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Praise for RACE MANNERS


“An enlightening and balanced view of racial conflict. Jacobs deftly defuses explosive scenarios by offering alternative interpretations and by dispensing sensitive advice to both sides. A primer for understanding another person’s point of view on the issues of race, Race Manners is a ‘must read’ for those who wish to clarify racial dilemmas.”

—Norine Dresser, Los Angeles Times columnist

“Race Manners advances racial understanding. It provides the clearest road map for what each of us can do to lower suspicion by examining how our own preconceptions lead to actions which block meaningful dialogue… . A call to extraordinary action.” 

—Raleigh News & Observer

“With a journalist’s eye and a poet’s ear, Jacobs acknowledges and examines the complexities behind all types of racially charged encounters. He insightfully points out rational and irrational behaviors, suggests reasons for them, and makes common-sense suggestions to ease the reader out of many racial quagmires… . A rare exception, a book that unflinchingly looks at even the most mundane aspects of racism and offers practical advice to counter its insidious effects.” 

—Baltimore City Paper

“Jacobs’s book has shown up right on time. Race Manners is a guided tour through the perspectives that have become arguments that have come to compete for our passions in the discussion of race relations in this country… . He boldly excavates racial dilemmas from the long record of socioeconomic inequality, the broad concept of personal respect, and the delicate brushstrokes of cross-cultural etiquette.”

—OC Weekly

“A guidebook for Americans on how to think constructively about race … Eloquent … Wise.” 

—Arizona Republic

“Required reading … Race Manners could generate the kinds of questions that could change American history.”

—Springfield Republican

“The best book I have read on American race relations.”

—Bob Koch, WXXI-FM, Rochester

“An impressive contribution that exposes the underlying silliness as well as noxiousness of American racial attitudes.” 

—Kirkus Reviews

“A frank, intelligent guide intended for both whites and blacks … Jacobs challenges preconceptions and entrenched myths.” 

—Publishers Weekly

“Since first discovering Race Manners, I have recommended it to clients all over the nation. The feedback was universally positive and came from the highest levels of diversity leadership.” 

—Sondra Thiederman,
consultant and author of Making Diversity Work
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For my mother and father,
 who gave me this life



To expand the universe
one pushes out
the plate glass windows.

—Stephen Jonas, 1961

 

 

 

If you see yourself in others 
then who can you harm?

—Buddha
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RACE MANNERS

FOR THE 21ST CENTURY


Introduction

“Shut Up!”: Fear, Trash Talk, and the
 Death of Discourse

[image: image]hut up!

“Yeah, I’m talking to you, you ignorant slime. You traitor. With ideas like yours, you don’t even deserve to be an American. You people don’t have a clue. Why don’t you just go sign up with the enemy? Yeah. You scum-sucking rodent. You dumb-as-mud specimen. Why don’t you just SHUT UP!”

Welcome to the new American conversation. How are you liking it so far?

If you’re not with us, you’re against us. If you don’t get your way, you’re a victim of persecution. If you challenge official wisdom, you’re told to watch what you say. And if you dare to call in and challenge the choreographed tirades of any of the barking attack hosts who now dominate much of radio and TV opinion programming, you’re set up as fodder for ridicule by an audience drunk on derision and scorn.

Call it the profit-driven trivialization of news and discourse. Our nation is engulfed in it as never before. And in spite of the sheer volume of our outpourings of verbosity, our actual understanding of one another — as peoples of different colors, orientations, and beliefs who share a nation and a planet — is poorer than ever.

How did we get to this? And how can we get out of it?

I suggest that what we are now caught up in, in all of its small-minded fury, is the personalizing of political and cultural difference. We have cheapened our measure of public discourse to the point where our disagreements and conflicts register more as mere attacks on one another than as substantial challenges to one another’s ideas and actions.

There is a method to the madness. For the centralized corporate news operations that now dominate the industry, it is more profitable to have mediocre reporters covering car crashes and passively repeating accusations, and talk show guests shouting at one another on cardboard sets in the studio, than it is to send good reporters out to dig up important stories and to have well-informed guests in the studio engaging in respectful debate. So, for the sake of profit and cheap dramatic impact, news operations have dialed back the pursuit of actual journalism. Instead, the people who read the news to us and who hold forth on talk shows have heightened the personal, “entertaining” aspect of politics. Reporters tend to highlight personal scandal, matters of campaign style, charisma, who got in the best licks in a debate — a sort of sports-coverage form of political reporting. And for the pundits, the coveted coin of today’s realm is anger: shouting, interrupting, mocking, sneering. It’s all about the show.

Meanwhile, the ideas and principles we are supposed to be fighting about — our actual reasons for caring in the first place — are sucked out of the conversation. What is left is rude, crude, shallow attacking and counterattacking. Most of us claim to dislike it. But we watch and listen to it anyway.

We all know what this spectacle of empty spite has done to our national politics. But how often do we think about the damage it has done to each of us personally when it comes to dealing with issues of real contention in our daily lives?

Here is where it hits home: Our being hammered through our TVs and car radios by this steady wave of petty warfare succeeds, often without our knowing it, in boxing our issues of social disagreement into the socially taboo category of personal attack. So when it comes to our real everyday disagreements with people we know over matters of politics or race or culture, we feel we have nowhere to go. We feel as if we have only two options: to attack one another’s very personhood, or to shut down. Those are our received choices: get abusively in-your-face with those who disagree with us and tell them to shut up, or shut up ourselves so that we can retreat to bitterly commiserate with those who agree with us.

The idea behind the “Shut up!” approach — it’s an epithet favored by the meanest of today’s talk show hosts as a way to cut off callers and guests who are on the “wrong” side of an issue — seems to have now become the dominant ethic of popular political discourse in the United States. This idea, the idea that political struggle is all about personal abuse, has served to shut down every one of us at one time or another when it comes to saying the political things we most need to say in daily life: How we are angry, or how we are perplexed, or how we are up in arms about some social or cultural or political or racial event in our lives.

The things we most desperately need to say to one another to address our problems do not get said because the verbally violent talk-show-assassin style of conversation to which we have become publicly accustomed is not permissible in everyday life. Even if it does work as entertainment, giving us a vicarious thrill by letting media personalities in effect talk dirty for us, it never, ever works in real life, and talking that way is not allowed in any civilized household or classroom or workplace, and we know it. Plus, it can get you punched in the mouth, or worse. Even those of us who enjoy the bigmouthed bully shows still realize that we cannot talk that way to people in the real world and get away with it. A person can only talk that way when protected by a microphone, a TV camera, or bodyguards.

So where does that leave you and me? Where does that leave us when, after we turn off the TV or the radio, we come face-to-face in real life with a person of another race or another religion or another sexual orientation who says or does or believes something that we have trouble dealing with? It leaves us to make a desperate choice: shut up or shut them up.

That isn’t good enough.

Shutting up — and shutting other people up — is no way for any of us to live in a world full of different kinds of people. It won’t work. And it will leave you feeling even more under siege, and knowing even less, than before.

This updated version of Race Manners will give you some better options.

In my travels speaking across the country in the years since the release of the first edition of Race Manners, I have heard person after person — people who often disagree with one another on major issues of race or politics — fervently wish aloud for some way to cut through the public verbal gunfire in order to actually be understood. Since the September 11, 2001, attacks and the ensuing lockdown of national opinion, fear and loathing of the cultural and political “other” has ratcheted up to excruciatingly new levels. A young white woman in a far western state told me how she had to sneak Race Manners into her house and hide the book from her parents — and how shocked and relieved she was to learn that it is possible to confront deep racial biases in oneself and others without the savage-or-be-savaged ritual of personal abuse. A young black man at an East Coast college told me of his constant frustration with the inability to simply be seen as who he is rather than as a poster child for the latest media images of black youth. A white farmer in West Virginia told me he thinks it’s high time for both rural and urban people to realize how we all suffer from the damage done by narrow, corporate-dominated news coverage; his particular complaint was about the activities of giant agribusiness companies and their effect on his livelihood. An Iranian American woman in Baltimore told me bluntly that she has virtually stopped traveling because she can no longer stand the humiliation of being  constantly pulled out of lines and treated as a suspect at airports.

I decided to offer this new version of Race Manners to help us to deal sanely and constructively with the world in which we now find ourselves: a world after September 11, one riddled with fears and slogans, a society in which the explosion of talk show culture has made American political discourse largely an industry of personal warfare. At the same time, I saw a need to update the book’s discussion of many of the ongoing racial questions that Americans, particularly blacks and whites, continue to face in everyday life. In this new edition, I broaden the conversation further beyond black and white than in the first edition, but I also focus in places on issues in which blacks and whites have specific history. As before, to the extent that we as Americans of all ethnicities and backgrounds have shared experiences, this book is for all of us.

In this updated Race Manners, you’ll find a new chapter on how to survive today’s contagiously mean radio and TV talk show state of mind. You’ll find new chapters on dealing with your own fears of terrorism in your travels; seeing how American black/white relations play into attitudes toward Muslims and peoples of Arab descent; understanding what the concept of race means, and what it doesn’t mean, now that scientific research is finding race to be physiologically meaningless; deciding whether and when it is worth it for you to speak up among friends, family, or coworkers on a difficult or dangerous issue; and looking beyond the facile notion of “tolerance” to see a deeper way of appreciating one another, as well as other new and continuing issues in our daily struggle for informed coexistence. Nearly every chapter of this new Race Manners concludes with a set of what I call “Survival Suggestions”: potent, assertive ways to handle issues in a manner that serves both sanity and fairness.

I intend for this new version of Race Manners to give you contemporary tools for living out an old axiom: People tend to want to speak as they are spoken to, and to listen as they are listened to. I want this book to serve as a reassurance of the kinds of political and personal interchange and growth we might share with friends and neighbors and coworkers, and also as a warning of how that potential is now being denied us by a climate that continually compels us to be afraid — of one another, of “them,” of the unknown — and to be contemptuous of all except what we think we know. I hope that this book will help you to anchor the day-to-day doings of your life in the knowledge that democracy — a word now much repeated but little heeded — is much more about disagreement than it is about head-nodding unanimity. Democracy is much more about entertaining protest than it is about forbidding or punishing it. It is much more about difference than it is about agreement.

In that sense, I want Race Manners to serve you as a kind of personal handbook for defending your own piece of democracy against a storm-trooper ethic that seeks to crush true discussion and dissent. The fact is, we are all under a tremendous amount of pressure right now to act as paranoid recruits for lockstep thinking rather than as healthy citizens. We are under pressure to not become well informed about those with whom we share the world. We are under pressure to ignore or annihilate the viewpoints of other Americans who disagree with us. We are under pressure to keep our mouths shut in public — unless we repeat a party line — and to instead let media hit men do our talking for us.

Don’t cave in under the pressure. Stand up and use your voice.

This new edition of Race Manners will help to show you how.


Out in the Open

1

Black, White, and Scared: Our New 
Scapegoating in the Post-9/11 Age

[image: image]eptember 11, 2001. The twin towers fall. Nearly three thousand people die. Americans stand, shocked, in front of television sets in department stores and waiting rooms and offices, watching two jetliners bury themselves in the upper floors of New York’s most iconic skyscrapers, where they explode into fireballs. They watch office workers dive to their deaths from nearly 100 stories aloft as the inferno grows. They watch the presumably immutable twin symbols of American capitalism disintegrate in an apocalyptic torrent of concrete and steel and ash.

The social messages begin right away. Major news programs begin emblazoning their sets with slogans such as “America under Attack.” Reporters begin wearing American flags on their lapels on camera. The formerly little recognized Osama bin Laden and Al-Qaeda, the apparent perpetrators of the attack, instantly become household names. The president goes on television to declare bin Laden a fugitive wanted “dead or alive” in a “War on Terror.” Airport security becomes an ugly combination of personal screening and profiling. Hearing color-coded government bulletins of the current terrorism risk becomes routine. All Americans are effectively deputized to watch for “suspicious” persons or activities. The entire nation is declared a danger zone.

Suddenly, being an Arab American — or someone mistaken for an Arab American — in an airport or on a plane seems to become grounds for questioning and search by authorities and for general scrutiny by other passengers. Nervous glances at presumed Arab Americans or Muslims become commonplace. The fearful watchfulness spreads to all public places. Assaults against Arab Americans and desecrations of American mosques increase. So does the social permissibility of virulently anti-Arab cartoons, jokes, and on-air remarks. Respectable people denounce such behavior. But everyone seems to agree that 9/11 has created a new set of American attitudes out of whole cloth.

It’s a new world, say the pundits after 9/11. Everything has changed.

Or has it?

If there is one twisted quip that says it all about blacks, whites, and race since 9/11, I think it is what a friend of mine overheard a black person say in the thick of the anti-12 Arab hysteria following the Twin Towers attacks: “Finally! Somebody besides us for white people to be afraid of.”

Forget the claims about “everything being different” and its being “a whole new world” since the attacks on the World Trade Center. Perhaps Americans drink from a new cauldron, but it overflows with the same old poison: persistent fear of ethnic retribution, and the casualties thereof.

It began with what one might call the original American reign of terror: the bloody conquest of this continent and the awful hold it maintains over the national psyche. White Americans, for their part, have been chronically afraid since at least the sixteenth century, when European settlers began a fouled coexistence with the peoples whose lands they would inexorably take by force. The collective white fright swelled with the fallout from the successive white-ruled regimes of African slavery, lynch law, and Jim Crow, and has since been sustained by the working and middle classes’ ongoing dread of the black urban poor. Take a look at the emotional planks of any national Republican political campaign since the infamous Willie Horton ad of 1988 — in which clever Republican strategists for George H. W. Bush used the image of an escaped black rapist to stir white fears about the Democratic welfare state — and you will see the legacy confirmed. If there is a trait embedded even more deeply in the mainstream American character than the pursuit of money, it is fear of the Other. It is at the very heart of the way the dominant American culture learned to view the new world it had conquered. How could it be otherwise? When a society is layered, century after century, atop the fractured foundation of unmitigated conquest and unanswered rage, a perpetual state of unease and fear is assured.

So fear is what we’ve got. One of the best, and most cruelly funny, portrayals of this can be found partway through Michael Moore’s film Bowling for Columbine, in a satirical South Park–style cartoon sequence purporting to provide a capsule version of American history. The sequence is a series of historical scenes in which whites abuse successive populations of peoples of color — Indians, then blacks, and so on — whose survivors then loom menacingly in the background while the whites huddle terrified in a circle, eyes wide and teeth chattering. If you haven’t seen it, do. In addition to being funny, it is a ruthlessly vivid illustration of how paranoia, over a period of centuries, becomes lodged in the national personality.

And there it remains. There exists, today, a broad swath of white Americans, particularly the economically insecure, who continue to anchor their self-images in fear and suppression of the Other, as if fearfully looking back over their shoulders at history’s throngs of wronged and angry nonwhite peoples — in particular, at Native Americans and the descendants of imported Africans — while trying to outrun their own panicky sense of being stalked from behind. There is no getting around it: when one has seized a continent through genocide, enslavement, and broken treaties and has never circled back to make things right, it is hard to so much as move a muscle without watching one’s back. There is no inner moral peace under such conditions. There is no quiet internal sense of right-ness. Which is why, today, the American flag is waved so wildly and the anthems are screamed with such abandon.

And so, from the antebellum whites drunk on legends about bloodthirsty oversexed Africans to today’s unemployed white guys mesmerized by radio rants about Mus-14 lims, a certain number of jittery, precariously footed white Americans have perpetually defined themselves according to their fear and loathing of others. They leap to embrace contempt for the other with the kind of desperation that only a fleeing person can muster. They feel the scourge of collective culpability at their backs, breathing heavily. And so they run, losing themselves in a rush of righteous rage, as if an escape from conscience could ever be possible.

Those Americans targeted by this long-running fear and loathing are, naturally, angry about it. Blacks are angry about being indiscriminately feared on the street and overlooked in city hall and Washington. Latinos are angry about being stereotyped and economically marginalized. Native Americans are angry about having their land stolen and their peoples and traditions nearly (or in some cases wholly) exterminated. Women are angry about being denied full partnership and equal rewards in society. Jews are angry about being mocked and defamed and having their history, including the Holocaust, denied or sugar-coated. Gays are angry about having their very existence defined as sinful and their civil and human rights denied. Asian Americans are angry about being culturally caricatured and treated as if they have no grievances a mere sixty years after the Japanese American internment camps.

And many Arab Americans, for their part, are angry about being feared and fingered as the latest “them” in a four-hundred-year-old string of official national bogeymen.

There has been an increase in American hate crimes against Muslims, among them attacks upon mosques and personal assaults. President George W. Bush broadly included portions of the Arab world as part of the so-called Axis of Evil, and his administration undertook unprecedented surveillance and detention of Muslims and people of Arab descent, often in secret and without due process, on the grounds of alleged ties to terrorism. A series of inflammatory Danish cartoons (one of which pictured the prophet Muhammad with a turban shaped like a bomb) infuriated Muslims; in the wake of the West’s subsequent insensitivity to the offensiveness of the cartoons, years of Muslim anger worldwide exploded into violence. Right-wing commentators have made outlandish anti-Arab remarks, such as Ann Coulter’s that the United States should “invade their countries, kill their leaders, and convert them to Christianity,”1 which got her fired as a columnist for the National Review. Many Americans feel free to make insulting and stereotypical remarks about Arabs and Muslims. (I remember overhearing a white shopkeeper sarcastically refer to the Muslim holy holiday Ramadan as “Rama-dama-ding-dong.” I gave her a nasty look, left the store, and have not been back since.) In response to this overall climate, the Council on American-Islamic Relations, a nonprofit Muslim advocacy group, now offers Muslims free “Know Your Rights” and “Muslim Community Safety Kit” brochures.

If you are an Arab American enraged at the slurs, the widespread intellectual laziness, the political dema-goguery, and the official and unofficial abuses that create so much grief and insult and outright danger for you, I cannot pretend to offer authoritative advice. But I can offer you, along with my outrage and solidarity, an observation I have found to be true in my own life experience as a black man often targeted for suspicion: it can be both emotionally helpful and tactically useful to remind yourself of the long and demented history of the beast of American racism. The roots of the ethnic phobia displayed by that person seated next to you on the plane or in the waiting room are centuries deep, and the current version now revolving around you as an Arab American is but the latest symptom of a profound national illness whose excising demands the most radical of long-term surgeries. It is a national dysfunction of the first order, sustaining a view of others that is so rank with brutal egoism and blind selfishness that it approaches sociopathy on a collective scale. In that sense, your struggle for fairness and justice is the latest incarnation of the good fight: the reconciliation of the American psyche with the actual world. It might be helpful for you to regard it as such.

The thing for all of us to understand, then, as the black person who made the cruel quip at the beginning of this chapter knew, is that the basis for each successive new popular fear of “them” is as old as the first Thanksgiving. It is the same old doomed American attempt at escaping the wrath of the wronged. The incredible potency of 9/11, for many American whites, was the way in which it enabled them to shed their moral ambiguity in yet another fit of fear against a dark avenger. It provided a similar basis for righteous anger among many Americans of all ethnicities.

For some blacks, in particular, 9/11 supplied an additional payoff: it provided a powerful sense of relief from the age-old burden of perceived black villainy — at the expense, in this case, of peoples of Arab descent. Among some blacks, bone-tired of a lifetime of being scapegoated and dodged in public, the specter of Arab Americans as the new public enemy seemed a not unwelcome prospect. Being stigmatized gets old after a few hundred years, and for some blacks the prospect of feeling the shoe on the other foot — and using it to give another ethnic minority a swift kick — was too tempting to pass up.

But what gives the 9/11 epic its own ferocity as a narrative of the feared avenger is the brutal and intimate economic and political relationship between the United States and the poorer nations of the world, many of them heavily Muslim. We Americans remain largely shielded from the process through which our nation’s fabulous wealth washes up on our shores: a system euphemistically called “free trade” that is in reality a ruthlessly coercive rule of huge Western-based corporations over the local economies of nations rich in natural resources and cheap labor. Thanks to news programming and political discourse that gloss lightly over these deep conflicts, we as Americans have a hard time seeing the ugly machinery behind the bounteous offerings at our department stores and supermarkets. According to the United Nations, the richest 20 percent of the world’s population accounts for 86 percent of the world’s consumption — including 45 percent of all meat and fish and 58 percent of total energy.2 When the United States supports corrupt regimes in Asia or the Middle East or Africa or South America, and when the leaders of those regimes clamp down on their own people to create a cheap and easily controlled labor force and a ready flow of exported goods and raw materials, it is America more than any other country that gets the oil, the inexpensive patio furniture, the TVs, the sneakers, the bananas, the coffee, the computers, while the mostly brown-skinned people who generate the products have to do without democracy or decent wages or health care.

In a sense, it is Americans’ very ability to choose from a hundred brand names of furniture that requires people in other parts of the world to suffer. In the brutally ruled and often economically undeveloped parts of the world from which these riches come, many of the citizens look unkindly, to say the least, upon America and the industrialized West for sustaining this arrangement. A few of these citizens are sufficiently enraged, or desperate, to respond favorably to the bloody entreaties of certain fundamentalist groups who promise revenge.

All of this provides the raw material for our nation’s latest avenger scare, whereby we explode into fight-or-flight against yet another enraged seeker of vengeance while we ignore the most obvious causes and mechanisms of the rage.

Before we succumb to this foolishness any further, I suggest we ask ourselves two questions.

First, on a moral level, how can a group or a nation possibly defend its acting, collectively, like a big, self-obsessed baby on the historic question of the grievances of others? If you are a fair-minded white person, how can you justify turning a blind eye to history and yielding instead to the knee-jerk impulse of centuries’ worth of self-justifying fear? If you are a self-respecting black person with any empathy whatsoever for abused peoples, how can you rationalize surrendering to the pile-on reflex of the fear-the-Arabs mob when only yesterday it was you at the bottom of the swarming horde? And if, worse, you as an African American take compensatory pleasure in your sudden new role as an Arab stomper, how do you propose to look at yourself in the mirror now that you have lowered yourself to the moral stature of a 1950s white segregationist?

And then there is the second question: Morality aside, what do you truly gain from joining in on the fear? How does it actually benefit you? Forget ethics for a moment. Let’s be selfishly practical about it. Your chance of dying in a terrorist attack in any given year is infinitesimal. But your overall chance of being murdered is 1 in 11,000, your chance of being robbed is 1 in 400, and your chance of being burglarized is 1 in 50.3 The vast majority of crimes in America are committed by white men. So if you are white, how does it serve your safety to pour daily energy into fearing a lifelong procession of unarmed Arab-American strangers while ignoring white men? Would it not serve you better to instead support ideas and policies that will actually increase your security? And if you are black, how does it serve your self-interest for you to feed the same old cyclical national appetite for racial paranoia that will come back around to kick you in your own butt next week? No matter who you are, how does it benefit you to ignore the true problem — a massive international enmity toward America because of what we do with other nations’ economies and governments — while obsessing over the unreal problem of whether the brown-skinned person next to you on the subway is carrying explosives? Name one tangible benefit you enjoy from participating in the ongoing national frenzy of personalized fear — aside from the mean-spirited rush of flashing your self-righteous “preparedness” at a brown-skinned stranger while your own government continues to further endanger you.

This is madness, and it is hurting you and me, and we need to stop it.

To be sure, it can be difficult and unpopular and even unsafe, in some quarters, to challenge ourselves and our friends and loved ones and neighbors and coworkers at a time when a preoccupying paranoia carries the respectabil-20 ity of network television and radio commentary. But so what? When has it ever been easy to buck the blanketing certainty of current convention in favor of the longer view of what is right? When has it ever been easy to insist that we as a community do what actually works instead of simply stoking the self-defeating fires of popular fascination?

It was not easy for those who spoke out early against the Vietnam War — among them the Reverend Martin Luther King and linguist and activist Noam Chomsky — to do so in the face of an arrogant American military and a war-sympathetic public. Nor was it easy for those, again including Chomsky, who opposed early plans for America’s Iraq War in the face of the same obstacles. Nor, for that matter, was it easy for those who opposed the McCarthyera anticommunist witch hunts or who stood up early for civil rights for blacks, women, and gays, respectively.

Like it or not, you and I face our own moral and practical choice right now, in the years after 9/11, as to who we intend to be in this world. This is the way history happens: with invisible, unheralded decisions by people like you and me concerning how we will think and act. Right now, at this very moment, you are part of the future, and you will be so judged by those who later look back upon our time. You might not like bearing the burden of choice. But it is yours regardless, and whether by action or inaction, your decision will shape the outcome.

So what’s it going to be? A positive, adult course of action that regards others as fully human and strives for solutions through relationships in the world? Or a fearful, simplistic course that once again stigmatizes the villainous avenger while avoiding the issues that would actually solve the problem?

Whether you choose to look at it ethically or practically, there is really only one sound choice.

Survival Suggestions

1.   Understand that the only “new” thing about the post-9/11 hysteria is its flavor.

Don’t fall for the hype about “everything being different”; it is dead-end reasoning that leaves you at the mercy of fearmongering public figures who offer rhetoric and aggression but no true solutions. Yes, the tactics for addressing mobile, decentralized terrorists are very different from those for other types of conflicts. But the underlying solution to this newest reign of terror is the same as the solutions to our previous ones: understand and address the grievances that drive the conflict. In this case they are the Israeli occupation of Palestine, American abetting of economic and political injustice in heavily Muslim nations, and now the war in Iraq. If we fail to deal with these triggers, we will chase bands of terrorists forever.

2.   Don’t let any new attacks erode your power to reason.

There may yet be more attacks on American soil; there may not be. Don’t let them make you lose your mind. Remember suggestion number 1: Americans’ reflexively reacting to such threats with paranoia and blind self-righteousness has been drilled into the national persona for centuries. Keep your head instead, and be a part of the true solution.

3.   Don’t scapegoat or stereotype.

It is not only unforgivably mean, it is useless. The truly mammoth terrorism risks (see chapter 3) have almost nothing to do with the brown-skinned person beside you on the plane or in the subway. If you are a person of color mistreating others in this way, or taking pleasure in there now being other targets besides you, you ought to be ashamed. Quit it. Soon enough, that hammer is going to come down on you.

4.   If you are scapegoated, take care of yourself, but know as well that you are dealing with a sick culture.

As I have said, so many Americans are accustomed to hyping mythologized avengers that the illness is as reflexive to them as sneezing. If you are targeted for scrutiny or abuse, do all you need to do to defend yourself: protest, organize, sue, whatever. But try not to be burdened by the belief that this is a new form of abuse. It’s not. And as you know, it’s not about you at all.

5.   Speak to others across lines of fear.

You will need to use your instincts about this one; given the taut nerves and hurt feelings in stereotyping and scapegoating, such conversations are not always possible. But when you feel they are, initiate them. Go ahead and apologize to the person next to you whom you momentarily offended with your preemptive scrutiny, tell her you realize why you behaved badly, and see where the conversation leads. If you are on the receiving end of the bad behavior, call the person on it and let him know — whether tactfully or not — that he ought to reflect more on his actions. As I say, sometimes this just can’t be managed, and you need to take your anger or your shame and move on. But sometimes it can. And if we, the actual passengers and pedestrians dealing personally with the repercussions of the “War on Terror,” won’t take on these issues, who will?
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