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through. And you have to learn about the
postslavery so-called freedom. . . . And
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responsible for the horror. Therefore, if we
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As fast as the Klan would change its pass-
words for entrance to its meetings, I’d send
’em on up to the radio producers, and
kids all over the country would all

have them the following week. In the
minutes of the meetings I included the
names of the businessmen and the pol-
iticians and the judges and lawmen who
were in attendance. After their names were
broadcast, they never showed up again at
the meetings.
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sake. This was just a matter of ordinary
humanity and justice and whatnot. That’s
what did it for me. That’s what changed me
from just another middle-class white guy
trying to preserve property values into an
increasingly militant housing
integrationist.
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The Sunday after Dr. King’s assassina-
tion in 1968 . . . when I walked into the
kitchen, Grandma Lushbough was ironing.
I said to her, ‘‘I know what I must do with
my life. I must work on the white prob-
lem.’’ . . . You don’t rush in, eager to help,
eager to find the role—that wanting to rush
in with the answer is sort of built into the
psyche of a lot of us white men. You have
to just let the relationship develop; you
listen, and there comes a chance to



say, ‘‘I can do that task.’’ And you do it
well, and eventually they’ll begin to ask
and trust you.
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bike, who was smaller than us, he had
guts. He stopped, got o√ his bike, and gave
us a tongue lashing. . . . The actions of
that Black kid certainly a√ected my life,
piercing through my white privilege and
the whole historical consciousness of
growing up white in Alabama. . . . When
I was sent to the chain gang in prison . . .
I told the captain of the chain gang, using
my best university manner, ‘‘Segregation
is evil, and I can’t participate in it. You
have a segregated camp. I just want to
inform you of this. I’m not going to work
and I’m not going to eat while I’m here.’’

60 Nat Yalowitz, 70, social worker
and organizer; New York, NY
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tice and social class conflict became an
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wing Jewish man meant participation in
the movement to free oppressed people.
Picket lines, marches on Washington—
they were as essential as playing stickball
as a kid.
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eradicate white privilege overnight. If it
means ten years to take a neighborhood
from violence to peace, leaving unresolved
lots of issues of prejudice, that’s still
worth it.
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I’ve always trusted that if my mistakes
are big enough, then somebody will see
them and stop me, or I’ll realize it myself.
And I try not to blame myself too much
for my own racism. I try just noticing it
more.
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they didn’t show up,’’ it will never
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community.

Art and Politics

121 David Attyah, 34, graphic artist
and founder of think again;
San Francisco, CA
Being a queer man has really helped me
understand the ‘‘near to our bodies’’

e√ects of oppression and to imagine how
people of color or women feel oppression
rub against their skin. . . . It’s about
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white man, I don’t like the dichotomy
that gets set up about who is the better
white person. . . . Sometimes I think to
myself, ‘‘There are a few good white
people I happen to know in this town,
and the rest are bad.’’ Even though I
know that is really dangerous thinking,
I do it. . . . I hate demonizing straight
white men, and I still do it!
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very concerned about the tentacles of the
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Foreword

Challenging Racism, Challenging History

James W. Loewen

Racist acts by white men in the Americas began on October 14, 1492, two
days after the arrival of Christopher Columbus.∞ In his journal, Columbus
tells about his actions that day: ‘‘These people are very unskilled in arms, as
Your Highnesses will see from the seven whom I caused to be taken in order
to carry them o√.’’≤ Indeed he brought the seven Tainos back to Spain to
show to his patrons, along with parrots and produce. Ferdinand and Isabella
then provided Columbus with 1,200–1,500 men, 17 ships, cannons, cross-
bows, guns, cavalry, and attack dogs for his return. This second voyage
marks the real significance of Christopher Columbus, for in 1493 he under-
took an enterprise altogether new in human history: the conquering of one
land (Haiti, first) by another (Spain) an ocean away. At the same time he
started the subjugation of one people (‘‘Indians,’’ as renamed by Columbus)
by another (‘‘Europeans,’’ as they later came to be called, or ‘‘whites’’),
concomitantly introducing the ideology of racism. Soon enough a Catholic
bishop in Spain was denying the basic humanity of Native Americans to
rationalize enslaving them. We live with the consequences to this day.

Antiracist acts by white men in the Americas likely began shortly thereaf-
ter, but the first such are lost to history. Perhaps some sailors on the first
voyage argued against capturing the seven Tainos. As the Spanish conquered
first Haiti, then Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Mexico, they started the practice of
encomiendas—‘‘commending’’ a whole village to one Spanish conquistador
for his private governance, use, and enrichment. We do know that by 1511,
some Spaniards were speaking out against the resulting enslavement and
maltreatment of Native Americans. On Christmas Day of that year a Domin-
ican friar, Antonio de Montesinos, thundered from a pulpit in Haiti: ‘‘Tell
me, by what right or justice do you keep these Indians in such a cruel
and horrible servitude? On what authority have you waged a detestable
war against these people who dwelt quietly and peaceably on their own
land? . . . With the excessive work you demand of them they fall ill or die, or
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rather you kill with your desire to extract and acquire gold every day. And
what care do you take that they should be instructed in religion? Are these
not men? Have they not rational souls?’’≥

And we know that his words had some e√ect: they fell on the ears of a
young conquistador, Bartolomé de Las Casas, and convinced him he was
wrong. Las Casas renounced ‘‘his’’ village, refusing to make money o√ the
unrequited labor of others. He experimented with alternative ways to orga-
nize economic enterprises in the Americas, and eventually he got the king of
Spain to appoint him ‘‘Defender of the Indians.’’ He then spent most of his
long life in the Caribbean, working for their better treatment.

Las Casas came to be the first great historian of the Americas (the Spanish
having destroyed any works by Mayan historians). He was a fan of Co-
lumbus, and his excerpts and paraphrases of Columbus’s journals are the
best record we have of his first and third voyages, the originals having been
lost. Nevertheless, Las Casas attacked the treatment of the Indians by Co-
lumbus and his successors. When other historians overlooked or defended
the Indian slave trade, begun by Columbus, Las Casas said starkly: ‘‘What we
committed in the Indies stands out among the most unpardonable o√enses
ever committed against God and mankind, and this trade as one of the most
unjust, evil, and cruel among them.’’∂ Las Casas wrote of the encomiendas
practice: ‘‘In this time, the greatest outrages and slaughterings of people
were perpetrated, whole villages being depopulated. . . . The Indians saw
that without any o√ence on their part they were despoiled of their king-
doms, their lands and liberties, and of their lives, their wives, and homes.’’∑

At one point Las Casas suggested importing enslaved Africans, rather
than continuing to enslave the Indians, who perished under the harsh regi-
men. But he recanted almost immediately and writing about himself in the
third person, judged himself harshly for his lapse: ‘‘This advice to give a
license for the bringing of Black slaves to those lands was first given by the
priest Casas, who was unaware of the injustice with which the Portuguese
take them and make slaves of them. Later, after falling into this snare, he
regretted it, and would not have given that advice for all the world, for he
always believed they were enslaved unjustly and tyrannically, because they
have the same right to freedom as the Indians.’’ Las Casas went on to write
that he prayed to God to have mercy upon his soul for this error, ‘‘but he does
not know if God will do so.’’∏

Perhaps the high point of Las Casas’s long life (1474–1566) came in 1542,
when he took part in one of the most important trials ever to take place on
the planet Earth. Held at Valladolid, Spain, the issue was: Are Indians human
beings, or are they some subordinate species, appropriate for slavery? Las
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Casas held for the a≈rmative, against Bishop Sepulveda and historians
Oviedo, Cuneo, Gómara, and Garcilaso de la Vega, among others. ‘‘Indians
are born lazy, idle, melancholy and cowardly, vile and ill-natured, liars, with a
short memory and no perseverance,’’ claimed Oviedo. Las Casas countered
by emphasizing their many positive human attributes: ‘‘They used their
leisure—which was considerable since their souls did not burn with greed
for wealth and estates—in honest recreation such as certain strenuous ball
games, dances, and songs that were recitations of their historical past. They
also made very beautiful objects with their hands when they were not oc-
cupied with agricultural, fishing, or domestic chores.’’ They were not con-
quered justly, he avowed, nor were they cowards: ‘‘Seeing themselves tyran-
nized and oppressed, dying every day from unjust labor and open war
with Spaniards who disemboweled them with swords, trampled them with
horses, and speared them from horseback, they fought back courageously.’’π

Most important, Las Casas pointed out that Indians were thinking beings,
like anyone else: ‘‘All the peoples of the world are men, and there is only one
definition of each and every man, and that is that he is rational.’’∫

Amazingly, Las Casas won, at least temporarily. For several years, Spain
renounced slavery and published humane regulations, which almost led to
colonial revolt. At length the regulations were forgotten, and Spain wound
up among the last European powers to give up slavery. Nevertheless, cen-
turies after his death Las Casas was still influencing history: Simón Bolívar
used his writings to justify the revolutions between 1810 and 1830 that freed
Latin America from Spanish domination. Even today, Las Casas lives. The
ideological spark for the ongoing Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas was struck
in the provincial capital, San Cristóbal, during a three-day indigenous Con-
gress held in 1974 in conjunction with the dedication of a new monument to
Las Casas at the entrance to the city, whose full name is San Cristóbal de Las
Casas. ‘‘Brother Bartolomé is no longer alive,’’ said one delegate. ‘‘Therefore,
who will defend us? I believe that all of us organized together can have liberty
and can work better. All of us together can be Bartolomé.’’Ω

Las Casas’s life teaches at least four lessons. First, he exemplifies those
courageous souls who in every age have stood for justice across racial lines.
When Native Americans (and their allies) pointed out in 1992 that the Co-
lumbus Quincentenary honored their enslaver, opponents charged ‘‘anach-
ronism.’’ ‘‘You are judging Columbus by the standards of 1992, not by those
of his own time.’’ Bartolomé de Las Casas’s words and deeds belie this
assessment. Some white men in Columbus’s time, even some who knew him
personally, nevertheless condemned him and his associates for their racism.

Second, Las Casas teaches that among our tasks, as we work to eliminate
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white supremacy from our nation and our world, is to recover some of the
white men who have preceded us in this struggle. Three centuries after he
wrote, Las Casas’s words helped mobilize a continent, but they do so no
longer. The U.S. Capitol displays his portrait, but today not one citizen in one
hundred knows his name. All know Columbus, whose name graces the dis-
trict in which the Capitol stands. American history is full of antiracist white
men who have been forgotten or whose antiracist words and deeds have been
suppressed. Americans of all races and both sexes need to know about them.

Third, like most antiracists, Las Casas was imperfect. He began as a
conquistador and at one important moment argued for the slave trade, only
with a di√erent racial group as victim. Other antiracist white men, including
myself and many you will meet in this book, have their moments of weak-
ness. At times, like Las Casas, they (we) did not see their bias toward
one group—perhaps Chinese Americans, gays and lesbians, or women—
while remaining splendidly broad-minded toward another. Some simply
succumbed to the cultural racism around them as time passed. But their
shortcomings do not give us license to dismiss the totality of their lives, even
if on some occasions they slipped into racism. Examined closely, all past
heroes have surely erred at one time or another. We must forgive their
human failings, and our own, so we can learn from them—and from those
episodes when they did the right thing. Unlike hero worship, such thought-
ful assessment results in enduring role models.

Finally, the example of Las Casas, or rather Antonio de Montesinos,
teaches us that we cannot know the value of our work. Probably de Mon-
tesinos never learned that his Christmas homily unleashed the tremendous
force of Las Casas upon the world. We may feel it is not worthwhile to
counter every little racist comment we encounter. But one white high school
student did so in a small town in east Mississippi in 1955, and the incident was
still remembered by novelist Lewis Nordan and still made its impact forty
years later:

I remember very clearly the day that I first heard the name of Emmett Till.
I was in a football locker room. We were getting dressed out, and the body
had just been found. There were terrible jokes being made, and . . . I
was . . . sitting there in that locker room listening to this, probably smil-
ing, I don’t know, and some old boy, he said words I had never imagined a
white boy saying before. He said, ‘‘It’s not right to talk this way. He was
just a kid who was killed, just like us. It don’t matter what color he was.’’
And that moment I measure as the moment that changed my life.∞≠

Sometimes a tiny gesture makes an unknown di√erence.
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High school textbooks in American history mystify the role of racism in
our past, starting with Columbus. They therefore have no alternative but to
mystify the role of antiracism in our past, starting with Las Casas. As a result,
few Americans realize that throughout our past some whites have always
worked for justice for all, without regard to race (or sex or social class). The
history of American antiracism has been suppressed because antiracism has
typically been on the losing side. Columbus set in motion global processes
that continue to define our world today, including the seizure of land from
native peoples and the Atlantic slave trade, first from west to east, and then
from Africa, begun on Haiti by his son Ferdinand. Thousands of white men
(and women, of course) grew rich o√ these processes; those who favored the
just treatment of Native Americans and African Americans usually lost out.
So it was that among the founders of the United States were huge
slaveowners like George Washington, Thomas Je√erson, and James
Madison. Indeed, eleven of our first fifteen presidents (before Lincoln)
owned slaves or were members of the proslavery wing of the Democratic
Party.

But again, there were dissenters. Among the most important and least
known was Edward Coles, a Virginia planter who knew Thomas Je√erson
and tried to enlist him in the antislavery cause. You have ‘‘great credibility,’’
Coles wrote to Je√erson in 1814, asking his help ‘‘to eradicate this most
degrading feature of British Colonial policy.’’ In his own life Je√erson mir-
rored the dilemma on race that has a∆icted our nation since its inception. ‘‘I
have sworn upon the altar of God, eternal hostility against every form of
tyranny over the mind of man,’’ he wrote, meanwhile practicing tyranny
over two hundred human beings, including their minds.∞∞ His reply to Coles
shows him unwilling to risk his imported wines, ever-changing mansion, and
ever-expanding library, all of which rested on the labor he wrested from the
men, women, and children he forced to work his two large plantations. He
advised Coles to leave slavery alone: ‘‘I hope, my dear sir, you will reconcile
yourself to your country and its unfortunate condition.’’

Coles went it alone. He could not simply free his slaves, owing to a
Virginia statute Thomas Je√erson had helped to pass requiring that they be
sent out of state upon pain of reenslavement. So in 1819 he moved to south-
ern Illinois with his slaves, freed them, and gave each family a quarter section
of land.∞≤

It is now that he played the key role for which he is forgotten in U.S.
history. Although southern Illinois was originally part of the Northwest
Territory, whose Northwest Ordinance forbade slavery, white residents there
had made use of loopholes to hold hundreds of African Americans in bond-
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age. In 1818 Illinois became a state and was no longer bound by the North-
west Ordinance. In 1822 Coles ran for governor against Joseph Phillips, chief
justice of Illinois. Phillips was for slavery, Coles against, and after an exciting
campaign Coles was elected by a margin of just forty-six votes. Meanwhile,
proslavery candidates won a majority of the legislature. In his inaugural
address, December 5, 1822, Coles spoke for the repeal of Illinois’s ‘‘Black
Codes’’ and sought new legislation to prevent the kidnapping of free Ne-
groes, who were being abducted from Illinois and sold into slavery in Ken-
tucky. Instead, the legislature passed a call for a convention, the main pur-
pose of which, it gradually became clear, would be to legalize slavery.

Imagine the United States that would have resulted! Slavery would have
ruled from the Gulf of Mexico to Lake Michigan, hemming freedom into the
Northeast and changing the fate of our nation. Illinois would have achieved
in 1825 what Chief Justice Roger Taney tried to accomplish in 1857 in Dred
Scott: to make slavery national, freedom local. ‘‘Believing slavery to be both
injurious and impolitic,’’ Coles wrote, ‘‘I believe myself bound, both as a
citizen and an o≈cer, to do all in my power to prevent its introduction into
the state,’’ and he did. Two events turned the tide. Four days after his inaugu-
ral speech, a mob burned Coles in e≈gy at the State House in Vandalia, also
setting the capitol on fire, which caused an antislavery backlash. And the
next spring, the chief proslavery newspaper went bankrupt; Coles quickly
bought it and turned it into the only antislavery organ in Illinois, deliberately
sending it to all the old subscribers, even when they refused to pay for it. On
August 2, 1824, by 4,972 to 6,640, the convention went down to defeat, and
Illinois was saved from slavery.∞≥

During the next decades, national policies went more and more proslav-
ery, culminating in Dred Scott. Today our landscape is beset by statues cele-
brating even people like Taney, Buchanan, and Franklin W. Pierce, tools of
the slavocracy. But some antislavery warriors do get attention on the land-
scape. Leaders of the Underground Railroad like Rowland Robinson, John
Rankin, and Levi Co≈n get remembered at their homes in Vermont, Ohio,
and Indiana respectively. John Brown’s home near Lake Placid, New York,
tells his story, as does the National Park Service at Harpers Ferry. Charles
Sumner, the senator from Massachusetts who was nearly beaten to death on
the Senate floor in 1856 by Preston Brooks from South Carolina, gets remem-
bered in Massachusetts and the District of Columbia.

During the Civil War, of course, antislavery finally became popular. The
landscape of Washington, D.C., is replete with Union generals whose mili-
tary ability and opposition to racism both grew as the war went on. Logan
Circle, for instance, routes tra≈c around a statue of John A. Logan, who also
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gets impressive memorials in Chicago and Philadelphia, a statue at Vicks-
burg, and a peak named for him in the Rockies. Today, however, people
remember Logan, if at all, not as an antiracist or even as the best volunteer
general in the Union Army, but only as the person who established Memorial
Day as a national holiday. Actually, John Logan made an extraordinary moral
and intellectual journey during his lifetime, one that might be a role model
for millions of white Americans—if they but knew of it. He grew up in
southern Illinois, Democrat country, and the Democratic Party throughout
the nineteenth century was the overt party of white supremacy, even calling
itself ‘‘The White Man’s Party.’’∞∂ In 1853, Logan was instrumental in pushing
the ‘‘Exclusion Bill’’ through the Illinois legislature, making it a crime to
bring African Americans into the state and subjecting violators to arrest and
a fine. In 1860, when southern states broke with the Union, many whites in
southern Illinois proposed to let them go or even to secede with them.
Logan gave a famous speech from a farm wagon on the town square of
Marion, arguing so eloquently for the Union that 110 men enlisted in the U.S.
Army on the spot ‘‘and Southern Illinois was saved to the Union,’’ in the
words of his widow later. By then a U.S. Congressman, Logan resigned his
seat to become colonel of the Thirty-First Illinois Infantry, participated in
Sherman’s March to the Sea, and rose gradually to the rank of general. In the
process, events forcibly reeducated him and many other white Union sol-
diers in the area of race relations.∞∑

The key year was 1864. In July, Logan used blatant racism to argue for
equal treatment of Blacks in the military, shouting he ‘‘had rather six nig-
gers . . . be killed than one of his brave [white] boys.’’ For the rest of the year
and into the next, marching through Georgia and South Carolina, Sherman’s
army encountered no one but African Americans for days on end. Soldiers
saw firsthand the conditions under which slaves lived, touched the scars on
their backs, and beheld and often burned the whipping posts standing in front
of ‘‘the big house.’’ Sometimes they met Union pows who had escaped and
been sheltered by the African American infrastructure. Everywhere Sher-
man’s troops received the hurrahs of a newly liberated people, upon whom
they relied for food, labor, and information as to nearby Confederates.

It was all heady stu√. Like many of his men, Logan grew convinced that
Black people were just that—people—and deserved all the rights of other
people, even of white people. As the war wound down and Lincoln was shot
and President Andrew Johnson opposed every civil rights initiative coming
from Congress or Lincoln’s cabinet members, Logan played an important
role in establishing what is now known as Congressional Reconstruction.
When Johnson threatened to remove Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, the
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last hope of the freedmen, Logan told Johnson that he would mobilize the
Grand Army of the Republic, an organization of veterans Logan had helped
establish, to protect Stanton. This forestalled Johnson from forcibly remov-
ing Stanton, but Stanton and Logan slept in Stanton’s o≈ce to make sure.
Logan then campaigned for the Fifteenth Amendment, then the major con-
troversy before the nation. Speaking in Ohio, he argued: ‘‘Now I want some
Democrat to give a reason why the Negro should not vote. I have read their
speeches, and all they say is, ‘We don’t want the nigger to vote,’ and turn up
their noses as they say it. A gentleman in Congress from your state says the
Negro does not belong to the human species. But they are made the same as
you and I; but they are Black—that is all the di√erence. If they were not made
by the hand of God, I would like to know by whom they were made.’’

As Reconstruction lost favor, Logan remained in the ‘‘Stalwart’’ wing of
the Republican Party, committed to Black rights. In 1884 the party nomi-
nated him for vice-president, with James G. Blaine for president, but Grover
Cleveland, white supremacist Democrat, prevailed in a cli√hanger.

Emboldened by the Democratic resurgence and by Republicans’ ideo-
logical retreat after failing to pass a voting rights bill in 1890, white Mis-
sissippi responded by passing its constitution of 1890, which used various
mechanisms to disenfranchise African Americans ‘‘legally.’’ During the next
seventeen years, all other southern and border states copied Mississippi. This
led to the notorious ‘‘Nadir of Race Relations,’’ the period 1890–1925, when
lynchings rose to their all-time high and segregation swept public accom-
modations even in the North.

Some white Mississippians were not racist in 1890, but their voices had
already been stilled. John Prentiss Matthews, who made an intellectual jour-
ney much like Logan’s but on the southern side, provides a heartbreaking
example. Matthews was born in Copiah County in 1840. Although his family
was wealthy and owned thirty-five slaves, John Prentiss—‘‘Print’’ to his
friends—was a Unionist during the Civil War. After the war, he ran a general
store in Hazlehurst, the county seat. The interracial Republican coalition
that governed Mississippi during Reconstruction elected him sheri√ of the
county.

White Democrats used violence and threats of violence to end Recon-
struction in Mississippi in November 1875. Although the Democrats took
over the state government, they did not capture every county, partly because
of men like Print Matthews. Matthews organized a ‘‘Fusion’’ or ‘‘Indepen-
dent Party’’ coalition of Black and white farmers in Copiah County. He
maintained that African Americans were ‘‘entitled to all the rights, privileges,
and immunities of American citizens.’’ As a result, according to historian
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William Ivy Hair, African Americans ‘‘were said to rank him alongside Abra-
ham Lincoln.’’∞∏ He also won the loyalty of 600–700 small-scale white farm-
ers. As a result, his interracial coalition could outpoll the Democrats by at
least three hundred votes in any honest contest. Democrats responded with
cannon shots at Independent Party rallies and threats before every election.
Finally, as the 1883 elections loomed, Democrats resolved to do away with
black political influence in Copiah County. They began night-riding—enter-
ing sharecroppers’ cabins and threatening African Americans with death if
they voted Independent. Many Blacks and some white Matthews supporters
spent the last few days and nights before the election hiding in the woods.

The day before the election, the intimidation campaign reached Print
Matthews personally. White leaders of Hazlehurst delivered a written ul-
timatum to him at his home, ordering him to ‘‘absent himself from the polls
on election.’’ Matthews knew his party could not win because many of his
supporters were too terrified to come to the polls. ‘‘I have as much right to
vote as any of you,’’ he replied regardless. ‘‘I have never done any of you any
harm. I have tried to be useful to society in every way that I could. You have
got it in your power to murder me, I admit. But I am going to vote tomor-
row, unless you kill me.’’

The next morning, he walked across the street to his polling place. Sev-
eral Democrats carrying shotguns stood outside the door. Inside was Ras
Wheeler, the precinct captain, a white farmer who had an account at Mat-
thews’s store. Hair tells what happened next: ‘‘Matthews looked around, saw
Wheeler, and went over to sit beside him. The two men talked in low tones
for a minute or so. Wheeler finally said, ‘Print, I would not vote today if I
were you.’ Matthews then got up, walked over to an election o≈cial, and
presented his ballot. He was asked to fold it. He was doing so when Ras
Wheeler reached inside the wood box, lifted out a double-barreled shotgun,
and taking quick aim, fired first one and then the other charge of buckshot.
Print Matthews died instantly.’’

The day after the murder, white Democrats held a mass meeting in
Hazlehurst and resolved ‘‘it is necessary to the safety of society and the
welfare of all races and classes in the county that hereafter the Matthews
family shall keep out of politics in Copiah county.’’ According to the local
newspaper, ‘‘The niggers met one mile South of here last Tuesday and
passed resolutions of sorrow.’’ A white-dominated jury found Wheeler inno-
cent, whereupon Democrats appointed him city marshal of Hazlehurst.
There was talk of running him for governor.

During the Nadir of Race Relations, historians derided men like Mat-
thews as ‘‘scalawags,’’ a term meaning ‘‘rascals,’’ reserved for southern
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whites who believed in equal rights. Stalwarts like Logan were likewise
besmirched as scandal-ridden and self-interested because historians between
1890 and 1925 could not believe that white men might be motivated by the
sincere belief that Blacks should have all the rights of citizenship reserved to
whites. Thus Logan and Matthews not only lost the struggle, and Matthews
his life, but also ultimately their honor. But as John Logan’s biographer has
pointed out, ‘‘there was no political profit to be made from his advocacy of
Black rights.’’ And as Logan put it, at his best, ‘‘I don’t care whether a man is
black, red, blue, or white.’’

During the Nadir, some antiracist white men lost their idealism, or per-
haps their nerve. General O. O. Howard, for example, had served alongside
Logan during Sherman’s march and was such a spokesperson for African
Americans that he was called ‘‘the conscience of the army.’’ During Recon-
struction he headed the Freedman’s Bureau and spoke so eloquently on
behalf of the Fourteenth Amendment that some pundits labeled it ‘‘the
Howard Amendment.’’ But later in life Howard joined the ‘‘Mugwumps,’’
the wing of the Republican Party that proposed giving up on ‘‘Negro rights.’’
That faction came to dominate the Union League Club, an organization that
was virtually synonymous with the leadership of the Republican Party in
New York City and to a degree nationally.

The Union League Club had been founded during the Civil War to com-
bat the prosecession sentiment that dominated New York City. The club
raised and equipped a regiment of Negro troops and also forced streetcar
companies to serve African Americans without segregation. During Recon-
struction, the club helped found interracial Union League chapters across
the South that helped African Americans to organize politically. By the 1880s,
however, the ideas of the Stalwarts began to sound shopworn, particularly to
new members of the Union League Club who had not fought in the Civil
War. In 1894, Democrats repealed the remaining federal voting rights stat-
utes. Union Leagues disintegrated across the South. In New York City, the
Union League Club now began to stand for ideas antithetical to its founding
ideals. Now members refused to admit upwardly mobile Jews, Italians, Cath-
olics, and others of ‘‘incorrect background.’’ Joseph Seligman had been a
founder of the club; his son Jesse joined in 1868. In 1893, Jesse Seligman had
to resign because members blackballed his own son Theodore because he
was a Jew.

The management committee of the Union League Club went a step
further: it proposed firing the club’s Black servants and replacing them with
an all-white sta√. At this point, another long-time member, ex-Union Gen-
eral Wager Swayne, intervened. During Reconstruction, Swayne had headed
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the Freedman’s Bureau in Alabama, helped found Talladega College, and
was appointed military governor of Alabama. Now, just before his death, he
fought one last battle ‘‘for his youthful principles,’’ in the words of historian
Michael W. Fitzgerald.∞π He got up a petition to bring the matter to a vote,
spoke in favor of retaining the African Americans, and eventually got the
membership to reverse the decision of its management committee.∞∫

O. O. Howard teaches that the most committed antiracist white man can
abandon the cause of racial justice.∞Ω But Wager Swayne shows that even in
the worst of times, there have been those who never lost the faith. The larger
panorama of the Nadir teaches more profound lessons. To this day, the
biased history promulgated during the Nadir still distorts high school history
textbooks and Civil War monuments across the nation. That there was a
Nadir, or even that racism has played a continuing role in American life,
North as well as South, goes unremarked in most American history text-
books. Thus we learn that when history was written and who did the writing
make a profound di√erence. The most telling date on a granite memorial
may not be on its face, telling of the event it celebrates, but around back—the
date it went up.

During the first third of the twentieth century, white males elaborated
their ‘‘blame the victim’’ ideology to justify keeping nonwhites in positions
of inferiority with new ‘‘scientific’’ rationales. After all, slavery had been over
for a generation and more. Therefore the continuing position of Blacks at
the bottom of the social hierarchy could no longer be attributed to slavery.
So biologists justified the Nadir with their eugenics, psychologists with their
iq tests, and sociologists with their Social Darwinism.

At the same time, a few white men developed understandings of the social
world that helped people see how racism, rather than some presumed inca-
pacity, explained racial stratification. Outstanding among them was Franz
Boas, an immigrant from Germany who came to New York City in 1887.
Partly owing to his Jewish background, which gave him firsthand experience
with racism in Germany, Boas grew upset at the Nadir. Every culture had
some merit, he held. In 1894 he told the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science that race did not determine intelligence. In 1906 he
specifically attacked eugenic thinking, holding that slavery, not biology,
had oppressed Blacks. The next year he blamed white racism for the lack of
Black progress in the United States.

Boas never accomplished his dream of getting an African museum built in
Washington, D.C., to prove to the nation that Blacks had produced culture
and art. His testimony before Congress also failed to derail the 1924 Immi-
gration Restriction Act, openly based on eugenics. But he did provide the
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basic anti-ethnocentric thinking that social science craved when Hitler’s Ger-
many finally succeeded in giving eugenics a bad name. His biographer tells
how at his last public event in 1942, hosting a luncheon at the Columbia
University Faculty Club honoring an anthropologist who had fled France
after opposing Nazism, Boas ‘‘concluded by instructing the gathering to be
vigilant and to fight race prejudice wherever it existed. He then fell back into
his chair and died.’’≤≠

Boas’s students fanned out across the United States, seeding college cam-
puses with professors who had evidence to support their belief that people of
color were ‘‘rational,’’ to return to Las Casas’s phrase. Like those Jewish
Americans who helped found the naacp in 1909, Boas epitomizes the many
‘‘hyphenated Americans’’—the term Woodrow Wilson used to disparage
recent immigrants—who worked for justice for African, Asian, Mexican, and
Native Americans in their new homeland. He also o√ers a lesson to ivory-
towered professors everywhere: he acted in public and wrote for the public,
not just in academic journals read only by scholars, because he knew that the
issue was of paramount importance to the nation.

In most cities during the Nadir, in the North as well as in the South, white
labor unions and management excluded Black workers. Not only were Afri-
can Americans kept from practicing the skilled trades, they also could not be
assembly line workers or even, in some plants, janitors. In Detroit, Ford and
Dodge were exceptional; Ford even hired some Black foremen.≤∞ Except for
the United Mine Workers, racially integrated labor unions were rare until
about 1935. In that year, Detroit workers organized the United Auto Workers
(uaw). Its president, R. J. Thomas, elected in 1939, acted to make the uaw an
antiracist trailblazer.

During World War II, uaw locals protested promoting Black workers to
assembly line and skilled jobs. Some whites fomented what came to be called
‘‘hate strikes’’—wildcat walkouts to force management to reassign Black
workers to janitorial and other menial jobs. At the Curtiss-Wright aircraft
plant in Columbus, Ohio, the local uaw organizer led such a strike in
1941. Thomas responded by firing him and negotiating an agreement with
Curtiss-Wright opening all departments to Black workers. In 1943, Packard
Motor Company in Detroit faced similar strikes, sparked initially by the
transfer of two Black workers to metal-polishing jobs. Ku Klux Klansmen
dominated Packard’s uaw local. The Packard manager was racist as well,
insisting that metal polishing ‘‘was a white man’s job’’; he declared he would
not make the transfers if white workers objected. When Thomas could not
get either side to budge, he tried to get federal authorities to step in, but the



foreword: james w. loewen xxvii

feds equivocated. Historians August Meier and Elliott Rudwick tell how
Packard employees then staged strike after strike when handfuls of African
Americans were upgraded to drill press operators, aircraft assembly, and the
like.≤≤ When Thomas faced Packard workers on May 30, 1943, he refused to
back down: ‘‘This problem must be settled or it will wreck our union.’’
Hundreds of white workers booed and marched out. Four days later, twenty-
five thousand whites went out on strike, shutting down the plant. Thomas
then secretly flew to Washington to seek intervention from the War Labor
Board (wlb) and the Fair Employment Practices Commission—always a
risky step for a labor leader. The wlb did send a strong telegram. Thomas
vowed to end racial discrimination ‘‘even if it requires that large numbers of
white workers out there lose their jobs.’’ He threatened to expel any worker
who stayed out on strike. Most whites returned to work, and an uneasy
peace reigned at Packard.

Throughout the war, Thomas led the uaw to integrate workforces at
Hudson, Dodge Truck, and other industrial plants. He also led the cio to
take a stand favoring integrated housing in Detroit. Today the alliance be-
tween unions and African Americans, symbolized by the role both play
within the Democratic Party, is a fact of our political landscape, but it took
work by steadfast pioneers like R. J. Thomas to get Blacks to see unions as an
ally and white workers to accept Blacks as equal members.

Many of the men whom you will meet in the pages to come were spurred
to work for racial justice by the Civil Rights Movement. But the struggle for
civil rights is over. We are entering a ‘‘postracist’’ era. In times to come, it
may grow harder to keep faith with Las Casas and Coles, with Print Mat-
thews and R. J. Thomas. Few white Americans now announce, as did so
many before World War II, ‘‘I am a white supremacist.’’ Few admit to choos-
ing where they live or where their children go to school on the basis of race.
Yet we know that overwhelmingly white neighborhoods, even whole towns,
not only still exist but are even regarded prestigious places to raise a family.
We know that history as taught in grades 1–12 is largely a justification of our
national past, which thus subtly reinforces white supremacy. And we know
that without e√ort by white men, race will remain a problem even as our
country grows more racially diverse.

In a way, the problem we face is similar to the ideological di≈culty in the
Nadir that so dispirited the Republicans. Around 1890, as we have seen,
whites came to view the less-than-equal position of African Americans as
their own fault; slavery had ended, after all. Today’s continuing racial in-
equality can no longer be blamed on segregation, even though segregation
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endures in many places. Neo-eugenicists like the authors of The Bell Curve
have again arisen to tell us that racial inequality derives from intellectual
inferiority, whether innate or located deep within the cultures of the op-
pressed. Precisely because the causes of racial inequality are now less visible,
those who combat them may appear less reasonable.

In this intellectual climate, there will be those like O. O. Howard who do
not stay the course. No one wants to be marginalized. But examples like
Wager Swayne and Franz Boas—and the thirty-five men in this volume—still
exist to inspire us. Here is another reason why this book is so valuable. Its
many mini-biographies persuade the reader that he is not alone and that
other white men find the cause of antiracism worthwhile, even energizing.

One of the men whom you will meet in the pages that follow, John
Allocca, wishes he ‘‘had activist ancestors.’’ Probably he means ‘‘in my own
family.’’ But in a larger sense, he does. We all do. From Las Casas to Thomas,
however, the history of antiracist white men has been lost or even sup-
pressed. So we in the present have lost them as potential role models for our
continuing struggle for equal rights across racial lines. Charles Pinckney
Sumner, father of Charles Sumner, taught his children about Edward Coles
as an example of a white man who opposed slavery. Years later Senator
Sumner remembered Coles as a role model. In the same way, the men in this
book will become activist ancestors for generations to follow. For unless our
victory is swift and complete—which the past suggests is unlikely—those
who come after us will need these stories, just as we need to know of
Montesinos, Boas, and all the rest.

History is usually the tale of the winners and is usually told by the win-
ners. Andrew Jackson is on our $20 bill, while the Whigs who opposed his
forced removal of the Indians from the southeast lie forgotten. History is a
process of deliberate omission, not just of the unimportant but also of the
embarrassing, including those white men who have pointed out our failures
to live up to our principles. History as handed down to us is part of the
problem rather than our ally. One way to recover white men like Logan,
Matthews, Howard, and Swayne is by enacting rituals at sites important to
their memory.≤≥ We—and I include those who come after us—cannot rest
until every American who knows of Columbus also knows of Las Casas.
Until everyone who knows of Thomas Je√erson also knows of Edward Coles.
Until Ross Barnett Reservoir in Mississippi, named for the governor who
tried to keep Blacks out of Ole Miss, has been renamed for John Prentiss
Matthews or someone like him. Until, in short, the library of volumes cele-
brating white men who became prominent partly through their skill at
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subordinating people of color is balanced by a collection of books celebrat-
ing, as this one does, white men who chose a di√erent path, who worked for
equal justice for all races.

Like my partial list from the past, what follows is only a beginning.





Preface

A Personal Preface from Cooper Thompson

I used to think that this was ‘‘my book,’’ but I can no longer do that. Since my
first inklings of this project about twenty years ago, I’ve changed the way I
think about this book. I came to realize that I didn’t own this book, but that it
was the work of many people and that ownership resided somewhere else, if
at all.

The first step in that process was my making the decision that I didn’t
want to do this project by myself. As a traditional white man, I had had lots
of practice working and living in isolation from other people. Although I had
been a member of two families (one by birth and one by choice) and many
organizations and teams, I still thought of myself as an individual rather than
a member of communities. I didn’t think I needed support. I thought I could
‘‘go it alone.’’ I came to realize that that path was lonely and led to less
e√ective outcomes. And so I asked for, and found, another white man to join
me in this project. Estelle Disch, a professor at the University of Massa-
chusetts at Boston, introduced me to Emmett Schaefer. In 1998, we began to
meet weekly in a co√ee shop to explore if we wanted to work together.
Then, in 1999, on a trip to Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia to interview
several white men, Emmett and I asked an old friend of mine, Harry Brod, to
join us. We are now three.

Although I continued to do most of the interviewing and development of
the narratives and coordinated all the pieces leading to the completion of a
manuscript, the three of us shared equally in all major decisions about con-
tent and style. Most important, we lifted each other’s spirits when we were
overwhelmed by the project or something else going on in our lives. I am so
grateful to the support that Harry and Emmett gave me; without them, I
doubt that this project would have been finished.

The second step in this process was the persistent voice of Gerald Jackson.
Gerald is an African American friend and colleague of mine in visions, Inc.,
an organization that provides training and consultation on multiculturalism.
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It took a couple of years for me to hear what Gerald was telling me about the
importance of sharing this material with other people. Initially, I thought of
these interviews only as material that I was collecting for my own learning.
Gerald repeatedly told me that I should publish the interviews, that other
white men needed to hear what I was saying. Eventually, I also understood
that he was telling me, in his Afrocentric way of being in the world, that I was
obligated to share this material because it didn’t belong to me. I was simply a
vehicle for the voices of other white men.

A third step was the realization that there were literally hundreds of
people who directly contributed in some way to this project. Although there
are thirty-five white men profiled in this book, there are at least another fifty
with whom I talked or interviewed and who have had an impact on how I
think about this project. I have the names of at least one hundred other white
men whom I didn’t interview; the fact that they are out there inspired me to
continue this project when I would lose the motivation to plug away. There
are at least twenty-five people who gave me names of white men to inter-
view. There are at least twenty people who gave me feedback on some aspect
of the project. Colleagues supported my taking time to work on this project;
many friends and acquaintances encouraged me and inspired me. Some-
times their voices came to me quite spontaneously. When I was transcribing
Ken Kimerling’s interview, I suddenly heard in my questions to Ken the voice
of an old friend and colleague, Althea Smith. It was something about the way
I was phrasing the question and pausing between my thoughts, and I knew
that I had learned that from her. She would have asked the same questions in
the same way. It was as if she were speaking through me.

Finally, a fourth step came late in the process from my friend Renae Gray.
As she read some of the narratives of the white men we had interviewed, she
saw that there were almost always people of color standing in front and
behind and among and alongside these white men. Renae talked about this
in both a literal and figurative way, as if it were impossible to bring these
white men into a room without these people of color coming with them.
She asked me, ‘‘How are you going to bring those people of color to the
forefront?’’ Her question—and challenge—made me see that I had stepped
one more time into the morass of white male arrogance in the ways that I
was failing to recognize how people of color were the catalyst for white men
challenging racism. And so this book is dedicated to the people of color who
have been the conscience, catalyst, and inspiration for white men challeng-
ing racism. (In the introduction are examples of the people of color, and
white people, who have been mentors, teachers, partners, and supporters of
the white men profiled in the book.)
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And so I have come to believe that this book belongs to a huge circle of
friends, fellow travelers, writers, thinkers, beings, and doers, many of whom
I’ve never met. It is our book, inspired by the voices and experiences of many.
Consequently, from this point on in the book, whenever you are reading
‘‘our’’ comments, including the book’s introduction, notes at the beginning
of each narrative, occasional questions in the narratives, and the epilogue,
you will see the pronoun ‘‘we,’’ even though one of us probably put those
particular words on the page.

Authors’ Preface

This has been a labor of love. When we began this project six years ago, our
primary interest was meeting other white men like ourselves. We wanted to
reduce our own feelings of isolation and separation by being in the company
of other antiracist white men and learning from them. But as we continued
to conduct interviews and talked about the project to other white men and
to people of color and white women, we were encouraged to publish the
material. We were told again and again that the material we were collecting
was unique and important. We came to realize that what we had learned
could impact others’ lives and have significant political impact.

We wrote this book for both personal and political reasons. We wanted to
break the isolation we sometimes feel when we speak up and act against
racism and inspire others to speak up and challenge racism. We wanted to
find white men who could be mentors and teachers and supporters in our
journey and others’ journeys. We wanted to learn how other white men
conceptualize and go about the task of challenging racism and then share
that information so that others can benefit. There were so many questions
we had: Where do other white men find the sustenance to continue chal-
lenging racism over the long haul? What’s the role of spirituality in their lives
and work? How do they manage their relationships with other white men?
How do they build trust with people of color and navigate through the
inevitable mistakes they make in those relationships? How do they make
choices about what to do in the face of feeling overwhelmed by all that needs
to be done?

We wanted to honor the white men who have come before us, the white
men who are our peers, and the white men in the generations following us.
Although some of the white men we interviewed had parents and grand-
parents and aunts and uncles to inspire them to challenge racism, the three
of us have for the most part not had the benefit of growing up in families
where there were models for resisting racism. Nor have we, for the most
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part, known about the history of white men who have challenged racism in
the United States. We saw this project as a way to address that void in our
lives. We had a need to know that there were and are and will be white men
challenging racism. James Loewen’s foreword does a wonderful job of teach-
ing us a little bit about the rich history of white male resistance to racism in
the United States. A few of the white men whose narratives appear in the
book are old enough to be our fathers; some are our contemporaries and
even friends; some are young enough to be our sons.

Although we have had, and continue to have, women and men of color
and white women in our lives who willingly and enthusiastically serve as
mentors and teachers and supporters, we have realized that we need the
support and mentorship of white men. So, in many ways, this book is for
white men. But many people of color and white women have told us that
they found value in these narratives. Our wish is that all readers use these
stories for self-reflection, dialogue, and action.

We are pleased to be able to share this work with you.
Harry Brod, Emmett Schaefer, and Cooper Thompson

. . .
All authors’ royalties from this book go directly to fund antiracist work
through resist, which has been funding social change since 1967. resist
helped us find several of the white men interviewed for this book and has
provided funding to some of the organizations they represent. For further
information contact resist at 259 Elm Street, Suite 201, Somerville, MA
02144 or www.resistinc.org.
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Introduction: Just Living

This is a book about the personal experiences of thirty-five white men who
are trying to live a just life, sometimes successfully, sometimes not. To
varying degrees, the white men in this book all think of what they do as
simply what they must do, as if it is no longer a choice; they are just living
their lives. And the task of challenging racism and other forms of oppression
is integrated into their day-to-day existence in such a way that their lives are
permeated with questions of justice, personally and politically. Challenging
racism is, for these men, just living. This book is an attempt to provide some
space for the reflections of a group of white men who we believe are living
just lives in many di√erent ways.

The narratives include incidents from and comments about complex and
rich lives and reflections on antiracist activity. Some of the narratives speak
about critical events that led to a life of activism; some of them speak about
blind spots when it comes to racism or another form of oppression; some of
them speak about o√enses in relationships and mistakes in strategy; some
of them speak about regrets of actions not taken. And there are expressions
of pride in describing accomplishments and victories.

These narratives are like photographs. It is as if each of these white men
were momentarily presenting himself to us and you. These narratives are not
comprehensive life histories. The white men profiled in this book made
decisions about what they wanted to reveal about themselves and what they
didn’t want to reveal. We encouraged them and sometimes challenged them
to reveal more about their most favorite and least favorite sides of themselves.

Why Another Book about White Men?

Given the critical role that people of color have played in the lives of white
men who challenge racism and given the fact that it is largely people of color
(and to a lesser extent white women) who have given their lives to fight
racism, you may wonder why we are writing a book exclusively about white
men. In fact, we were occasionally asked, ‘‘Why are you focusing on white
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men? Aren’t people of color the true heroes? Why are you ignoring them?
Don’t white men already get more attention than they deserve? And what
about the work of white women in challenging racism?’’

We spent many hours talking about these questions with people of color
and other white people. Afiya Madzimoyo, a friend and colleague who lives
in Atlanta, Georgia, and other women of color consistently told us that there
is a desperate need at this point in history for white men to love themselves
as white men; Wekesa Madzimoyo, her husband and another friend and
colleague, supported us in our learning to love our white male brothers.
Afiya and Wekesa emphasized the importance of our being with other white
men, praising them for their accomplishments, and challenging them when
they didn’t ‘‘get it.’’

Wekesa is also emphatic that people of color need to break the centuries-
old pattern of taking care of white people; we know from experience that we
and other white men have fallen into patterns of looking to people of color—
and white women—for encouragement and a≈rmation as we take on the
task of challenging racism. In our worst moments, we have depended on
people of color to acknowledge our good e√orts, and if they didn’t thank us
profusely, we decided that they weren’t grateful. Or we have avoided contact
with other white men, believing that there is little chance of getting support
from them. We believe that it is our responsibility as white men to give
ourselves the ‘‘strokes’’ we want and need.

We are certainly not the first white people to decide that our work is with
other white people. This is what Malcolm X and many other people of color
said when asked by white people what their role might be in securing civil
rights for African Americans. After reading many of these narratives and
giving us feedback, Curdina Hill told us, ‘‘White people aren’t really doing
antiracism work unless they’re working with other white people.’’ In a
variation on this theme, Winona LaDuke told Rick Whaley, one of the white
men interviewed for this book, ‘‘You need to know prayers in your own
people’s language.’’

We believe that the narratives in this book do what Afiya and Wekesa and
other people of color have encouraged us to do. By holding up these white
men who challenge racism, we are celebrating their lives. By asking them to
be vulnerable about their mistakes and shortcomings and by asking ques-
tions that push their understanding of themselves and oppression, we are
challenging them. By supporting them and getting support from them, we
are encouraging white men to use their white male privilege fully. It does
nothing for racial justice if we are meek and shrink into a corner, abandoning
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people of color and white women to fight racism on their own. The struggle
for racial justice needs all of us in the center of the room.

Just as we hoped our questions were challenging to the men we were
interviewing, so we also hope that their answers prove challenging to our
readers. In particular, we hope what they say challenges the images that
usually arise when people begin to speak of men in connection with the issue
of racism. All too often, in our view, introducing the topic ‘‘men and racism’’
into a conversation quickly narrows it down to a discussion solely of the
problem of ‘‘angry white men.’’ But there are other men, other white men,
other than these ‘‘angry white men.’’ These other white men have anger and
many other feelings, as their words show, not toward people of color or
women (against whom the anger of the ‘‘angry white men’’ is said to be
directed), but against racism and sexism and injustice generally. And they act
on those feelings not in hostile acts of rage against other, marginalized
people, but in acts of solidarity with those other people and acts of compas-
sionate confrontation toward other white men.

Why, then, yet another book on white men—and this time, irony of
ironies, one that even claims to be in opposition to racism and sexism?
Because the widely held gendered image of racism—it’s ‘‘angry white men,’’
not ‘‘angry white people’’—needs an equally gendered counterimage of
antiracism—antiracist white men, not antiracist white people. Because groups
of people, even dominant groups of people, are not monolithic. And it’s
important to know this. To really know it, not just in the abstract, but in the
concrete details of these people’s lives, as they themselves speak about them.
We need to have some personal knowledge of men who have crossed racial
lines in pursuit of racial justice, against the dominant stand of their own
dominant group. Such knowledge empowers all, whether dominant or sub-
ordinate, because it opens the horizon and raises the bar of the possible in
pursuit of justice and may even help to empower and inspire others to do
likewise.

It is not that we believe that white women don’t have much to teach us.
They have taught us much, and we hope to keep learning from them. In fact,
our personal experience tells us that there are many more white women
than white men who actively challenge racism, and we suspect that there is
more contemporary antiracism literature written by white women than by
white men. Given that, it seems particularly important to focus on white
men, to fill in this gap.

Some of the white men we interviewed also had concerns about being
part of this project. A few of them were surprised that we wanted to talk to


