PREFACE

Understanding and Dismantling Racism is the fourth book on racism that I
have written over the past forty years. In each of these books my primary goal
has been to describe how white racism functions in the United States and how
it has been changing—for better and for worse. In that sense, each book has
been a kind of historical update. In a far more important sense, each book
reflects the process of my own growth in how to understand and dismantle
racism.

The first book, Why Black Power?, was written in 1968 in the context of the
fiery hot cauldron of the movements for racial justice that were reshaping the
social and political fabric of U.S. society. That book’s answer to the question,
Why black power?, was, and still is, “Because of white racism.” It was written
as a message to white people that black power—as well as red power, brown
power, and yellow power—were an inevitable and essential response to white
racism and to the irresponsible use of white power.

I wrote the second book, Liberating Our White Ghetto, four years later in
1972, just as it was beginning to be obvious that despite all the legal changes
in the 1960s, little alteration was taking place in the imbalance of power
relationships between white society and communities of color. In my personal
understanding of racism, it was becoming increasingly clear that the central
problem was not simply white unwillingness to change, but the imprisoning
and self-perpetuating nature of systemic racism that captures, separates and
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destroys all of us—not just some of us. We needed then—and still need now—
to comprehend the imprisonment of the white society in its institutional and
cultural structures, and the necessity of the white society, and not only people
of color, to be set free from racism.

The next twenty years were relatively quiet in terms of public protest
against the continuing racism and racial disparity in our society. Perhaps,
more than anything else, it was a time of recovery from the violent repression
that brought the movements of the 1960s to a standstill. Especially during the
1980s, a pretense of peaceful progress and successful change was portrayed in
virtually every institutional and community setting in our society, primarily
through programs of “multicultural diversity and inclusiveness.” When I wrote
Dismantling Racism: The Continuing Challenge to White America, published in
1991, there were ever-widening cracks and fissures in these programs that
began to signify the inevitable failure of multicultural diversity as a solution to
racism. The book sought to be a part of a new wake-up call and to challenge
white people to participate in the ongoing task of dismantling racism.

Now it is almost twenty years later, and the first decade of the twenty-
first century is nearing completion. The failure of programs of multicultural
diversity and inclusiveness is increasingly obvious, while public protest
and new forms of organizing against racism are developing in ways that
are irrepressibly strong and powerful. For some, the renewed turmoil is a
depressing sign of defeat. For others—and I count myself among them—it
is a wonderful opportunity, a new sign of hope and promise. This new book,
Understanding and Dismantling Racism, tries to present new learnings about
systemic racism from the past fifteen years and to describe exciting new
organizing opportunities to transform structures of systemic racism. In this
book, I attempt to portray how changes in recent years have brought about
both progress and regression in the struggle to end racism, and I will share my
own growth in understanding how racism can ultimately be dismantled.

Expressions of Gratitude

I am deeply grateful to all my friends and colleagues from Crossroads Ministry
and People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond. I know that because of their
collegial and collective work, I have come much closer to understanding rac-
ism and how to dismantle it. I am especially grateful for the contributions of
a reading committee appointed by the board of Crossroads Ministry, as well
as permission from Crossroads and People’s Institute to use their materials in
this book. Where noted, some of the Crossroads charts and definitions have
been somewhat altered to fit the context of this book.

It is impossible to name everyone to whom I am deeply indebted, but
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Preface

xiii

to Ron Chisom and Barbara Major, for many years of mentoring and
friendship—teaching, loving and supporting me when I needed it, and
critiquing and correcting me when I needed critiquing and correcting;
to Mel Hoover, with whom I shared a long and productive partnership as
co-leader of Crossroads;

to Chuck and Sue Ruehle, longtime friends and partners in antiracism
work;

to Victor Rodriguez, friend, colleague, and codesigner of programs of
antiracism training and organizing;

to Anne Stewart, the best of training partners who also provided strong
leadership in developing the analysis of cultural racism;

to Robette Dias, who has added richly to my understanding of the rela-
tionship between colonialism and racism;

to Emily Drew, supportive friend and colleague who has been immeasur-
ably helpful in advising me on content and style of this book;

and above all, to Susan Birkelo, my spouse and closest companion, who
has loved me and tolerated me at my best and my worst. Her love and
support have made my life rich and this book possible.
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