergenerational trauma and wisdom passed down without adequate institutional memory. Thank you for bearing witness, and for choosing to journey alongside me.


WELCOME, I’M SO GLAD YOU’RE HERE


In this precarious time, I write to you with audacious hope in my heart. While I am no stranger to the deeply challenging nature of this work, I have also seen so much goodness in it. I do this work because I have witnessed how transformative it can be for individuals, organizations, and our society and how a courageous act by one individual can quickly snowball into revolutionary change when we work in principled solidarity. I do this work because on the other side of this arduous, emotional, breathtaking labor is abundance, joy, and humanity that can withstand the opposing force. I do this work because I believe in us. And I believe we are capable of learning and growing beyond our wildest knowing if we allow ourselves to truly commit to the principles of the work.


I invite us to turn inward and get our foundations right before we rush outward, not because we have to be perfect but out of deep respect for those who have been on the front lines before us, and because we each deserve to tap into our expansive humanity, live it to its fullest extent, and use it to uphold others.


There is space for all of us here. You are needed in this work. So welcome, dear reader. Let’s find your seat and let me share my notes with you.


To make a revolution, people must not only struggle against existing institutions. They must make a philosophical/spiritual leap and become more “human” human beings. In order to change/transform the world, they must change/transform themselves.


—Grace Lee Boggs4


Note on content warnings: To create a safer and more choiceful reading experience, I’ve provided content notes for sections containing detailed descriptions of topics that may be particularly distressing. Given the subject of this book, I did not provide content notes for when these topics are mentioned as part of a statistic or without a graphic description. Despite my best efforts, I realize I may have fallen short as my decisions are undoubtedly influenced by my own biases and experiences. Nonetheless, I hope to make clear that an absence of a warning note does not invalidate your own needs and their importance. While I’m unable to anticipate every reader’s needs, I hope that some of these notes will help you to experience the book on your own terms.


Footnote


[image: image]


i I’ve gone back and forth between the terms Latinx and Latine and have decided to use Latine after studying the requests of a number of trans and nonbinary Latine people who acknowledge the importance of using a gender-neutral term (versus Latino or Latina) while also using a word that is more pronounceable and conjugation friendly for Spanish and Portuguese speakers.
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PART 1



GROUNDING













CHAPTER 1



WHEN “GOOD PEOPLE” CAUSE HARM


In 2017, I began a private Google doc entitled “Shit I’ve Heard” for my own diversion. It’s a bulleted list of, well, interesting things I’ve heard while working as an external DEI consultant and facilitator. Some still make me cackle (or want to take a nap), while others remind me of the urgent need for this work. Here are some that made the list:




• “I’m not white; I’m more, like, pink.”


• “Privilege? Shouldn’t people talk about that in therapy and not at work?”


• “We need to do something with white men first so they don’t feel excluded.”


• “Our current team? We have a diverse male.”


• “Talking about microaggressions makes me macroaggressive.”


• “Can we do an all-day workshop on all things diversity so we can learn everything there is to know about it? We want to be able to say we’re diversity experts by the end of the day.”


• “It’s never enough, no matter how much we try. What’s the point of even trying?”


• “Most of the men in our company are homosexuals [long pause] I think.”




Sentences like “We care about diversity but we just don’t want to lower the bar,” “Can you not use the words white supremacy?” and “We don’t want to talk about politics at work” didn’t make the cut because their ubiquity made them feel less noteworthy. Some might assume these statements came from oblivious white men, but they’d only be about half right because some also came from people of color and women. But all of them were said by people currently leading high-profile organizations, and nearly all of these people are in positions of power as CEOs, CHROs (chief human resources officers), or even heads of diversity. And one hundred percent of them genuinely believe they are one of the “good ones” fighting against racism, sexual harassment, workplace discrimination, and the like.


Do you consider yourself a good person?


You try to keep up with the news, especially events and issues impacting marginalized communities.


You volunteer when you can and teach the children in your life to treat everyone with respect and kindness.


You always leave a tip—most of the time 20 percent, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic.


You choose not to shop on Amazon; you’re not always successful, but you try.


You bring your own grocery bag to the market. You recycle and compost.


You’ve donated to Black Lives Matter and even have a sign on your window.


You’ve read So You Want to Talk About Race by Ijeoma Oluo, and Dr. Ibram X. Kendi’s How to Be an Antiracist is placed prominently on your shelf.


You know you’re not perfect, but the most important thing, you tell yourself, is that you try to be a good person. And most of the time, on a scale of saint to neo-Nazi, you feel pretty good about being above-average good—you know, disarmingly imperfect but all-around pleasant, benign, and sometimes even inspiring to those who aspire to be as good.


But the unappealing truth is that despite our desire to be good, we still cause harm, sometimes unknowingly and sometimes—perhaps more troublingly—knowingly. I don’t know just how long my own list of harm is and whom I have hurt, but I suspect this list is as long as my “nice” list.


Many of us desire to be good people and to be perceived as being good by others. We are quick to jump in, wanting to know immediately how we can help, what we can do to spread our goodness. Ironically, this desire to identify, and be identified, as a good person can sometimes be the very barrier to our ability to actually create good impacts. These misleading concepts of a “good person” and what it means to “do good” are where we should begin to reorient ourselves and interrogate our impulses so that we can reflect on our larger role within the context of social justice work, while preemptively reconciling the tension that will undoubtedly arise when the way we see ourselves conflicts with our impacts.


Here are three lessons to get us started.


1. GOOD IS A TRANSIENT ADJECTIVE, NOT A PERMANENT IDENTITY


Social psychologists have long identified humans as “social animals”1 whose need and desire to be accepted by others influence our behaviors. Our desire to conform to social norms intensifies if we belong to a specific cultural or social group, where we become concerned about our reputation and standing with other ingroup members.2 For example, think of the self-professed feminist cis heterosexual men who wear T-shirts with the words “This is what a feminist looks like.” They’ve read bell hooks and Audre Lorde, they are staunch supporters of the #MeToo movement, they believe in and practice consent, and they work diligently to ensure their partners orgasm. I used to be fascinated by them, like they were an endangered, exotic species that only a few with trained eyes could spot in the wild. During my romantic and professional time with these men, including activists and community leaders with social clout, however, I experienced some of the most disorienting forms of misogyny. Their misogyny came in different shapes and sizes, from gaslighting to patronization, and was difficult to detect under the cover of their public persona as “feminists” and “good men.” Though I don’t believe they were intentionally causing harm, without recognizing their complicity in the system they were too quick to denounce publicly, they failed to catch themselves when they ended up perpetrating harm in subtle and insidious ways that hurt the people they claimed to care for.


And many of us are guilty of this. We use all the right words, quoting our favorite social justice writers and boasting our academic understanding of social inequities—and yet in our most intimate relationships, we replicate the very harm we are trying to distance ourselves from without realizing it. White people do this with people of color, cis people do this with trans and nonbinary people, heterosexual people do this with queer people, abled people do this with disabled people. We are quick to declare that we are safe and that we “get it,” but there is nothing safe or trustworthy about the ways we cause harm that multiply into macrolevel inequalities, all while we wear our “good person” name tags.


Being called an “-ist”—racist, sexist, ableist, and so on—can feel like a deadly attack on our character, causing us to either shrivel up and disappear into the abyss or fight tooth and nail to defend our goodness. The label racist, especially, which we often register as an identity rather than an adjective, is so abhorrent that we’ll invest all our energies digging up receipts from that one time we donated to a racial justice cause; or quickly labeling distant acquaintances belonging to that particular racial group as our “friends”; or explaining away harm we caused by emphasizing how we never intended to be racist and demanding instant forgiveness or, worse, an apology for this incredulous misunderstanding about our character. But just like good, racist is an adjective that can be used to describe any of our actions, behaviors, thoughts, practices, systems, and narratives that uphold the false superiority of whiteness while maintaining unequal power dynamics—and we don’t need to be wearing a white hood to perpetuate any of these everyday egregious acts of racism. Any action can be racist if it perpetuates the injustice rooted in white supremacy and racism. Any action can be transphobic if it perpetuates the injustice rooted in cisgender supremacy and transphobia. Any action can be sexist if it perpetuates the injustice rooted in patriarchy and sexism.


Part of our obsession with wanting to be seen as a good person is fueled by our binary thinking: if we are not good, then that must mean we are bad. And this good-bad binary leads us to expect moral perfection from those whom we’ve put on a pedestal while brutally punishing those we’ve crossed off as being bad. There is no room for mistake, growth, or transformation, and we do everything in our power to not cross over to the “bad” list because we’ve seen what happens to those people. This binary narrative hinders us from separating our actions from our identities, making it incredibly difficult to receive any critical feedback about our impacts, feedback that could in turn make our actions better aligned with our desire to do good. To be an absolutely “good person” is a near-impossible goal we cannot meet, and it puts our entire ecosystem at risk by setting all of us up to fail.


There are no good people because we don’t always do good things. Rather, we are just people, engaging in different behaviors and actions, causing different impacts to different communities, making decisions that either benefit or deter the movement toward social justice. We are not, and cannot be, one-dimensionally absolutely good or bad. Good is an adjective, not an identity, that changes with our daily actions and impacts. So rather than asking, “Am I a good person?” ask yourself, “Do my actions have a good impact?”


2. GOOD INTENTIONS DON’T ALWAYS MAKE GOOD IMPACTS


The murder of George Floyd jolted America’s heart and moved people to action like I had never seen before. As non-Black individuals and organizations contemplated their response to the horrific display of police violence against Black people, different calls to action began to emerge and lists upon lists were created to steer people in the right direction to show up for the Black community. In response to the delayed outcry, many of these lists encouraged people to proactively check in on their Black friends and colleagues while urging companies to make public statements about their stance on Black Lives Matter. And so people sent text messages to the Black people in their lives, and coworkers swarmed their Black colleagues’ inboxes: “How are you doing?” “What can I do to support you?” While some appreciated what they felt were genuine messages of concern, others found these messages, sent by people whose care they had not felt before the global reckoning, hollow and too little, too late. The lack of preexisting relationships, coupled with a sudden, seemingly performative display of concern, left a bitter aftertaste of virtue signaling rather than a sign of genuine friendship that transcended the momentary attention.


Some messages, in addition to checking in, included an ask for guidance on how to show up and be a part of the antiracism movement. “How can I be an ally?” “What can I do?” “Can you share resources for me to check out?” Despite the good intention to be of support, these messages quickly became yet another source of pressure and burden to be shouldered by Black people. During this time, I heard from countless Black employees inside organizations who were tasked with finding an external consultant to help conduct antiracism trainings, most of whose daytime jobs had nothing to do with DEI (diversity, equity, inclusion) or even HR (human resources). Not one of them told me they were being compensated for their additional labor. Instead, they recognized the impossible position they had been put in, both as a person suffering from the ongoing trauma and also as someone others wanted to listen to and be led by to address the issue that had received no prior investment or attention. “I guess it’s better than nothing,” some said, expressing their desire to take advantage of this opportunity to make a difference, even if it meant putting their live pain and exhaustion on pause so they could educate and bring others into the fold. In the face of non-Black people centering their need to be seen as “doing good” in these moments of deep trauma, Black people were expected to hold space and do the work to solve non-Black people’s confusion, shock, and despair, rather than being given the space they needed to grieve in peace.


This intense period reminded me of a time when I was called in by a Black friend I had known for over a decade, who gently asked me to stop texting them every time there was a Black murder in the media because they were beginning to associate my outreach with such news. I was mortified, of course, and I had to sit and reflect for a while to really understand the hurt I had caused my friend, making them feel reduced to a news-cycle response rather than a multidimensional human being whom I cared about deeply beyond these moments of sadness and rage.


Our good intentions produce unwanted outcomes all the time. We can have good intentions calling for compassion and positivity, while inadvertently silencing justifiable criticisms and righteous rage. We can have good intentions about respecting the law, while mistakenly prioritizing the adherence to unjust laws over the need to defy and rewrite them. We can have good intentions focusing on commonalities rather than differences, while unwittingly trivializing the vastly different lived experiences of inequities. We can have good intentions striving for unity and belonging, while forgetting that the belonging of some can sometimes preclude others from accessing safety. We can have good intentions asking for the benefit of the doubt, while putting an additional burden of emotional labor on those already disproportionately doubted and disbelieved.


In spite of our good intentions, we can still cause harm. Good intentions don’t make good people. Only good impacts make our contributions useful in the moment. And that’s why our intent to do good is rarely a helpful measure of progress.


3. GOOD IS NOT DEFINED BY THE DO-GOODER


If beauty is in the eyes of the beholder, then similarly, a good action is defined by the people whom the action seeks to benefit.


In the context of DEI in corporate settings, the entity that has committed to “doing good” is most often the organization’s leadership or HR and diversity departments, and the recipient of this good is, in theory, its historically marginalized employees. If my Awaken team and I measured the success of our workshops by the praises of well-intentioned white men in positions of power, we would not be in existence today. Instead, we measure the impact of our workshops by the sigh of relief and validation from the most marginalized people in the room. This way of measuring success sometimes poses risks to our existence because people in positions of power often demand that their requests be prioritized over the needs of the most marginalized. I’ve witnessed time and again companies analyzing their inclusion survey data and determining they are doing just fine by looking only at the fact that the majority of the organization feels they are safe, included, and treated fairly, and where the majority is comprised of mostly cisgender, heterosexual, white men. By failing to set accountability metrics that are driven by the very people such initiatives have been created to support, companies end up solving nothing and doing no good.


If the good we are seeking in this world is advancing social justice and equity for all oppressed people, then we must measure our goodness by the outcomes desired and impacts felt by those to whom justice and equity have not yet been granted. And only they get to decide when something—our efforts, our impact, our apology, our outcomes—is good enough. Just like my well-intentioned, heartfelt check-ins did not do good for my friend, we cannot call ourselves or our actions good when our impacts failed to do good. Instead, we must commit to continuous course correction based on the feedback we receive. Being good is not about indulging in our own self-aggrandizement; our ability to do good must be guided and determined by those we’re trying to do good for.


We often like to imagine our good acts as something that is happening only in the present moment, without regard to our past. Our sudden awakening energizes us to do something immediately, quickly, and effectively; through our actions today, we hope to be a part of the solution tomorrow. But what we need to remember is the context—that different marginalized communities have been shouldering the pain and resisting systemic oppression for centuries, and while some of us may have just now become conscious of them for the first time, our excitement to do good should never come at the expense of those who have already been doing the work without us.


Here’s the thing—our actions won’t always count toward good if we don’t make good with our past first. We need to spend time reflecting on our history, including when we weren’t there for the people we want to show up for right now. We need to acknowledge that we may have even caused harm, regardless of our intentions or awareness, and that this harm may have never been addressed. We need to measure the marbles in our trust jar with each person and each community, and refrain from asking for immediate recognition or appreciation the moment we decide to show up. Instead of jumping into the fray, let’s get grounded and oriented so we can do the work in a thoughtful way and in right relationship with those who have been carrying our weight while we were asleep.


THE PRINCIPLES OF DOING GOOD: ALLYSHIP


Over the course of three years, my team and I researched dozens of different definitions of allyship and tested multiple versions during our workshops. We ultimately ended up iterating on the definition offered by the Anti-Oppression Network,i which we found to be most effective in driving clarity and practical understanding in our audience. We believe these points capture the most important aspects of thoughtful allyship, and this definition, incidentally, is a useful summary of the lessons in this chapter and a great framework for how we can channel our desire to do good in a principled way.


Our working definition of allyship is an active and consistent practice of using power and privilege to achieve equity, inclusion, and justice while holding ourselves accountable to marginalized people’s needs. The following breakdown of the definition clarifies what constitutes allyship and what does not:


Allyship is an active practice that requires consistency.




• It is a practice, not a permanent identity we get to claim.


• It is not passive. Believing in the values of diversity, inclusion, and equity is great, but it is not enough to just believe—we must actively live those values through concrete actions and behaviors.


• It is practiced consistently and over time.




Allyship requires self-awareness around power and privilege.




• It asks us to recognize our multidimensional identities that marginalize and privilege us in different ways.


• It is built on the foundational understanding that our society has not distributed power and privilege equally among different social groups.




Allyship’s purpose is to achieve equity, inclusion, and justice.




• It is not to self-congratulate, promote, or validate one’s virtue.


• It is not about “saving” anyone from a place of superiority; rather, it’s about working toward equity, inclusion, and justice for all marginalized people.




Allyship requires us to practice accountability.




• It is about understanding the needs of marginalized people and aligning our actions to meet those needs.


• It is not allyship if we fail to prioritize or advance marginalized people’s needs.


• It is practicing accountability when we make a mistake or cause harm by reflecting, apologizing, repairing, and course-correcting.




As you come to this book wanting to create good impacts and real change, the principles outlined here will serve as one of the core tools in your toolbox. Return here whenever you need, and as often as you need, to reground yourself when you feel your defense mechanisms kick in or when you feel the need to hold on to your “good person” label at someone else’s expense. The fact that this work challenges us to center our impacts, rather than our intentions, is such a simple concept, yet whenever our goodwill is underappreciated and dismissed or criticized outright, it can stir up instinctive emotions of rejection and shame, leading us to be defensive or, worse, check out of the work entirely. I know how frustrating, discouraging, and exhausting it can be to hear that our actions have fallen short despite our genuine desire and effort to be helpful. I’ve struggled with my own sense of inadequacy and being misunderstood many times throughout this journey, and I am sure I haven’t seen the end of it. But we must remember that though we may not be perfect, we have the capacity to learn and do better. And that, to me, is far more interesting than the “good person” name tag slapped on a uniform.


You have to get over the fear of facing the worst in yourself. You should instead fear unexamined racism. Fear the thought that right now, you could be contributing to the oppression of others and you don’t know it. But do not fear those who bring that oppression to light. Do not fear the opportunity to do better.


—Ijeoma Oluo4


Footnote


[image: image]


i The Anti-Oppression Network defines allyship as “an active, consistent, and arduous practice of unlearning and re-evaluating, in which a person in a position of privilege and power seeks to operate in solidarity with a marginalized group,” and they cite PeerNetBC as their source. In our workshops, we found that most people required a clearer purpose for allyship (to what end?) and that the phrase “operate in solidarity” needed more direction. Some also got stuck on the fact that something needed to be “arduous” in order to be considered allyship.3
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CHAPTER 2



KNOW YOUR WHY


CONTENT NOTE: transphobia


We live in a productivity-obsessed culture where we’ve been taught to prioritize doing over reflecting, to chase quantity over quality, and to solve for efficiency over relationships. So, it is no surprise that “What can I do?” is among the most commonly asked questions I get as a facilitator from people wanting to do good. Sometimes, this manifests as a more direct request: “Tell me what to do.” The focus on the what is often reactive and urgent, and it reveals our intense craving for immediate relief. People often express their frustration when the relief doesn’t come immediately or easily. One time, within the first fifteen minutes of a half-day workshop, a white man raised his hand and asked in an agitated voice, “Are we actually going to learn anything practical today?” Though we had spent the first fifteen minutes aligning on our session expectations, clarifying the participants’ learning and accessibility needs, and setting group norms—all practical skills to build inclusive cultures—what I suspect he meant by “practical” was being given a list of to-dos to check off so that he could move on to another list.


Another time, my company was asked to facilitate a workshop for the C-suite executive team of a fast-growing autonomous vehicle company led by a young multimillionaire CEO. Despite my skepticism around the CEO’s earnestness, we took the engagement in hopes of bringing critical and urgent awareness to the dangerous repercussions of artificial intelligence (AI) technology ladened with biased and racist algorithms that systematically, and at scale, harm already marginalized people. When I entered the highly guarded and covert office headquarters, I was asked to check in using an iPad, which prompted a handful of questions, including my name, company, reason for visit, and gender pronouns. A name tag was printed for me, but oddly, the pronouns I had provided were not printed. Scratching my head as to why the question had been asked in the first place, I proceeded to the workshop space. More than a handful of executives showed up late, and some people needed time to get fresh coffee. During my introduction in front of a team of mostly white men leaders in their thirties and forties, I threw out what I thought was an easy question to get them going: “I noticed that your registration process asks people for their gender pronouns. So, can someone share why this practice is important?” The room fell silent. I wasn’t sure if people genuinely didn’t know the answer, or if they were too shy, or if they just couldn’t care less about being in this session during their precious workday. The CEO broke the silence, leaning back on a black leather couch and looking at me with utter disinterest. “Why don’t you just tell us.”


Somehow my cofacilitator and I managed to get through the entire workshop without losing our cool, and we even received positive feedback from some of the executives who implored their peers to apply what they had learned about combating algorithmic bias. A few days later, while discussing a broader rollout of the program to the rest of the company, the head of diversity asked me to shorten the half-day workshop to ninety minutes and to drop any mentions of algorithmic bias causing harm to people of color and disabled people—a direct order from the CEO. We halted the partnership altogether, and I vowed to use a much stricter criteria to screen future clients. This company continued to employ other consultants to conduct diversity trainings and recruited hundreds of people each month with a promise to create a diverse and inclusive workplace where everyone would belong.


When it comes to social justice work, we often default to asking for the what first (e.g., “What can I do?”) because we’ve been trained to crave immediately actionable solutions that bring immediate results. Companies that pump out public statements explaining their newfound commitment to diversity and inclusion and racial justice are a great example of how we are quick to declare the what before we’ve even figured out the how or why, without first examining the reasons behind our actions, commitments, or desired impacts. But what many fail to understand is that the what without the why can bring about shallow and misguided outcomes that become stale, or worse, harmful.


Asking for gender pronouns is one of many inclusion trends that organizations have begun adopting without doing a holistic review or much education around its significance. People are now quick to add gender pronouns to their email signatures, conferences supply pronoun pins that attendees can wear, and companies ask visitors for their pronouns during the registration process. These implementations give people the temporary relief they’re looking for while striving to create a culture that is more inclusive for trans, nonbinary, and gender-expansive people. And yet, I’ve been inside companies where most managers do not realize such a practice is even in place at the reception desk, and I’ve been to events where attendees and volunteers have no idea what the pronoun pins mean. Once, a check-in volunteer pointed at them and said, “I have no idea what they are, but aren’t they so cute?” and at the same conference, a fellow speaker was misgendered by the staff multiple times with no apology. The same people who specify their pronouns in email signatures are quick to ask, “Is it a boy or a girl?” when their coworker is pregnant, and the same workplace that asks for pronouns at the reception desk does not have trans-inclusive health-care policies or access to gender-neutral restrooms and is ill-equipped to support someone’s transitioning at either interpersonal or procedural levels.


The practice of sharing gender pronouns without interrogating the deeper why can end up being yet another surface-level change that signals inclusivity without meaningful change. These well-intentioned but incomplete rollouts become performative gestures that cause harm when trans and nonbinary people are extended invitations to join a company under the pretense of inclusion, but where there haven’t been any real shifts to treat them with the promised dignity. Consider these other whys that make establishing safety for trans and nonbinary people so urgent:




• Nearly 80 percent of trans and nonbinary people report having taken steps to avoid being mistreated in the workplace by hiding or delaying transitioning or quitting.1


• 43 percent of transgender youth have been bullied at school compared to 18 percent of cisgender youth.2


• 29 percent of transgender youth have attempted suicide compared to 7 percent of cisgender youth;3 however, when a transgender youth’s chosen name and pronouns are used consistently in various contexts (at home, school, or work or with friends), their risk of suicidal behavior can be reduced by more than half.4




The verbal and physical violence committed against trans people, especially Black trans women, is an ongoing epidemic that robs trans people of their safety and lives every single day.5 In this hostile reality, getting someone’s pronouns right is just one small (and important) step toward creating a more equitable and just culture for trans people, but it is also not the end-all or final objective. If we can grasp the deeper why with contextualized understanding, then maybe the practice of asking for pronouns wouldn’t be so haphazardly implemented without additional considerations.


The what is important, but without first understanding the why, the what and even the how eventually fall short of achieving sustainable change. Before jumping into the what with frantic and reactive energy, practice understanding the why behind every move from a grounded and steady state. This will help anchor us to ensure that the implementation of the what is fully extended to meet the wide-ranging needs of marginalized communities, while guiding us to be in alignment with our deeper purpose throughout the journey.


“THE BUSINESS CASE”: THE WHY THAT WON’T GET US THERE


When asked, “Why is creating a diverse, equitable, and inclusive company important for you?” most executives are eager to provide their tried-and-true HR- and marketing-approved answers, such as: “Diversity makes us more innovative.” “Diverse companies are more profitable.” “We want our team to represent the diverse customer base we have.” While all of these—the business case for diversity—are compelling statements that have been researched and proven to be true, building upon the business case as the foundation for DEI efforts has led countless organizations to execute surface-level diversity initiatives that fail to stick and create lasting, meaningful change. Passionate diversity advocates have been refining, rephrasing, and retelling the business case for DEI for decades, but the reality is this “good for business” reason has not moved enough companies to take action beyond slapping on a feel-good marketing slogan. The business case for diversity is simply not precise enough to elicit the kind of urgency or long-term commitment that real change requires.


The limitations of the business case illustrate the significance of having a more compelling why for doing this work. Let’s play it out. If the answer to “why diversity” is to increase profitability, organization leaders are going to be deeply disappointed by the upfront and long-term investment required for creating a truly diverse, equitable, and inclusive company. For example, to create a work environment that is inclusive for caregivers, organizations will need to provide alternative and destandardized ways of working, from flexible work arrangements to benefit plans that are much more comprehensive to meet everyone’s needs. To make the workplace accessible for all employees, employers will need to consider the wide-ranging accessibility needs of each employee, from designing accessible office spaces and social events to doing away with arbitrary performance requirements that are biased against disabled or neurodivergent people. To address the inevitable tension and conflict arising from having different groups of people work together, the organization will need to invest money and time to upskill their managers and conduct team trainings, taking away precious hours that could’ve been dedicated to securing additional revenue. Despite the investment, there may still be conflicts or even lawsuits, and the company will spend additional hours and dollars to resolve them while wondering if it’s any closer to reaping the financial benefits of diversity. What’s easier is creating a homogeneous group of people who think similarly, enjoy similar things, work similar hours, and don’t make each other feel uncomfortable. What’s easier is providing standardized working conditions, streamlined benefits, and sticking to one default way of being. While homogeneity may not bring about the level of innovation that Harvard Business Review links to diverse teams,6 it can lead to a well-oiled machine of like-minded people and an enjoyable working environment for those in the homogeneous group. None of the tech giants—Google, Facebook, Apple, and the likes—have made significant progress in their Black and Latine employee representation.7 But their bottom line? Well, I’d say their shareholders aren’t complaining.


Maybe we needed the business case to get started. Maybe, at first, it was the most, if not the only, palatable and celebrated approach to discussing topics that people in positions of power did not otherwise care for beyond the minimum need to comply with the law. In fact, in the United States in the late eighties, a perceived shift in demographic—baby boomer retirements and a growing presence and availability of women, people of color, and immigrants in the workforce—made it such that diversifying the workforce was seen as a matter of economic survival beyond legal compliance for many companies, and the term workforce diversity was introduced into the business lexicon.8 But the profit-motivated business case as our continuing why sets us up to betray outright the core of what we are trying to achieve in the context of social justice. When profit is the motive, then the efforts stop making sense when there is no clear threat of sustained financial loss or a major gain in the short term. A 2013 McKinsey & Company report noted that the companies that are most successful at creating gender diversity have CEOs who are committed to the cause at a much more personal level, with a passion that “goes well beyond logic and economics.… Numbers matter, but belief makes the case powerful.”9 The economic justification for diversity has outrun its usefulness, and we need to shift our underlying motivations to create and sustain real change beyond diversity theater.


Most importantly, the profitability business case, guided by its accompanying how and what, leads us to replicate harmful patterns of commodifying people (“diversity hires”), prioritizing legal compliance over doing the right thing (“Don’t get sued!”), demanding quick returns on investment, and choosing profit over people, every time. It pulls us further away from asserting the need for corrective action to account for centuries of systemic oppression on the basis of repair and equity, and achieving justice in the most basic sense of the word. Put simply, we cannot expect social justice outcomes using a why rooted in capitalism.


“IT’S THE RIGHT THING TO DO”: THE UNSUSTAINABLE WHY


Turning now to you: Why did you pick up this book? My guess would be that these words are not your first exposure to social justice, DEI issues, or being antiracist. So, what makes you want to be on this journey? Why do you care?


“I believe everyone should be treated equally regardless of their social identities.”


“I want my children to grow up in a better world.”


“It’s just the right thing to do.”


These are some of the common answers I get whenever I ask about people’s why. There is nothing wrong with them—in fact, they are much better than most answers I’ve heard inside corporate boardrooms. However, from my personal and professional experience, in order for us to stay tethered to the movement, we need a why that includes ourselves in it, one that recognizes our role and culpability, not a why that is only about others. When we frame our desire to achieve social justice solely for the benefit of someone else (“I want to support others,” “I want everyone else to have the opportunities I had”), it becomes too convenient for us to give up when the path gets difficult or worse, to confuse solidarity with saviorism.


This is a why that positions us as a helper, do-gooder, or even a “savior” who is motivated to help with other people’s problems, and it has a shelf life dependent on our internal threshold for personal sacrifice. In other words, this why requires an incredible amount of self-discipline and willpower for us to stay the course and is conditional on what we’re willing to give up: we’re only willing to pursue justice for other marginalized people until a costly personal sacrifice is demanded of us. This why relies on our good hearts, our desire to be seen as good people, and our fluctuating emotional, intellectual, and material capacities. For most, this works until it becomes too self-detrimental (“That’s going to cost me too much”), or our goodness is challenged too frequently or without acknowledgment (“I’m just trying to help!”), or the goodness isn’t returned to us and our own community (“They didn’t show up for me”). Too many still approach social justice work like community service, as if we’re doing a favor for marginalized communities, as if we’re spending our time and resources to be selfless and as if we’re deserving of grace because “at least we’re trying.” This attitude is problematic as it centers us as martyrs while mischaracterizing the necessary work of addressing centuries of systemic oppression as charity work.


One year, I was asked to speak at an intimate gathering of women on the topic of interracial solidarity and intersectional feminism. There was a diverse lineup of women speakers, and the white woman organizer asked me to speak about my experience of being fetishized in the workplace from the perspective of an Asian woman and why anti-Asian bias seemed more “acceptable” compared to other types of racism. Interesting questions, I thought. I gave a brief speech about my experience navigating the world of tech and the importance of building trust through accountability, especially in the realm of interracial interpersonal relationships. What happened next, however, was what made the event so memorable. The white woman host, an incredibly vocal diversity consultant focused on educating other white women, spoke about her passion for interracial sisterhood and how the first step to building solidarity was to diversify our social networks and foster genuine relationships with diverse groups of people (none of which I disagreed with). She then implored that white women take more interest in learning about their people of color neighbors and colleagues and befriending them so that white people could begin to understand their pain and needs while building trust.


Launching into an activity, she instructed the audience to pair up with another person of a different race to get to know each other through a number of prompts. I proceeded to introduce myself to my partner, a middle-aged Black woman. As she glanced over at the projector screen to read the first prompt, I realized what I really wanted to say, or rather, ask. In my most sincere voice possible, I said, “I’m not trying to be sarcastic, but I’m wondering, do you actually want to be friends with white people?” She stared at me and then burst out laughing. “Um, that’s a great question. No one has ever asked me that. Let me think about that for a sec… not really, no.” We spent the time describing how we both were on the fence about the idea of making new white friends and yet how often we heard about white people’s desire to diversify their social networks in order to be better allies. I mentioned how I had no interest in befriending white people for the benefit of their education, which often happened at my own expense, and that I found no joy or satisfaction in sharing my race-related traumas as their education tool. “Can’t white people just do the work without needing us to be their friends?”


Though the event had noble intentions of bringing different groups of women together to build solidarity, its incomplete why ended up centering the interests and education of white women. These women, hungry to expand their circles, showed up, ready to listen and learn from women of color so they could be better allies. But had they paused to think about how this would benefit these women of color in turn? What would these white women be offering in the relationship and had they thought about why women of color might hesitate to befriend them in the first place? Was it too much for me to want to see more white women willing to sacrifice their social standing within their preexisting circles—workplaces, schools, social circles, neighborhoods, and more—to call out other white women’s racist behaviors without having a person of color BFF? I left the event feeling incomplete and a little bit frustrated.


When our why positions ourselves as do-gooders going out of our way to help others, it creates an imbalanced dynamic rooted in saviorism that causes harm despite our good intentions. And even if we position ourselves as the neutral party just wanting to help with someone else’s situation, we create a false distance between us and our active participation in others’ oppression, ultimately failing to recognize that there is no such thing as neutrality within unequal systems.


“OUR LIBERATION IS BOUND TOGETHER”: THE MOST ENDURING WHY


If you have come to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.


—Aboriginal Rights Group in Queenslandi


The most sustaining why is one that directly involves ourselves. It is one rooted not in our desire to “help” others from a place of distance but in our understanding that we each play a critical role in upholding and dismantling systemic oppressions that ultimately impact all of us. This why reveals that our ignorance and inaction do not make us neutral bystanders to systemic oppression; instead, they make us complicit and also harm us in the long run.


As a person with multiple marginalized identities, I am often invited to share my stories piecemeal during designated time slots. For example, I am asked to speak about my experience being a woman working in tech during Women’s History Month, and being an Asian person during AAPI Heritage Month, and being a queer person during Pride Month. Many expect me to discuss sexism at events themed “women’s events” and anti-Asian racism at events themed “Asian events.” But what most miss in this compartmentalized way of approaching social justice is that these issues, in reality, are rarely experienced by me in silos; rather, they overlap and happen simultaneously.ii Asian issues also include sexism, homophobia, and other forms of oppression, and queer issues also include racism, sexism, ableism, and so on. Solving sexism alone won’t free me from racism, and solving racism alone won’t free me from homophobia. As Audre Lorde said in her 1982 address “Learning from the 60s”: “There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives.”11
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