Introduction

For a white girl who grew up in the suburbs, it would be a journey to understand why Dubois would prophesy that the issue of the twentieth century would be the problem of the color line. In these narratives, I tell of my journey of learning to understand the truth of DuBois’s statement, as our nation has moved into the twenty-first century, hoping that I may contribute to someone else’s journey of understanding white privilege.

I use my experience as a white woman as a foundation for my writing; I grew up in a dichotomous, joint custody world of both the middle class (when living with my dedicated, stable father) and the working poor (while living with my part-time manicurist mother). These experiences provide insights into two economic classes of whiteness. As I entered adulthood, I discovered the implications of my split-personality childhood; they provided a case-study background regarding economic classes for a new world I was introduced to: the world of racial issues. My experiences working cross-racially in service learning, coming from two types of white experiences, have led to this thesis. I reflect on these experiences in fictional form to create a tool for educating my peers about the issues that have confronted me.

Before I highlight these inequalities among racial issues more thoroughly in my project, I will quickly tell how I came to see these injustices in personal form. The field work on which these narratives are based spanned across a period of three years. In the summer of 2003, I was involved in a student project to serve the inner-city of Washington D.C. with a religious organization called Here’s Life Inner City. This was a group of students from all over the country, from all different walks of life, and representing all races. Our work included maintenance for non-profit child-focused organizations, service in soup kitchens, and mentoring at-risk youth. As I came from Oregon, I had never closely associated with such a variety of peers. Conflicts I had never anticipated arose, and I discovered for the first time that, for some reason, there was anger amongst minorities. I could not help but believe it must be with cause, and I decided to look further. This is where my service learning, as well as my thesis, began. 

Upon returning to school the following autumn, I began to attend meetings and events regarding social awareness. The next summer, I returned to Washington, D.C. for nine weeks to work with Little Lights Urban Ministry, one of the organizations that I had served while working with Here’s Life. There, I believe, is where I learned the most about social justice during my experiences in field work. In these two years following my work with Little Lights, I have kept a strong relationship with the group and I continue to volunteer with them at every opportunity I have to be in the D.C. area. Also, I have a few minor volunteering experiences with inner city children in Los Angeles as well. My most recent service learning experience took place in March of 2006, when Campus Crusade for Christ sponsored a hurricane relief effort to New Orleans with thousands of college students; I share a short scene of my experience in Louisiana in these narratives too.

The purpose of my project is twofold: 1) to come to terms with the injustices I have discovered and the process I have been through in understanding them and 2) to encourage other white students to no longer ignore the implications of white privilege, and therefore begin their own journeys of self exploration. Perhaps my project may also, when presented to minorities, encourage understanding on both fronts of the race conflict; I hope it can confront and account for ignorance, and acknowledge it, and thereby promote a discussion which might help bridge the gaps created in society by this abstract thing called race. The purpose in my writing is to show that white privilege exists and needs to be eliminated; I do this in an unorthodox way, story-telling, which I will justify below.

Within this piece of work, I rewrite fictional versions of my experiences surrounding the idea of white and class privilege, using two mediums to portray them. Four short stories develop the character of the narrator; these consist of multiple scenes which bring greater depth to her experiences of interactions with children of minority descent, and as well as with her peers. Surrounding these stories is a series of vignettes, highlighted in italics. The purpose of the vignettes is to bring to light my field-based research and how it applies to the short stories, as well as demonstrate epiphanies the narrator has in various situations. The vignettes are typically dialogic in nature and are intended for shedding more light on hidden issues that may go unspoken in the short stories. 

My purpose in using fiction as a mode of exploration for such heated issues as white privilege can be summed up in Ann E. Green’s article “Difficult Stories: Service-Learning, Race, Class, and Whiteness.” Green points out that discussion of race, specifically among white people, is terribly uncomfortable. She argues that we can see an example of privilege among whites in that race does not need to be acknowledged, and we (we being white people) make an excuse out of class issues as being strictly that; they are not race issues at all. While discussing her experience as a college instructor to primarily middle class white students, Green shares that students, when experiencing service learning among the poor, attempt to ignore the racial issues involved. This is why she requires her students to tell and listen to “difficult stories…Telling the difficult story requires a willingness to break our silences around race, class, and service” (277). Green argues that difficult stories open a door for a new kind of understanding, one that is normally lost in impersonal things like statistics. By telling fictionalized versions of my own difficult stories, I hope to bring a new light to myself and my peers, demonstrating that white privilege does, in fact, exist.

So what is this concept of white privilege? White privilege may be defined as the institutionalized advantages which come to certain members of society through their heritage of the white race. Peggy McIntosh writes a riveting article about white privilege that explains succinctly and fluently how it exists and why it is a problem; this article is foundational to my research and writing. “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” highlights the struggle that still reigns intrinsically in our society in spite of the work accomplished by the civil rights movement forty years ago. McIntosh writes that she was “taught to see racism only in individual acts of meanness, not in invisible systems conferring dominance on my group” (McIntosh, 31). Utilizing her offering of examples of tangible oppressions in current American culture, I write stories which highlight these oppressions in a real-life and personal way. McIntosh’s article provides for me the scholarly inspiration to embark on an academic pursuit of what white privilege is; in a sense, it is because of McIntosh’s article, that I have created this project. 

While dialoguing with my peers, I discovered evidence of another side of McIntosh’s claim. There is a broad assumption on my own college campus that racism is a thing of the past; some white people, maybe in the south, think blacks are inferior, but other than that, there is equality, right? When I look back on my first year of college, I can see how, though I do not remember it, perhaps this was my assumption too. However, the fact that, though my fellow students, and even I, do not easily see them, does not mean white privilege and institutionalized racism do not exist. It is throughout my project that I hope to prove racism still exists, to prove that each member of society should continue to work diligently to eliminate it. My first step in doing so is encouraging my peers to acknowledge our current injustices.

In McIntosh’s article, she points out the simple things that prove institutionalized racism exists, such as the availability of peach-colored band-aids at any supermarket; we must compare this with the hunt that accompanies the purchase of tan or dark-colored bandages. Under McIntosh’s influence, I recently asked a close family member how he would feel if he were obligated to wear a band-aid that glaringly stuck out on his skin. In this evidence of quiet bias, we see that differences which are simply skin deep may magnify those things which are culturally insensitive practices. 

McIntosh’s simple examples of inequality are perhaps overshadowed by angering statistics. In his book Urban Injustices: How Ghettos Happen, David Hilfiker tells that, in Washington D.C., the punitive system demonstrates by itself where racial injustice can be seen. Of the African American men of Washington, D.C. between the ages of 18 and 35, one in two are somehow involved in punishment through the judicial system. I believe it is safe to assume that the idea that African Americans are more genetically prone to criminal activity is a logical fallacy – so what has caused such an outstanding phenomenon of a certain imprisoned population? Here is, perhaps a more frightening statistic; On a national level, the US Department of Justice projects that one in three African American males born today will experience jail time at some point in his life (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1997), as the numbers of African American males in prison grows exponentially. If we tear these issues apart, we will find that in proportion to other races, specifically the dominant race of Caucasian, there are obvious injustices involved within the systems of poverty and imprisonment.

In studying the consciousness of minority races, it is necessary, also, to discuss the majority race. The concept of whiteness was ignored throughout the civil rights movement and has only recently been highlighted as an important issue in the race discussion. I hope that my confrontation with my own whiteness will be apparent as I present the difficult stories I grapple with in this project. Valerie Babb writes about the concept of whiteness in Whiteness Visible: The Meaning of Whiteness in American Literature and Culture. She writes that “whiteness is more than appearance; it is a system of privileges accorded to those with white skin” (Babb, 9).  In her book, she explores how the American identity rests on the assumptions of whiteness and its cultural expectations, and above all, highlights the blindness that Caucasians experience when it comes to our own race. In my own experience, I have observed that my friends of color, when asked to describe themselves, usually mention their ethnicities within their first few sentences. However, my white friends make no mention of their race as they describe themselves. Similarly, my white friends will brag that they are not even aware of color when they meet with or talk to someone of another race; while they brag of their colorblindness, they do not realize they bear in privilege of being able to ignore the race of another person. My friends of color have commented to me that they are always aware of their own ethnicity when associating cross-racially. It is this unspoken whiteness that Valerie Babb uncovers in her book.

Having been introduced to race conflict during my first summer of service learning, I began to purposely place myself in challenging settings. I will tell about my experience working two summers with a summer camp held for child residents of a housing project. Working in their schools, visiting their homes, experiencing the threat of violence they face everyday, these children taught me more than I could have hoped to teach them, as the experiences of the little ones highlighted for me the differences of their childhoods versus mine. The process of returning from this hands-on education to a mostly white university presented a number of opportunities for unusual dialogue. Some of these conversations will be presented too. More recently, as I mentioned before, I crossed the country with a group of religiously and politically conservative students to serve the city of New Orleans; this was the first time I worked in a poor urban area with fellow Oregonians, and I witnessed a number of situations which highlighted how far I had come in understanding injustice in the last three years. I also realized I still have much farther to go in order to aptly explain to my peers, generally, Caucasians need to be educated about race; racism is still prevalent in our society.

This project is the result of my decision to spend my life combating the injustices that accompany the problem of the color line. Within my words lies my own struggle with my life advantages and disadvantages as well as my hope that fellow white students will begin to struggle with me as they understand there is more out there than what meets the eye – in an unfortunate way.
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Parking Lot Demonstration

Nineteen college students stood in an empty gravel parking lot outside our cockroach-infested youth hostel - not the ideal summer home; it was a Christian version of MTV’s The Real World. We stood in a horizontal line behind the brick building. We all began on equal footing, in the middle of the lot. In a way, maybe our standing arrangement didn’t fit the exercise. But, soon enough, the line would taper off to something a little less equal.

Bob’s directions were simple enough: “If a statement is true for you, take one step forward. If it is not true for you, take one step back.” I knew immediately what was going on; Bob was giving a bunch of ignorant white kids like me, and a few angry minorities, a less-than-subtle demonstration of privilege.

“I grew up with two parents in my home,” Bob began.

I wasn’t really sure which direction to take. I had two homes, each with one parent; I stood still. The non-black minorities stepped forward with the white kids, and the black students stepped back.

“I can go to a grocery store and expect to find a band-aid that matches my skin.”

I cautiously stepped forward, though my caution was not justified; I had no reason to doubt that my skin was peach.

“My family has lived in the same one or two homes most of my life.” Again, I stayed put; when one parent is financially stable and the other is not, you really can’t answer questions like these questions with a simple yes or no.. This time, for reasons I have yet to understand, all white kids stepped forward, all minorities stepped back. Maybe a statistical anomaly.

“I have never been followed by a store clerk when shopping by myself or my friends.” I always thought it was because I didn’t have purple hair or ripped jeans that I was above suspicion. As my equally conservatively-dressed black friends took a step back when I stepped forward, something clicked in my heart and my mind.

“I do not know how to bail someone out of jail.” For me, the influence of a white collar father would respond to this question. I had no idea what jail entailed. My white friends stepped up with me. My friends of color took steps back. “None of my friends have been killed in a violent crime.” I stepped forward, minorities back. “My family has never been on welfare.” I stepped backward, picking at a cuticle my thumb. I felt guilty, as though I was lying, to claim I’d been on welfare. My mom and my half-siblings had needed the financial help, but my consistently employed daddy never had.  
More questions, more steps forward, a few steps back. I now stood at the end of a long line of white students. Our “token Asian,” as she called herself, stood a few feet behind me. Not far behind her, the two Hispanic women, and almost at the edge of the lot, three African American students.

Up at the very front stood Heather, the world’s sweetest living Barbie Doll, grinning like a Jack O’ Lantern. I knew her grin must have been a reaction to the strange feeling of shame that rushed over her, but nonetheless, it embarrassed me. Why was she smiling like that? Did she not know she appeared proud that the world had been handed to her on a silver platter just because she was white? I kept my mouth shut, though. There was no way I would challenge her on this; it wasn’t my place.

However, Sevet, our representative from South Central LA, was willing to speak up. She raised her hand. “Why is Heather standing up there with a big smile on her face?” The crowd exploded into self-justifications and angry questions. Jake, half Pacific Islander, half Caucasian, all Bible college student, tried to break the tension by criticizing Bob’s balding head. Anne, a devoted College Republican of UC Davis, began a speech about the effectiveness of racial profiling and the appropriate reasoning behind the Patriot Act. I stood quietly for a moment; tears stung my eyes. I wanted to defend myself and play down my privilege, so I made a comment to anyone who could hear that I was at the end of the white line. No one listened; I think we were all overwhelmed by where we fell in comparison to each other.

This was where the conflict began that lasted the rest of the summer – the racial divides I had waited twenty years to be introduced to. I had noticed all my life that there was a separation, a conflict, a lack of cross-racial interaction in all of my environments, school, church, work. I never knew why. When I looked forward to the white people standing in front of me, and then turned and looked at the minorities standing behind me, I started to understand just a portion of why these divides still existed. Takeisha, a black student from the University of Delaware, wiped tears from her eyes as she told Sevet she was tired of being an example for white people. I felt ashamed; I wanted to be in the back of the line, I wanted to give away all of the privileges I had never known I’d had, I wanted to repent of all of the free tickets life had given me. I wanted to take pride in my lack of privileges that accompanied a childhood with a single mother; but it seemed telling, that, although I too came from a “welfare home,” I stood with the white students in a long line of privilege. Those with brown skin stood behind me. I could see now that a separation existed, and it was greeting me with angry, open arms.
 Fathers


My assignment for the day, at this inner-city church camp, was to explain to five and six-year-old boys the unfathomable doctrine of the Christian church that God is in three persons: father, son, and spirit. We were on the father phenomenon. My twelve little men sat listening attentively. I began introducing God the Father.


I asked a naïve question: “Alright, young men; God is our father. What do fathers do?” I expected to hear answers like, “They protect you! They play with you! They discipline you when you are bad!” Instead, Little Nate yelled out an answer without waiting for me to call on him.


“My father sits me on his lap and tells me he can’t live with me anymore and then he leaves!” He smiled happily at me, proud for knowing what it is that fathers do.


I looked around the room at my 12 little men. I knew their family situations; only one of them still lived with his father. How had I not thought of this before I asked that question?


In  my home as a child, I witnessed what life was like without a father. My little brother Ryan and I saw our father at least three days a week, but my older three siblings wouldn’t have been able to pick out their fathers in a crowd. Yet, statistically, in my white family, it was at least a little unusual to not have a man around. Eleven out of twelve children who sat in front of me fatherless, however, were a little more than I had bargained for. In this moment I saw my assumptions as a white girl, as a middle class girl, as a girl with a devoted daddy, and I recognized through my random slip of the tongue that somehow society had built my family structure in what appeared to be a more successful way.


How did these little boys not know their fathers? Even more, how had I been so blind to the familial dissimilarities which existed between these children and me?

I decided to utilize Nate’s sobering comment to God’s advantage. God was not like anybody on earth, I said. The Bible says He will never leave us nor forsake us. Therefore, whenever we have to say goodbye to our daddy or whenever we wonder where he is, we can know that God is our Daddy and He will always protect us.
A Housing Project

Walking into a housing project can feel a little like walking into prison. Black bars surrounding the complex reach beyond twice your height and come to points like bent spears. Brick buildings tower with their repetitive windows. Dust blows across your path and trash litters the parking lot. Residents sit outside their doors smoking cigarette butts they pilfered off the ground, second-hand cigarettes that weren’t quite smoked all the way through.

Then the complex reminds you less of prison and more of commercials hosted by Sally Struthers, pleading with you to feed the third world children. Just after you step over a broken bottle, a child runs by you with bare feet, blowing bubbles. Phlegm runs from his nose.

It is obvious you don’t belong here. You are dressed in conservative Old Navy clothing and your blonde hair looks no less blonde when it’s pulled back in a bun. Your brown polo contrasts against your milk skin, and your guilty smile reveals that you’re not sure how to read the glances given to you by the adults, whose eyes wander after their children playing. Do they wish you would leave? Do they want you to leave? Are they threatened? Doesn’t it make sense for them to be?

This particular housing project stands 15 blocks away from the nation’s Capitol Building, amongst some of the most appealing real estate in the District. Discussion boards litter the internet regarding the ensuing demise of this housing project; it is, after all, planted upon property whose value is rising exponentially. However, online chatters ask each other if they ought to risk moving into a house across the street from this project; with all the violence and crime, I mean, who wants to live across the street from that?

And so, the hope of these online cohorts is that someday soon the government will declare the buildings inside the big black gates to be condemned. The little black children will move away, the big black men, when released from jail, will head to a ghetto in a new poor suburb far away from here, and the black single mothers will sit on their asses in a different area of the District, where the well-employed new neighbors do not have to look at them.

No one discusses, on this online board, what it must be like to be legally removed from the home where one grew up, or what it must be like to have one’s elementary school shut down.

And you, the white girl passing through one of three gates of the iron bars of this housing project, muse at the neighborhood which surrounds it; the bars on the window of the Chinese take-out restaurant across the street; the real estate nearby worth more than half a million dollars displacing the poverty which exists here; the shootings you heard about last night. This housing project seems a little misplaced in the trendy neighborhood of East Capitol Hill. People do not think of visiting the ghetto when they visit Eastern Market. Nobody is concerned about the well-being of the children hidden behind the tall black bars, because they are not on the radar. This housing project, this apartment complex, this ghetto, is the thorn in the side of the trendiest block of streets in Washington, D.C. Southeast may no longer be the land of the poor; it’s the dwelling place of the college-educated.

Signs of crime mark this project. The heavy bars which surround it are not there for the residents’ protection; these bars keep the drug lords in when they try to run from the cops. At curfew, all of the gates shut except one: the one by the security office. At this time, coming home takes delicate planning; the residents need to find a specific route from home, to avoid the shadier homes and stay in the lighted pathways, from one end of the housing project to the other.

Sometimes these fences turn little children into drug lords; they only know that they need to protect their older brothers, their daddies, their uncles. They know the police not as evidence of the government’s protection, but as the people who take away family members for trying to survive. So when these children are given a little bag of white powder and told to run out of the gates, squeezing their stick thin bodies through two bent bars in the ebony iron fence, there is no reason not to. Loyalty lies with family; nothing else has ever given them a chance.

When the children come home from school, and see crime scene tape on a neighbor’s door, it does not mean they can’t play outside. It does not surprise them or even bring out grand sympathies for their criminally affected friends; it is normality, part of life, and something that happens often enough to go almost unnoticed. These children have witnessed death and have committed crimes before they have entered kindergarten; you, on the other hand, about to graduate from college, have had neither of these experiences. Where, in contrast, could your opportunities have come from?

Sibling complexes of this housing project have started to disappear. One, which used to be four blocks closer to the capitol on Pennsylvania Avenue, was torn down a year ago. Slowly, this housing project becomes orphaned on this side of the Anacostia River; city planners decide that mixed income housing is the way to go. You watch the children playing with their bottle of homemade bubbles and wonder how mixed their income is; where will they live when this housing project becomes a series of townhouses for “peoples of all income levels?”

You walk up to a mother and ask if you can spend Saturday with her child. She does not look you in the eye, but smiles shyly and tells you that is fine. You tell her you will call her and confirm the time tomorrow, and when she tells you she does not have a phone, you laugh nervously and try to act as though that is normal. This little boy, with a mess full of braids in his hair and big chocolate eyes, lives in a home with no phone; you had no idea.

So you thank her, tell her she has a wonderful child, to which she replies thanks in such a way that you can tell she does not believe you when you say that, and you walk back toward the gates of the housing project. On the left is Antonio’s apartment; there, his uncle, newly released from prison, was shot to death in a revenge crime. Behind you is Ms. Renee’s apartment, where little Raymond’s father survived 16 stab wounds to the neck.

But this community looks out for one another. Crime is rarely directed at fellow residents. Mothers walk the children of their friends to school; families without phones write the phone numbers of their neighbors on permission slips – they’re friends support them like that. The children all have nicknames used by the community members, “Dula,” “Tweety,” “LaLa,” and “Nada.” Everyone knows which moms are the mother hens and which moms are the best hair braiders and which dads will give rides in their trucks to the doctor and which brothers should walk a kid to school when she’s getting picked on. With 500 community members, they know each other’s names, each other’s pasts, and presumably, each other’s futures.

So you leave behind the barred up community, the jail of a complex, walking around glass shards so as avoid them cutting into your flip-flops. You wave goodbye to the children standing outside of the drive-by convenient store selling pig ears, and climb back into the not-for-profit Astro minivan; you go back to your own world of studying at Starbucks and surfing the internet.

A Conversation with Emily

My new roommate sat next to me in my white Honda Civic; she adjusted her mascara in the rearview mirror she had shifted to face the passenger side of the car. I took off my high heels to drive the car to church barefoot.

“I think you are reverse racist,” she said to me.

“What does that mean? I’m not sure that even makes sense.” I put my key in the ignition, waiting to turn on the car.

“You hate white people,” she answered, moving the mirror back toward me.

“So? So what if I do? I am white, I can, don’t you think?” I paused. “I think you need to understand that I don’t hate white people, I just think they’re a lot more ignorant about inequality than they’d like to admit.” I hesitated again. My face was starting to turn red; I didn’t want to get angry over this. “There’s just still a lot of racism, and no one acknowledges it.”

She blotted her red lips on a white napkin. “I don’t think racism is really around anymore, not in Oregon. I went to high school with a lot of black people; it was almost half and half. It wasn’t segregated; I had black friends.”

I remembered meeting Emily in our high school youth group: long brown hair, leopard print accessories, and steletto boots. I remembered the large number of acquaintances she had brought with her to church from her downtown Portland school; each one of them was her “best friend,” and none of them were black.

She continued. “I don’t think all white people are still racist. There might still be some problems in some parts of the country, but I don’t think you have to worry about it here. Especially not Oregon. I mean, my black friends? I wasn’t even aware of their race; they were just another person to me.”
Something about what she said was a nice thought, but it felt awry. It seemed so naïve that its very naïveté was fraught with privilege. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I knew there was something I would soon learn to say, something so that she would understand.
“Emily, what I know is that I see a lot of problems that still exist in regards to race in our society. So, it means I go through a period of anger to understand it; and I think that’s fine. I’m growing right now, and it’s not easy for me either. Racism consists of someone with power and privilege holding prejudice against someone of another color. And I hold  no power over my own fellow race, so  you can’t call what I feel reverse racism. What I feel is a conviction that something is wrong, and I want to learn how to change it.”

She didn’t say a word as she put her mascara and cover up back in her purse and picked up her Bible from the floorboard to place on her lap. She wasn’t much for conflict, and I think she realized that if all she was going to offer to the conversation was her own experience, we probably would not get very far.

So I wondered about whiteness and its implication for me. I wondered about its implication for fellow white students, the ones I felt were blind to the institutional crises we still faced in oppression, the ones which Emily seemed to so aptly represent.

Being Followed


I have never been accused of stealing before. One time when my dad took a friend with me to the county fair, he let us wander around the rides for awhile by ourselves. When we found him a few minutes later, we told him that our tickets must be worth less than he thought, because in one ride, the ticket man took all of our tickets; my dad went back and told the ticket man what happened, that he knew our ride tickets were worth more than that, so the man apologized and gave them back. Later, he confronted my friend and me and told us we had lied, even though we hadn’t. So my daddy confronted him – and chewed him out. The middle-aged white county fair worker was chewed out by the middle-aged, white-collared economist for yelling at a little white ten-year-old girl, and that was the last of my experiences with accusations of dishonesty.


This summer, my friend Rebecca and I took a break from the gentrifying life of Southeast D.C., and headed up to the swanky area of Georgetown. Our mission: to purchase black flip flops. Like the rowhouses that littered the nicer parts of Washington, the stores ran together in a long linked line of commercialized caterpillars. We meandered into one store, then found ourselves in another before we knew it. I carried my blue Jansport backpack full of reading material and a green sweatshirt in anticipation of a cool evening on the lawn of the Washington Memorial Mall. I wore denim capris and a ribbed tank top; I didn’t bother with my hair, I just let it dry where it was when I got out of the shower. Rebecca, on the other hand, looked like a model; she wore a blue gypsy skirt and a flowered scarf in her black curly-cued hair. Her beauty and demeanor reminded me of an African queen; she was radiant with the idea of a Saturday without children.


We came to the Ralph Lauren store; I had never been in one. The Oregon malls I frequented growing up were the home of stores like J.C. Penney and Sears, and I grew a little anxious when I entered shops that sold $200 jeans. I would become self-conscious about my hole-ridden Converse tennis shoes and my lack of make-up. When I entered expensive stores, I suddenly became aware of how the store clerks barely bothered to say hello, how they barely glanced at me as I perused the scarves priced more than my one-month grocery budget. I felt invisible in the spendy stores; before this day, I never realized what a gift that was.


 Rebecca and I entered together and went our separate ways. I stood in the corner looking at sunglasses I wouldn’t buy and Rebecca made a beeline for the large earrings that would sparkle like her eyes but, if I wore them, would make me look like a little girl playing dress up. I smiled at her ability to present herself as a beautiful and strong woman, to take pride in how she was made. As I reached in to my back pack to my ringing cell phone, I hoped no one would think it was a ploy to stick a pair of shades in the bag as I answered it. Following suit with my experience so far, however, I went unnoticed.


Instead, two store clerks meandered toward Rebecca at the jewelry section. As I talked to my father about the little boys in my group at camp, fiddled in my purse to find a pen to write down my grandparents address, unfolded a forty dollar cotton t-shirt to look at its size, I was nowhere on the radar of Polo employees.


Rebecca held tennis-ball-sized hoop earrings up to her face in a mirror on the jewelry structure. A woman with long black hair asked her if she’d like any help; Rebecca smiled sweetly and said no. When she stepped away from the jewelry fixture, the black haired lady surveyed the items and rearranged a few necklaces. As Rebecca glanced over the clearance rack, the manager walked out of a door next to the changing room toward her. A short line was growing at the cash wrap and the woman with black hair joined another employee to serve customers. The manager meandered by a stack of cashmere sweaters, keeping his eye on my friend.


I wondered if my worn sneakers marked me less as a threat and more as simply harmless.


As Rebecca held a pair of silk white lined pants against her chocolate skin, I smiled at her and gave her a thumbs-up from across the room, then glanced around for a restroom, still discussing Grandma’s newly broken hip with my dad. I laughed when Rebecca glanced at the clearance tag and made a nasty face at the still-high price. The manager’s eyes followed her hand placing the hanger back on the rack. Rebecca’s eyes caught his, and she smiled nervously. My face turned a little red; if this manager wondered about her honesty, a nervous smile wouldn’t help her cause.


Still on the phone, I walked to the cash desk to look at a basket of sandals marked as clearance — just what I was looking for. I asked my dad if my financial aid report had come in from school; he digressed to a story about my brother’s post-high-school plans. I rolled my eyes, waved at Rebecca to come nearby, then pointed at the basket I was looking in. She walked over to look at the pile of flip flops, found what she liked, and wandered back to the jewelry stand. Mr. Manager stood behind her, half-heartedly de-linting blazers and glancing over his shoulder whenever Rebecca made a quick motion. My chest welled up, and I decided that I had found my five dollar flip flops, so it was time I got in line. Rebecca stood in line behind me with the large hoop earrings and black sandals.


Informing my dad about my great find of Polo flip flops on clearance, I told him I would need to go, because I was next in line. I put my phone back into the front pocket of my book bag, and handed the woman a debit card. I watched her brown eyes carefully as she checked the flip flops, ran my card, handed it back to me, and shoved my item in a thin green plastic bag, never lifting her head toward me. Nor did she say a word me, but instead continued telling the black haired woman at the desk working the cash register to her right about the rude woman in the store the evening before. I put my debit card back in my purse, and stepped toward the door, anxious to leave.


Rebecca stepped forward and handed the earrings and sandals to the woman. When the woman asked her for “$13.48”, Rebecca handed her a debit card. As the employee’s mouth smiled and her eyes did not, she glanced at Rebecca’s debit card which read, “Rebecca White,” and asked her, “May I see some ID, please?”

Locked Up

Little Charles is the ideal child: playfully funny with inquisitive brown eyes, and a little hand that reaches out to you when you ask him if he’d like to walk to the park. When I would take pictures of him, he lifted his hands in gang sign symbols, shrugged his shoulders, and gave me a supermodel smile. He had just turned five, so in his environment he was still learning to talk and would use the “d” sound for any consonant he could. His favorite time of day was “dat time” (snack time) and his favorite camp activity was “dimming” (swimming).  The other boys towered over him when I first met him. Charles was the youngest, and I think the little men loved him best because of it. One day Charles spilled milk on himself at lunch time, so another camp counselor watched over my small group of kindergarten boys while I walked Charles home to get some clean jeans. He told me about the several brothers and sisters he had.


At the beginning of his first summer with me, Charles didn’t answer when I called after him. I would repeat his name numerous times; it was always the youngest ones who thought they could get away with so much. He wouldn’t respond until I stood directly above him, staring down. This was my second year as an inner-city camp counselor; I had finely honed the practice that authority figures must be strict at first and loosen up later, so as to instill a sense of respect of the children. I gave him a long, very stern, and unfortunately angry talking-to about how I would not tolerate being ignored, and children who come to camp are required to listen to directions the first time. I asked him three times, “Which time will you listen to directions?”


He emphatically answered, “The fud time!” That night, he was sent home with a suspension for the next day. My authority figures said he must learn to listen to directions. That night, I sent myself home to read more about urban inequality. I read about how children who grew up in D.C. with bad water and malnourishment often endured untreated ear infections; therefore, many of them suffered from hearing loss at an early age. I went to bed mulling over my large slice of humble pie.


If Charles suffered from hearing loss, he began to hide it well. His day off from camp seemed to make a difference. My trouble child became my little helper. My own grudge and assumptions about his bad behavior wore off, and halfway through the summer, I found myself sending notes home congratulating his mother on what a wonderful, polite child she had in Charles. My children were teaching me the power of encouraging words, how they brought hope. They were teaching me how my expectations seemed to rule; they were teaching me about self prophecies and the power of projections. When Charles was naughty, I had expected him to be. When he laughed and played with me, I had anticipated a good day.


I wonder what the majority race expects of minorities.


Charles’s speech impediment was endearing. He said the funniest words with great enthusiasm. He was the provider of my most bittersweet moments.


The day I walked him home to change out of his milky pants, I asked him about his father.


“He docked up,” he told me matter-of-factly.


“I’m sorry Charles?”


“He docked up! My ma say he docked up!” I racked my mind for what rhymed with “docked.” Suddenly, an image of a black man behind bars flashed before my eyes as we passed through the black iron gate of Charles’s housing project. At the same moment, I stifled a smile at this little boy’s blunt way of informing me his father was incarcerated, yet blinked back tears because of where his dad was. I imagined my own sweet little brother, with a similar speech impediment, telling people our father was in jail. Something about his childish voice was so endearing. Something about the racial divide in the prison system was so disturbing. Something about this child and his family situation, and the family situations of all his little black friends, confronted me again with a blinding pain in my chest.


I wonder what people had expected of Charles’s father when he was a child.

Raymond’s Father

Raymond was Ms. Renee’s middle child. His big brown eyes smiled when I walked in to the room. Ms. Hilarie was his favorite staff member though; he clung to her arm each morning during registration. One day he made me a necklace out of gimp; I have a picture with Mauquese, a little boy in my camp group sitting in my lap and a little plastic braid encircling my neck, compliments of Raymond Black. He had a kind soul. One day, he was supposed to share about his relationship with God to other campers; he told about his finger, that he lost part of it, how he is embarrassed of what is missing on his hand, but how he knows God will use it for His own purpose. He said that God does things that seem like flaws, but we can see beauty in them in the long run. This was the little twelve-year-old I was blessed to know.

The first time I entered my friend Raymond’s house, it was doused in blood.


We heard the news that Raymond’s dad was in the hospital when we were leaving camp one Friday night. The man had just gotten out of prison and he was staying with Ms. Renee, Raymond’s mother, because he didn’t have anywhere else to go.


Ms. Renee was one of those African American women who captured a room when she entered it. She had finely cut features and gleaming eyes. When she saw a familiar face in me at the beginning of the summer, when she saw that I had returned to work with her children, she pushed through a crowd, threw her arms around me, and hugged me like I was her long lost baby. There was a love and appreciation about Ms. Renee that was incomparable. As an educated white girl, I was unaccustomed to the rich dialect that seems to exist among the urban poor; ignorant in this way, it always surprised me when this woman, whose facial expressions screamed intelligence, would begin speaking and her grammar was different from mine. She pronounced “Mary” with a Maryland accent – I kept wondering during our first conversation who Murray was and why I had not met him (later I realized she was speaking of Mary, my supervisor). Ms. Renee was a welfare mom that never deserved to be one. She was hard working; she kept her home nice; she sought good influences for her children and happily bragged about the accomplishments of her boys. For all the criticism I have heard about single mothers on welfare, I could never pin them on Ms. Renee. She was a product of an oppressive environment. This brilliant and kind woman was the opposite of lazy, the opposite of mean, the opposite of undeserving.


She kept quiet when her fiancé stole her car and her foodstamps and skipped town. When he came crawling back a few weeks later, I suppose he felt confronted by what he had done when he find the father of one of Ms. Renee’s children in her home.


I never heard what they fought about. I can assume things. I was never told why Raymond’s father was in jail to begin with. I only knew that Renee had taken her three boys to the hospital and abandoned her little home in Potomac Gardens; Raymond’s father had been stabbed 16 times in that home. She had no inclination to go back.


She had a nice home. There was a mirror on the wall. Matching black and white sofas sat perpendicular to each other. Flowers adorned a glass coffee table and pictures of the three boys growing up hung at every corner of the room. When someone thinks of a home in a housing project, no one ever thinks of this. It was not a rich person’s home - it had second-hand furniture - but it was classy.


When I got to Ms. Renee’s building, a little boy from my camp group, Antonio, was standing amongst the caution tape. He was barefoot. I wondered why a five year old was playing just a few feet from where an attempted murder had taken place a few hours before. I gave him hug. He asked me, “Are you going to Raven’s house?” I said yes, that Ms. Renee had asked if we could help clean up, so I was going to do that. He nodded, then hugged me, and watched me climb the staircase. I knocked on the steel door. Blood speckled on the brass doorknob. I swallowed.


When I knocked on the door, my co-workers asked who was there. I heard Min-Kuk, a counselor for the older boys, hesitate when I answered it was me. He said slowly, “You might not want to come in.” I wouldn’t have that; I think I was overtaken by a combination of duty and simple curiosity. I had never been challenged by something as violent as this – I knew that. I am ashamed that part of my drive to open this door was to be included in something so unusual, something none of my suburban friends would understand no matter how many times I told them.


But within the motivation to open the door was a desire to learn something I had not yet learned. I knew behind that door was a lesson that needed to be established within myself. I had worked with these children for seven weeks and I knew my compassion was callousing. My thought processes had started to settle around the fact that I knew, hey, at least these kids were getting by; was it really so bad for them, after all? I needed to shock myself back into the reality that inequalities existed in the lives of my children, and I needed to recognize them.


It struck me that Antonio played in his bare feet just a story below the location of a recent knife fight. I imagined the neighborhood where I grew up; my mom used to be on welfare too. Had there been a knife fight in our white version of government housing, I would not have spent any time outside for several days. Why was this five-year-old experience different from mine? How did it happen?


I used a tissue from my pocket to open the door knob so as not to touch the speckles of blood. Upon entering the room, I was overwhelmed. The floor, the wall, the light switch to my left, it was all caked in blood. I never thought before that moment that each person has much blood as that in one body. I could see the traces of the fight; it led to the back cupboard of towels, down the hallway which spanned the apartment. To the left, blood spattered into the kitchen. Min-Kuk stood with a mop, rubber gloves, and bloody water, humming Disney songs to take his mind off of this work. To my right, Ms. Renee’s classy sofa set was stained and turning dark brown. Framed pictures on the coffee table were turned over and cracked; blood had spattered onto the television.


I stood for a moment, determined to gather my composure and join the small crusade to have this home ready for my friends when they returned. I felt helpless; everyone else had the mops and buckets and gloves. It was a miniscule apartment – I barely knew where to stand.


I removed myself to a far corner of the living room with my back turned and attempted to use a broom to sweep up a pool of blood that had gathered against the wall. Bending over, I felt my throat lump and my shoulders heave. I attempted to hold in my voice at the very least. No one needed to know this made me cry; it was hard enough for everyone already.


I sat in that room crying over my dustpan, asking God, “Why? Why does my friend have to live like this?” This was my introduction into Raymond’s house. It was humble but homey; it held clean furniture, candles, framed pictures of Ms. Renee standing proudly with her three boys. But never, never would an acquaintance attack my home with my brother’s father in it. What had driven this man to a violent act? What had secluded this particular welfare family to government housing in D.C., while I was provided for in a place where I never faced violence?


I felt arms around me. Someone had noticed my sobbing. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I blindly followed Kathy to the landing in the stairwell. She thought it was the blood; she thought I couldn’t handle the simple bodily fluids. But I could not handle all of these implications.


“This is Raymond’s home! This is where he lives! This is what has happened to it! It’s not right! Why is he living like this, why, why, why does he face this?” Kathy kept her arm around me as I sobbed.


It was a breaking point. The lives of these children, even the ones whose families seemed the most stable, were fragile and easily shattered. They faced violence in their own homes. They were not protected in the ways that I was. Something was different; after all my research about urban poverty, I am still at a loss to explain it.


I bore the duty heavily. I insisted on re-entering the apartment, on participating in the clean-up of the coagulated blood, on pretending I knew what I was doing. Everyone else worked like busy bees scrubbing every inch of the apartment; in spite of their disapproval, I sat down and scrubbed at the stained arms of the canvas couches. My peers had everything else covered. It made sense to get rid of the stains, if I couldn’t do anything else. It was small but it was something. When I was done, I could tell a difference – even if it was slight.


In the days following, Raymond’s father played a balancing act on the line between life and death. Kenny, Ms. Renee’s ex-boyfriend, called her every day, asking to give his side of the story; he was on the run again, probably with her stolen car. In spite of his trail – the phone calls so easily tapped, the stolen car that was probably driven recklessly – he was arrested a few weeks later for a robbery related incident, and only after that, charged with attempted murder.


I couldn’t help but wonder, when I headed home from D.C. to my nice clean college world a few weeks later, wouldn’t Kenny have been arrested more quickly if he had stabbed my middle class white father 16 times? Would my father’s life have been more protected if he’d recently been released from jail like Raymond’s father? I doubted it. I wondered how a black man’s life was so much less valued. I wondered how my childhood was, though at moments economically poor, so much more sheltered.
White Boy is It


My twelve little boys climbed and chased each other on a plastic play structure built of kindergarten colors and recycled milk jugs. A high school student from the Midwest played with them while I observed and enforced rules like “no biting.” The white boy had a lot more energy than I did, so today he could run around with the boys; high school groups only visited for a week and took nice long breaks at night, whereas I spent nine weeks straight always doing something camp-related with seven-hour sleep breaks. I batted mosquitoes away from the bench where I sat and hollered when a six year old picked on a pre-schooler.


“Tonio! Charles is NOT big enough to carry you on his back.”


Nate’s solution for preventing Tonio’s presentation of potential conflict was a new game. “Hey! We’re playing tag! White Boy’s it!” The boys all laughed that Nate had vocally named this kid the name they had all inwardly assigned him.


The high schooler looked at me puzzled. “White Boy…Is that me?” he asked. 

I smirked. “Do you see any other white boys around here? Yeah, they’re talking about you.” I laughed at the innocence that accompanied such a racially-charged comment by children. White Boy chased one of the twins across the bridge from the slide to the ladder, and the other twin screamed, “Hey! White Boy’s after you!” White Boy shook his head and blushed.

The prideful part of me thought it was time for White Boy’s lesson in race relations. I knew my time with the little ones had earned me a certain rapport. Maybe I could show it off.

“Hey, watch this,” I said to White Boy. “Freeze!” The boys stopped in their tracks. “Hey! Little men! What color am I?”

In unison, twelve little voices announced, “Light skinned!”

White Boy asked me what that means. “It means they think I’m black but my skin is just light. Hey boys, I’m not white?”

“No!! You’re light-skinned!”

This wasn’t the first time little African American children had tried to convince me I’m not different from them. I didn’t mind; I knew it meant they knew no skin color kept me from loving them. I had still had no answer for why I couldn’t be white and love them as much as I did.

“Hey! How come I’m white and you’re light-skinned?” White Boy asked.

Suddenly, it wasn’t as funny as it had been. Why would children, at what we all generally think of as a socially innocent age, hold statuses such as “light-skinned” presumably higher than others? Was this in itself not evidence of an inequality that? Though white people might be blind to it, little black boys could magnify race problems with a simple game of tag?

Choking
When my little brother Ryan was sent to the hospital for choking half a dozen times, he always came home fine. Maybe that’s why I felt next to nothing when I opened my email, in my far-away world of college, to find out the bad news of what had happened to one of my little inner-city boys: Donovan was sent to the hospital for choking. I’d already experienced asphyxiation of a loved one; this almost seemed normal to me.


But, Donovan came from somewhere my little brother did not. When he was born, his mother, a crack addict, left him at the hospital nameless. He never had anyone to claim him; he ended up living with an old woman, a foster mother, in a housing project called Potomac Gardens. My housing project. That is where I met him, ADHD, major behavioral problems, temper tantrums and all. I was his counselor at a free summer camp held just for poor kids; he was my opportunity to learn what a tough childhood is really like. Each day we would round up the children at their housing project, and each day he would get into trouble for some aggressive behavior. One time I sent him home for spitting on little David. Another time I sent him home for throwing himself onto the ground at the park and tossing himself about when he lost his playground privileges. I was always sending him home; but he never belonged there.


Ryan choked on something time and again. A peach pit, a hotdog, grains of chicken. It was never a big deal. Just like Donovan, he was born with a biological mutation; it was not, however, caused by drugs our mother had been addicted to. And, in contrast to Donovan, Ryan was taken home to live with his family. He came home in spite of what doctors expected; they recommended that my parents put Ryan in a foster home, as my mom and dad, after all, knew nothing about Down Syndrome. No doctors wanted Donovan in a foster home. But, there he landed. And there he stayed.


So, maybe, in spite of Ryan’s imperfect esophagus, in spite of his genetic mutations, even in spite of his broken family, it was the privilege that came with an educated, employed white father that saved Ryan from death by choking. It seems it was not the inside of his body but what happened on the outside that determined what happened to him. He survived so that the night when Donovan died, I had my little brother to sob with me.


Donovan was trouble. I remember meeting him just before he started kindergarten, and he was sent home from camp every day. He didn’t make it through the whole summer; he was expelled halfway through. I did not know it at the time, but his behavioral problems were a direct result of belonging to the group of children who have been given the derogatory name “crack babies.” The slightest provocation catalyzed his automatic response of slapping, and it took multiple repeats of his name to get him to simply glance in my direction. When I taught lessons, he was one of two boys who always crawled under the table or wandered out of our partitioned space. My second summer with Donovan lasted less than a week. He was suspended three times by other counselors and I had no say in whether he would come back to camp. When I’m honest with myself, I admit that I was a little relieved. Donovan wasn’t really a child who needed group time with someone like me; he needed one-on-one supervision. Maybe more than that, he needed one-on-one attention.


I heard rumors that his “mother” (or, more accurately, his temporary guardian) let him run around the Gardens all hours of the day and night. She was a very kind lady, but she didn’t seem to be a good fit to be a loving disciplinarian for a troubled child. Old enough to be his great-grandmother, he called her “Ma,” and picked fights with my other boys when they told she wasn’t his mom, she was his grandmother. I never knew what to say – do I tell them she’s neither a mom nor a grandma, just an obligated legal guardian? That was surely not the best response.

I heard rumors that Donovan’s guardian was considering sending him to a special home, because he refused to take his medication and she couldn’t keep up with all of his outbursts. I wondered at a social worker’s choice to place Donovan in a home at a housing project. Would that ever happen to a white child? Was it strictly for his race he was given to this old woman?

Donovan had temper tantrums and a loving heart; his hair was always cleanly shaven to form a small fuzzy head. His brown eyes glowed when something made him happy. I sometimes considered looking into adopting him when I had started my own career. I wasn’t sure it was ethical or legal or doable; it was simply a pipe dream to make up for all of those moments I didn’t get to spend with him at camp after he was expelled…to make up for the mother who didn’t want to keep him, so that I could become the mother who applied to the government, who paid money to keep him. I figured it would never happen, but I dreamed it would.


After he was removed from the summer camp program, he would wait with the children for camp to start and play “Down by the Banks.” In spite of his expulsion, he always ran up to me and threw his arms around my hips. One tooth was missing and his right eye wandered a little too far right. His little bald head brushed my arm like a chia pet. His guardian would slowly follow his hurried legs and ask if he was allowed to come to camp that day, because “for some reason he keeps saying he can.” My throat would tighten when I would say that unfortunately he couldn’t. The directors considered him to be somewhat of a threat to the other children; he needed to learn to stop hitting. He would look forlorn after I explained he was still expelled and I couldn’t change that, but he would walk away in an understanding manner with his finger in his mouth. He’d come back every day to give me a hug with a smile.


When I left D.C. last summer to come home, I embraced Donovan and asked him if he would start taking medicine for his “mom.” He said he would. I told him it’s really important, it will help make him feel better. He nodded and said that he would. I thought about repeating it again, but decided not to. I thought of my mid school-year visit to his classroom and how, even at school, my only observation of him was his teacher sternly asking the secretary to contact Donovan Tate’s mother. Appropriately, Donovan Tate’s mother was nowhere to be found.


To me it seemed that life was completely against this child. I guess I assumed that life would eventually cut him a break. So…is it because he was black that it didn’t?


Though I spent my winter months in Oregon at school, I had a job interview in the D.C. area in February for my post graduation plans. When I came to D.C. in February, I saw him- I was overwhelmed by all of the children I was reunited with-I regret that I did not do my best to see Donovan and spend time with him. But I was happy to hear that everyone thought that Donovan Tate was doing much better with his behavior; I heard he had even been taking his medicine. Everyday that week, I would peak my head into his kindergarten classroom to wave; it breaks my heart to know now that I wasn’t really waving to him so much as to his classmate Little Nate.


That morning, when Donovan started choked on a whistle, his heart had stopped beating by the time the ambulance got to him. Did the location of his poor neighborhood delay them at all? He was revived and sent to the hospital, where he remained in a coma for several hours. Was he at the best hospital he could have access to? What kind of health insurance does a welfare child from the projects receive? He died at 11 o’clock at night. Would he have had something that may spiritually have pulled him through, an emotional drive to try harder, if he had known his family? And what plagues me the most: who pays for the memorial service to honor this little boy who had so little? What kind of service will be given? Will he have one?


So, Donovan was given the no privilege of surviving chokings. The one he had was the one that got him. My little brother has survived at least six such brushes with death; he is still going strong. A little white Down Syndrome boy with a loving family, and a little black orphaned crack baby; those descriptions almost seem simple enough to explain how the first survived a choking at six, and the other did not.

I Apologize

I folded a green towel, still damp from my port-a-shower, and laid it on my cot. For spring break, I was staying in a warehouse with college students from all over the country. Most of us white and middle class, we ushered our way into the ninth district of New Orleans, the district of the city where the levees broke during the onslaught of Hurricane Katrina, and slept side by side on canvas beds. It was a service project sponsored by a nationwide Evangelical Christian organization; this meant the assumptions of the students tended to swing a little toward the political right – especially the students who traveled with me from my school.

Orange and black sweatshirts littered the cots next to mine, representing Oregon State University in its finest. A number of students had climbed on board with our university’s branch of the religious organization though they shared no affiliation with it other than school. I was excited to see people of different faiths serving together. I was also excited to see people of my faith coming to serve the poor, which I felt had happened so rarely. Then again, I was nervous about the criticisms they might make about the poor, even in this time of need; and I wondered about the potential interactions of my fellow (primarily white) Oregon State students with the students of color we were bound to interact with.

Sure enough, as I laid my wet towel on my cot and looked for my hairbrush, I overheard a young woman from the nearby Berkeley group talking about an upsetting conversation she had had; she something about a boy who kept asking her why everyone in the Bay area, at Berkeley, was “Chinese.” Almost the entire group of students representing this school was Asian American, I had noticed, and apparently, I was not the only Oregon State student who had noticed this. 

I overheard one woman say, “Wait, who said this to you?”

“I don’t know, some guy from Oregon State. He wouldn’t get off of the whole race thing, and I’d change the subject, and he would just go back to me being Asian.” 

I listened for a moment longer to see if I could figure out more specifically what someone from my school had said.

Another Berkeley woman spoke up.

“I think it’s a different culture in Oregon. I think maybe there aren’t a lot of minorities in Oregon, and so maybe when there’s an interaction that is not for certain people from Oregon, like a lot of people who aren’t white, I don’t know, maybe they don’t know the most polite way to respond to it.”

A few other women nodded in agreement; the distressed woman shrugged her shoulders. I felt bound to say something. I stepped, almost tripped, over my cot, and peeked my head into the circle.

“I’m sorry, what did someone from Oregon State say to you?” All of the women stopped, looked at me, and looked a little guilty. They were all Asian American.

The young woman who was analyzing Oregonian culture seemed to feel obligated to explain: “Oh no, it’s nothing; nothing happened.”

I smiled, trying to make sure they knew I wasn’t offended.

“Okay, um, well, can I just say that if someone from Oregon said something stupid, I apologize on behalf of whoever that was. Seriously, people from Oregon, well, I mean, white people from Oregon very often have no idea what’s going on.” The women tried to stifle their laughter. I laughed too. “No! Seriously, we’re hardly ever made to interact with minorities, especially in the suburbs. So, I’m really sorry if someone said something inappropriate to you. It’s seriously only said out of ignorance; we just need to learn. I have to learn too; sometimes we just have no idea at all about what it means to be white.” The five or six women nodded and smiled at me. I suddenly became very aware that I had interrupted someone else’s conversation, and said, “So, yeah! Um…don’t let it bother you too much; hopefully, whoever that was, maybe he got a learning experience out of it – I hope. And again, I’m really sorry someone said something stupid.”

As walked away, the woman who had explained her theory of Oregon culture stopped me. Her brown hand gasped my white one. “Hey, thank you for saying that. I think it probably meant a lot to her that someone was willing to speak up. She was really hurt.”

I smiled at her, grateful that I had made the right choice to be bold enough and apologize. “It’s no problem,” I said. “I think apologizing needs to happen a lot more often.” I walked away, thinking about the responsibility I must take as a white person to apologize for even the smallest things our dominant culture has done wrong. And I thought of my responsibility, so evident in this conversation, to continue to try to educate fellow white students on what race really means.
Introducing Someone Else to the Problem


We sat in the cafeteria as the kids ate their governmentally provided packaged lunches; a fellow white kid sat with me, just getting used to the idea of working with 10 little boys from the wrong side of the tracks, just getting used to the idea that it was nothing like working with the little white kids in suburban church Sunday School.


“I heard it’s not okay to drink the water?” White Boy asked me.


“What? This water? No. It’s got lead in it. I would only drink bottled water if I were you.” I smiled a half smile and opened the ketchup packet Little Nate was holding in front of my face.


Seconds after receiving his newly opened ketchup packet, Nate’s attention reverted to another nutritious need. “Miss Tammy, can I get a drink of water?”


“Go for it, little man.” I patted his back as he hopped out of his seat, raced to the water fountain, took a sip, and raced back, dragging his sleeve across his mouth and simultaneously licking his lips.


White Boy looked at me, eyebrow arched. “I thought you said we shouldn’t drink the water?”


“We shouldn’t.”


“Uh… so why is it okay for them to?”


I smiled sardonically. “That’s a great question.” I paused, racing through my mind, searching for the most concise explanation of class lines. White Boy was, after all, brand new to this stuff. How would I have best understood it three years ago? “The truth is, these kids drink it anyway. I, on the other hand, will go home tonight to a place where I have bottled water readily awaiting me. We can’t provide 80 kids bottled water everyday, and they drink it at home anyway, so we have to let them drink it here.”


“What does it do to them if they drink it?” White Boy asked.


“Honestly?” I asked. The truth sounds really harsh; I knew that. Even saying it was going to hurt, and I already understood it. To someone who was a novice with working across class and racial lines, it would probably sound like I was just being cruel, instead of straightforward. But, he nodded…I thought, Okay, he wants to know. “The water makes them stupider.” I could feel my eyes narrow without my control, my eyebrows raise in an “I give up” sort of fashion, and my fists clench as I thought of all the people up on top who just don’t seem to care. “The lead kills brain cells. As if these kids don’t have enough to deal with, malnutrition, subsufficient educational opportunities, everybody already assuming they’re stupid, they also get to drink water that makes them stupider…to put it quite honestly.”


White Boy looked shocked and appalled. I wondered if he was appalled at me or at the truth. “Seriously?” he asked.


I cocked my head after I nodded once. “Welcome to understanding white privilege.”

Epilogue: How Whiteness Blinds


In this work, I have struggled to write these stories. Sometimes I struggle with the pain I feel in reliving the events on which these narratives are based. Sometimes I struggle with simply putting my finger on what exactly white privilege is. Though I have been labeled by white friends and family as someone who understands race and racism, I find myself struggling nonetheless with what it is and how we can still see it.


I am passionate about the crime I believe white privilege is; I desire to see it eliminated. I believe wholeheartedly that it exists and I believe we can see evidence of it, in a big picture way, by simply looking at poverty and prison statistics, and by acknowledging differences in educational and occupational opportunity. Institutionalized racism is active and alive in the land of the free and the brave; yet I have been so socialized as a member of the dominant race that, as a young academic holding proof of oppression in my hand, I still struggle to explain it or acknowledge it. In spite of my passion and learning, I am still confronted by a bias I find in myself at times, in which I long to blame oppression simply on class and not on race. In particular incidents, I find myself wondering, “Does race really have that much to do with it?” It is moments like those when I realize how much work I must continue to do within myself, to continue to reflect and have dialogue with others about injustice. I see proof in myself of Peggy McIntosh’s thesis, that white privilege is invisible and intangible, though it exists. In these narratives, I have captured the journey I have taken so far, and in ending it, I find myself continuing a journey to understand something that I likely will never fully comprehend.
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