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PRAISE FOR


NOT YOUR FATHER’S CAPITALISM





Dr. Adriane Johnson-Williams is speaking to issues fundamentally core to the future of our democracy. A timely piece that comes at a critical moment in American history, social change leaders will be discussing (and applying) this work for years to come.


COLIN GROTH


Executive Vice President of Strategy and Development, StriveTogether


This book should be required reading for every organization from local nonprofits to the Fortune 500 as it reflects a reality that few wish to acknowledge—but that every modern leader should. Adriane Johnson-Williams convincingly transcends the standard practice of simply throwing acronyms and committees at the systemic issue of race equity, and instead provides a practical and useful guide for actual results. Johnson-Williams illustrates a deep and insightful understanding of organizational cultures and what it takes to shift the paradigm. Her book not only calls on us all to do better, to be better leaders, it gives us a framework for doing so.


MICHAEL S . GARRISON


Member, Spilman, Thomas, and Battle, PLLC and former President of West Virginia University


Authentically bringing about transformational change requires a new mindset—a shift in consciousness. This book not only raises profound questions, it also provides practices and exercises that equip the reader to see the world through new eyes and possibly a change of heart. A couple of vital questions that surfaced for me were: How can US capitalism truly be a benefit to humanity? Am I willing to be a leader in advancing this effort?


MARY JO GREIL


Carson Greil Group


Dr. Johnson-Williams provides a powerful perspective on the state of capitalism in the modern era. This book raises complex and difficult questions that have been largely overlooked by academics and professionals alike. It is a must read for people interested in coming up with solutions for many of today’s societal issues.


FRANCOIS TRAHAN


President, Trahan Macro Research
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DEDICATION


I am the daughter of Carolyn Ann Lacy Williams (b. 1950), who is the daughter of Ruthie Mae Sanders Lacy (1914–1986), who is the daughter of Lucy Pointer Sanders (1900–1971). We are all Black women of the American South. We have each, in our time, gained wisdom from the spaces we occupied, whether as rural entrepreneurs in the Mississippi Delta, domestics in the homes of wealthy white women, or managers over the housing of poor Black women and under the weighty supervision of white and Black men alike. I dedicate this book to my mother, foremothers, and all the Black women and daughters of Black women whose wisdom is as valuable as it was hard earned.
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ABOUT DR. AJW


Black girl child from the US South. Impeccably educated at the best institutions. Bilingual. Pragmatic. Runt in a family of giants. Wife to a phenomenal woman. Child-free. Sharp tongued.


I am all these things. They are fundamental to my identity, yet they don’t quite describe who I am. They, and many other characteristics, inform how I interpret the world, define problems, and construct solutions.


And therein lies the lesson.


People are complex. We bring all of that complexity with us into every room we enter. When we combine all the things we carry and apply them, powerful things happen. I help senior leaders figure out how to create organizations that are ready to maximize the benefits of diversity, but what I enjoy most is helping senior leadership teams make a commitment to race equity and do the work necessary to make it a reality.


Organizational effectiveness consulting and coaching are how I spend most of my time. I use the knowledge I’ve collected over a career in education, philanthropy, and collective impact along with the experience of being a Black woman in majority-white spaces to help senior leaders change their organizations and achieve their results.


I founded Standpoint Consulting and now serve as principal. We deliver curated, results-based support that helps businesses and organizations keep the people they serve at the center of their work. We focus on how to learn, govern, lead, plan, align, and collaborate for results.


Memphis public schools launched me, and then I went on to Foxcroft School, a girls’ boarding school in Middleburg, Virginia. I received a BA from Wellesley College, an MEd from the George Washington University, and a PhD from the University of Wisconsin-Madison.




 


PREFACE


A KINDER, GENTLER CAPITALISM


Pragmatism is often misunderstood. A desire to find a pathway forward—even in seemingly impossible situations—can be interpreted as the absence of conviction. It is likely this book will be received in that vein. Regardless, like water, I seek to make progress, no matter the environment.


There is no kinder, gentler capitalism. In its purest form, capitalism is blind to humanity. Capital. Labor. Production. Profit. Although human beings are elements, we are not seen as human. We are mostly labor. And once upon a time, some of us were capital and labor.


Consider the etymology of the term. Capital shares its origins with cattle and chattel. The most fruitful capital in the history of the Americas was humans. The institution of chattel slavery is the most powerful indicator of the dehumanizing nature of US capitalism. This connection is deeply unpleasant. Even Karl Marx—the poster child for anticapitalism—avoided (ignored?) it.


If we are to consider the possibilities for race equity within capitalism, we must be honest about and wrestle with how US capitalism is fundamentally racialized. This reality suggests that capitalism and race equity cannot coexist. I believe that. I am convinced that every step toward race equity is a step away from capitalism, which raises the question of why I would write such a book as this one.


Well, pure capitalism does not exist in the United States outside underground economies. The public marketplace has been increasingly regulated since the excesses of the Industrial Revolution. Labor and safety laws, as well as regulations, have forced an acknowledgment of humanity onto the system. And social safety nets—threadbare though they are—are further protections. Yet we still have billionaires and exceedingly profitable corporations.


It is within this context that I have written this book. Committed capitalists can continue to acknowledge our shared humanity without abandoning deeply held beliefs about the value of capitalism as the US economic system. In the interstices between capitalism and a full embrace of humanity, there is still the potential for increased profits and market advantages. Moving toward race equity—even if only into diversity and inclusion—will have costs, but they won’t likely accrue to the businesses themselves.


In the meantime, US capitalism will continue to be challenged as a deeply flawed and harmful economic system. But those US business leaders who see themselves as fundamentally fair people, whose identities aren’t rooted in dehumanization, will embrace the opportunity presented here.


But why this book?


Well, I have heard the increasing volume of demands for business leaders to do better. To be better employers. To lead businesses that are better actors in the world. And although I have seen plenty of guidance on trendy topics, I haven’t seen much that makes the work of organizational change for equity clear.


There is a great deal to be learned from historians, economists, and political scientists, and I offer those resources on the accompanying website. But when it comes to changing an organization, you need to hear from sociologists, psychologists, and people like me who specialize in human organizations.


Humans organize themselves in similar ways, irrespective of whether there is a profit motive. We behave in community in response to the environment, whether driven by mission or money. (But aren’t all formal organizations driven in part by money?) And we respond to change in predictable ways rooted in predictable fears and anxieties. Even so, leading organizational change is a complex endeavor.


I wrote this book as a map with detailed guidance. Pursuing race equity in business isn’t a DIY project, and this book will make that clear. But it will also help you better understand why it will take more than any initiative or task force can begin to manage.




 


INTRODUCTION


DON’T SKIP THIS INTRODUCTION




Like so many institutions, [we have] been in a place of deep reflection after the distressing events of the past few weeks. We recognize that we have not done enough to live up to our [stated values]. (And we said as much in a public statement, which you can read here … )


We would like to talk to you about helping [us] develop and launch a comprehensive DEI plan that involves our staff and Board, and audiences, as well as those who are in no way engaged with [us]. We realize that our efforts in this area must be holistic, encompassing Board and staff training, HR practices, community engagement, marketing, and more, down to the specific terms we use when speaking to our audiences and one another. Undertaking such deep and complex introspection would be much less daunting with a trusted guide to lead us—which is of course where you come in.


While we recognize that this is important, long-term work that cannot be rushed, we do have an immediate opportunity [to spend extra resources].


Email request, sent June 6, 2020





This is one of the best and most thoughtfully crafted requests we received during the civil unrest of 2020. It was earnest. Yet it resulted in one data collection effort, two workshops, and a written report. No “comprehensive DEI plan” was forthcoming. Those extra resources were never forthcoming. And the earnestness in the request was a combination of honesty, self-deception, and high-quality persuasive writing.


But this was not the only such request. We also received a cry for help from an international company whose employee resource groups (ERGs) wanted more input into decision-making that was strictly the purview of senior leaders. After putting together a thorough proposal and being interviewed by a group of employees consisting primarily of Black women, we were certain we would get the job. But our proposal was a little too much. We were asking for too much time and collaboration. We were digging too deeply into the culture.


Around the country, organizational leaders—whether in the for-profit or nonprofit sectors—knew the moment was calling for something significant, but they were not yet ready to commit to the paradigm-shifting work that would be necessary.


I started a management consulting firm in 2019 and went full time in January 2020, fewer than three months before COVID-19 sent the world into a panic. I was fortunate that my practice was adaptable to the virtual world, so I recovered quickly from the March and April slowdown. And then May 25, 2020, came. The social unrest that followed the on-camera murder of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer created a significant shift in client requests. Sure, most clients knew I attended to issues of race in my consultations, but an entirely new focus on “DEI” and “race equity” emerged from all the cries, smoke, and tears in the streets across the nation.
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