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Mothers Confronting Racism

Transforming the Lives of Qur Children and Others

BLANCHE RADFORD CURRY

Mothering Against Racism

Racistn has been and conlinues to be an overwhelming psychological
and sociological reality that is destroving American sociely. When our
children are involved, the suffering and injustices that racism places on
them are often heavier for mothers to hear than the agony and burdens
ol racism on ourselves.

Molhers and caregivers of all races can be significant change agents
in transforming “race as problemalic™ into “race as enriching”! “Wom-
enfolk,” Johnetta B. Cole reminds us, are still our major socializers—
the first and principal teachers of our children’s values, attitudes and
behayior patterns—and as such we can be a “catalyst” for confronting
racism.? As vur children’s primary socializers, we can and must con-
front and challenge racism in their child rearing and their schooling as
well as support related efforts like developing political policy that is
clearly against racism. We can, as Cole states, socialize our children to
respect multiculturalism and diversity, urge our schools to teach an
inclusive history of America's many people, and mirror lives which echo

the needs ol a pluralistic society.?
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Discovering Their Race as Less Than

As I begin to think about confronting racism, 1 think of my own daugh-
ter's encounters with racism. Given her vivacious and loquacious per-
sonality, she is seidom wary of strangers. One day. when traveling
throueh an airport terminal as a toddler, clated over people exchanging
smiles and greetings with her, she discovered one while male at our
departure gate who refused 1o reciprocate her greeting. She quickly
asked. “VMom what's wrong with him?" I immediately responded, “Oh
he’s having a bad morning” As my eyes met his, his body language and
my sense of his culture indicated his racist wish to deny her existence
as a human being. | was pleased to be able 10 respond so quickly in a
way that stunned him and did not further impact my daughter. While
we waited for the plane, my daughter got the same reaction from some
white girls she wanled to play with. Their while mother w hisked her
daughters awayv, and again my daunghter asked, “What's wrong, Mom?®
Seenes rom Toni Morrison's The Bliest Fye came to mind, as well as
seenarios about w hite mothers not allowing their children to play with
black children? T told her not to worry, that their mother wanted to
ready them to board the plane.

Thinking of The Bluest Fye reminds me of other occasions w hen
iy children experienced racism. At two different schools a couple of
my daughter’s white classmates had made her feel that her hair and
her race meant she was not as pretty as they were. | talked with her
aboul inner and outer beauty and about different styles of physical
Beauty versus just white people’s ideas of beauty. As we continued 10
talk and to took in the mirror, | emphasized the richness of having
inner beauty, and her physical beauty as well, pointing out Queen
Cleopatra and other beautiful African-American women, a nd remind-
ing her of ane of her Tavorile books. Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters. \We
also discussed the advantages of black bair and skin versus while hair
and skin. | reminded her that different textures of hair made ditferent
hairsty les possible and of the almost daily hair shampooing forwhites
versus esery one to three weeks for blacks. She cherished her daddy’s
ritual kissing of her forehead and his saving he liked “piglails™ betler
than “ponyiails.” she enjoved wearing “braids” with or without his

ritual kissing, and she jovfully commented on Whitney Houston's
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beauty, giving me a sense of success.

My son has also experienced the sling of racism. The night before
his tenth birthday, he shared a painful incident invols ing racism at his
school. 3 As he shared what had happened that day—a white boy’s pierc-
ing comment thal he knew he was white because he didn't stav in the
oven s long as my son had, that Africans live in huts, and so on—my
son expressed the feeling too often shared by African-American boys,
[fe said he wanted to be white because white people don't like black
peaple, but black people like white people. Why was this, he asked. |
fought back my rage and my feeling of failure to fortify him more against
such racism. How and when does a mother explain racism to her child?
How does she let him know that he will encounter many other experi-
ences of racism, from subtle and not so painful! to hlatant and very pain-
ful? My priorily was fulfilling his most immediate needs, making him
feel good about himself. [ thought quickly about how to build his self-
esteern and strengthen his pride in his African-American heritage.

[ began by saying that I'm African American, that I like being an
African American and that [ love having a bright African- American boy
like him, that I would not have it any other way. Next, | reminded him of
several great contributions to humanity by African Americans such as
the gas mask, the almanac, the shoe mold, blood plasma, the horse
bridle and so forth. “Remember,” [ said, “how few of the white students
and Lhe teachers knew about these contributions before | spoke at vour
school? Your unforlunate experience is why it is important for us to
donate African-American books in vour name to the school library in
honor of your birthday—so people like that little w hite boy can learn
that he is wrong” | explained further that too often w hite people do not
know or deliberalely overlook the contributions of not only African
Americans but also Native Americans, Hispanics, Asian Americans and
ollter people of color. We ended our talk with my singing “Happy Birth-
day” early, along with the words, “You're my little boy, soon to be tny big
boy, my little man, my big man—you're my genius, you're my African-
American hoy and Ilove vou? He smiled happily as he closed his eves.

While making some progress in rebuilding his self-esteem and in
celebrating his African-American heritage, I had not answered his ques-

tion of why? Is he ready—am | ready—to use the term “racism” in
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explaining what indeed was an experience of racism? Can knowing the
meaning of racism have any transformative significance in confronting
racism? In Sister Outsider, Audre Lorde defines racism as “4he helief in
the inherent superiority of one race over all others and thereby the right

3

to dominance?® David Theo Goldberg states that “racism is generally
considered to be discrimination againsl others in virtue of their puta-
tively different racial membership””? Goldherg also notes that racism
can be institutional, which he defines as a characleristic of institutions
wwhose formative principles incorporate and whose social Tunctions
serve Lo institute and perpetuate the heliefs and acts in guestion”™®
Kwame Anthony AppiahY and Naomi Zack!? make a distinction be-
tween what 1 refer 1o as syransformable racism,” involving assum ptions
and false beliefs, and *pathological racism,” meaning the same as
\ppiah’s “cognitive incapacity,” a failure 1o distinguish between the
world as it is and how one would like it Lo be.!'l When we encounter
transformable racism, pointing out the facts adeguately disputes false
heliefs: but no facts are adequate enough for pathological racism. People
living pathological racism are not capable of conceptualizing the ab-
surdity of racismas a good reason for opposing it. Given this truth. there
is no transformative significance in the meaning of racism o undercut
or 10 undo pathological racism, \{others must use other options to chal-
lenge pathological racism and consider the transformative significance
of the meaning of racism as a beginning point for exposing assump-
lions and false heliefs about differenl races that serve as the basis of
transformable racism. There is encouraging research that transform-
able racism can be u nlearned.!? It is possible as Spike Lec says, “to do

the right thing”

What Else

After my son’s experience and our conversation, | discussed the matter
wilth my spouse, pouring out my anger and seeking other options o
deal wilth the situation. My anger was compounded by my husband's
immediate response thal it would be advantageous lo be while. ILwas
his usual philosophy, one of pragmalism wrapped in humor for easier

coping. Yes, being white would make all aspects of our lives less
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problematic. As Afvican-American adults, we understand this philoso-
phy and humer as a means for altaining a greater olerance of daily
racism.”’ However, [ was unwilling to trust that our son would under-
stand this strategy as a means ol coping with racism ralher than deftal-
ing his sell-esteem.

My hushand and | talked about how much harder it is now than it
was in our childhoods to instill seH-esteem and pride in African-Ameri-
can children, We grew up with two working-class parents. Our chil-
dren are growing up with two post-college-degreed middle-class parents
and experiencing a decent educalion as well as social and various cul-
tural exposures. Nevertheless, they face the same problems of racism,
invarving degrees, that Mague all African-American children, whether
poor ar wealthy, with vne parent or both parents. Nid desegregation
hetp? As African-American childpen, my husband and [ certainly lached
equal educational facilities and means compared to white children. Bul
we surely had a strong sense of self-esteem. Gould it bhe the media’s
conmveving loo many negalive images of African America ns? For the most
parL there was only one television or no television in our homes with
limited viewing allowed.

Meither my hushand nor | grew up with substantial dailv contact
with white peaple, sinee we lived in different neighborhoods firom
whites, shopped in different stores, ate in dillerent restaurants, attended
dillerent sehools and churches and so on. | concluded carlier that my
strong sell-esteeny and my assertiveness toward white people during
my teemand early adult vears were somehow related in parl lo my rear-
ing. Our all-black neighhorhoods and schools were mirrors that en-
hanced our self-esteem and pride in our heritage. Similarly, ourlimited
sucial worlds further shehered us from situations in which whiles pro-
moted the idea of black inferiority. Of course intexralion is better than
segregation, True imlegration is the heginning ofdiversity within unity—
bridges to a greater quality ol life for all of us. However, | stubsequently
learned of the overw helming resistance to Lrue integration in our soci-
ety. As my social world widened during my early adult years, [ discoy-
ercd that African Americans were suppaosed to be different from whites.
not their equals, but relegated 1o a subordinate position that had unfair

consequences for all aspects of African- American people’s lives.
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Fortifving our children with strong self-esteem is important in con-
fronting racism. Our children’s encounters with racism make the fos-
tering of self-esteem an ongoing process. The mother of my son's soccer
friend recently talked with me about the need to rebuild the self-csteem
ol her seventeen-yvear-old son because of police racism directed againsl
him. While driving the family’s “nice” Jeep alone, as well as when other
African-American teens were with him, the police had followed him
and called his mother on three occasions, inguiring whether the Jeep
had been stolen and questioning whether she was black when she
pointed out that her son had his parems’ permission lu drive the Jeep
and thal he was very responsible. Of course, neither the white teenage
neighbor who requently drove his parents’ nice Jeep nor his mother
had to endure the experience of the Alrican-American family. My
friend’s son began to lack enthusigsm aboul being a leenage driver and
hecame reluctant about driving W school, work or on family errands.

This conversation reminded me of oo many similar ones shared
by other mothers of Alrican- American teenage sons and of what 1 could
expect when my son becomes a teenager. | also recalled how African-
American males are sometimes stifled in different ways than African-
American females are by racism in our patriarchal society. which
models the male as the breadwinner, the hero, the macho one. Afri-
cian-American miles have more dilliculty achieving these images than
do white males because of racism, irrespeclive of the proven prob-
lems with such images.!#

A tool we mothers can use is collaborative dialogue with each olhien
Threugh collaborative dialogue, mothers provide one another with
olher options in our struggle lo resist racism. Jusl as my son's soceer
friend’s rmother had reminded me thal clevating our children’s self-
esleem is an ongoing process, | shared options lor dealing with the po-
lice thal she had not considered. 1 began to think abeut other wins of
resisting racism, actions bevond hetlering our children’s and others’
sell-esteemn via a home richly expressive of their bistory and culture, by
exposure to books, cultural, sociat and political events rellecting posi-
live images of African Americans and other cthnic groups, by donaling
hooks on African-American culture and history to my children’s sehool

library, and by making presentations about the incredible contributions
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of African Americans at our children’s and others’ schaols.

In what other wayvs can mothers teach antiracism? Many of us can
do more sharing about African-American culture and history at schools
and elsewhere bevond Kwanzaa and Black Histo ry Month. Mothers need
to talk more about what does and does not work in their antiracism
endeavors. Sharing certain children’s hooks, such as The Color of My
Furand The Best Face of All has worked well for me in presentations
against racism for both children and adults, We need to encourage open-
minded white mothers and other nonblack mothers to speak and act
against racism. Their conversations and actions against racism render
important psychological dynamics for others who ook like them, and
also for African Americans. In some cases whites will be more recep-
tive to antiracism from persons that look like them than from people of
color. Similarly, it is often encouy 'aging to nonwhites to know that there
are whites who are willing to confront racism, Too often, white moth-
ers’ support of antiracism stops short of action, failing to bridge theory
and practice,

Mothers can discuss students’ acts of racism with teachers who are
likely to address the maiter. I recall sharing my observation of an act of
racism with a white teacher. She lhanked me the next day, relating that
the two white girls had been coun seled in accordance with school policy
about their unacceptabie acts loward an African-American male school-
mate of my children. Mothers should challenge school administrators
to teach the contributions of different races throughout the year, espe-
cially those reflective of their school population, Similarly, mothers
should advocate more participation of these students in various school
activities and programs that not only elevate their self-esteem bul en-
rich other students as well. We need more mothers to take an active role
in the school support structures, in PTAs and as teachers’ aids and sub-
stitule teachers, providing us more opportunities to teach antiracism to
both students and adults.

I remain convinced that the paucity of African-American teachers is
not only the result of sala Iy concerns and school violence, but also of
institutional resistance to teaching antiracism. Too often white students
do not see Africa n-American teachers in the classrooms, especially in
more prestigious public or private schools, from primary through
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postgraduate. During my tenure al one predominanty while institu-
tion, one student’s evaluation relaled his total surprise at seeing a black
wornan with a red Afro teaching philosophy as well as his initial doubts
about my abhilities. He concluded, however, that my course had heen
one of the best in his four vears of college, evidencing an experience of
unlearning racism. On the other hand, another student at the same in-
stitution and during the same semester did not grow as much. In his
evalualion, he related his enthusiasm over the course, books and what
he had learned; however, he never credited me in any way as the per-
son responsible for the development of the course or what he had
learned.

Al another predominantly white institution, [ remember successfully
putting out race fires in the classroom as [ taught John Hope Franklin’s
From Slavery to Freedom, John Qliver Killens’s Youngblood, and Alice
Walker’s Meridian. One student said on his course evaluation thal he
had taken my course to learn more aboul blacks for himsell because he
wanted 1o be able to provide blacks with quality medicine as a future
doctor. e expressed much appreciation for what he had learned, relat-
ing how one of the readings had been particularly emotional for him.
He also related that his grandfather would probably call me a nigger
and his father would think it. I believe the experience that taught this
student antiracism was one that focused on shared values and human-
ity rather than racism itself. Sceing common humanity within a racially
charged siluation helped him 10 see, and to get bevond, his inheritance
of racism. A couple of semesters after graduation, this same polished-
looking young man with the racist heritage embraced me in the shop-
ping mall, reminding me of his fruitful experience in my class. I, too,
learned antiracism from this experience, for | had concinded from this
voung man’s sparring and questioning during class that he was skepli-
cal of my competence. Over sixteen years of leaching, | have received
many evaluations similar to that student’s as I continue to attempt to
get honest feedback from my students.

More Coping, Fortifying and Confronting

Bevond the absurdity of racism, how are mothers 1o persevere in
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confronting racism while balancing the history ang continuing pres-
ence of racism in America and the world? How can mothers persevere
in challenging perpetuating theories and practices of racism? These
questions remained steadiast among the many fleeting fiercely through
my mind as | pondered my children’s discovery of thejp race as “less
than”

When mothers are “tired of being tired,” we are reminded by other
mothers that we are not alone in our struggle to teach antiracism. Moth-
ers musl realize that we cannot afford to count the struggle against rac-
ism as one of too many social causes we are too busy to address. Oyr
collaborative dialogues with other mothers provide us with mora] sup-
port, preventing us from lapsing into a persisting state of rage in our
struggle against racism. Some days when | am tired of being tired, | let
people know that it ig their Tucky day, reasoning that I at least con-
fronted their racismin a generaj way. On other days when [ am fighting
tot 1o be enraged by the insurmountable realities of racism, [ go back to
various scholarship on racism which pPresents acid tests of my belief i
humanity and simultaneous[y re-energizes me to persevere in the yp-
£ent need of confronting racism,13 I also think abouyt Julia A, Boyd's
imaginary purse of coins—coins of Hope, Faith, Confidence ang Com-
passion that are always with her, She says, “[Whenever [ fing myselfin
a situation that requires me to spend one of my coins, I just pull it gipt
and go for broke., Now over the years I've found that these cains are
magic, becayse they always manage to replace themselves. I think we
all have a magic coin when we have hopet6 g othertimes, { have found
that it is also effective to teach antiracism through unexpected human-
izing actions that challenge us all to think bevond oy Owii race. That
act may be leaving behing my children’s placemat coloring along with
brown and black crayons for the restaurant manager, sSuggesting the
need for these colors. ' Qp jt may he yielding to white persons who
sometimes take note of my “Color Me Human» Car tag that challenges
all of us to expand our limiting assumptions of race,

This is a challenge reflective of mul[im.llturalism, a principle that
provides encouraging theory ang practice for confronting racism, It
balances tension betweep the one and the many within a pluralistic
society and strengthens the political maovement for g truly inclusive
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democratic society. Multicultiralism offers compelling reasons for not
conceiving differences as inferior, Other or lhreatening—conceplions
that lead to racism—but instead seeing dilferences as sources of
strength. Mothers can gain strength for antiracist work through read-
ing and discussing works of muiticulttural theory!® and contribute in-
valuably to its realization by discovering ways of practicing it.!® Within
the last five years, [ have used multicultural theory to teach antiracism
during my Black History Month presentations. Black History Month
scems to be an opportune lime to address African-American culture
and history, as well as 10 examine other ethnic groups in the spirit of
unity within diversity—dispelling the fear and ignorance that perpetu-
ale racism. [t is mothers’ work, more so than academicians’, that wili
transform racismn so that ali children will value diversity and know their
0Wn preciousness.

Notes

L. The use of “caregiver” here refers to both women and men as well as to
feminisis of hoth genders. Also, while I write here as an African-Ameri-
can feminist mother, | acknowledge that some of my experiences are
shared 10 different degrees by some men.

2. Johnela B. Cole, “What If We Made Racism a Woman's Issue... " MceCall's
{October 1990): 39,

Thid.

= ]

4. For inslance, see Elizabeth Hood, “Black Women, White Women: Sepa-
rate Paths to Liberation,” in Black Scholar (April 1978): 45-56, and Audre
Lorde, Sister Gutsider (Freedom, CA: The Crossing Press, 1984),

3. | have tound that racism oceurs in the lives of African-American boys
more frequently than in the lives of African-American girls; hence my
foeus here an boys rather than girls. This situation is partly attributable 1o
American patriarchal socicly seeing African-American boys as more of a
threat than African- American girls, in com peting for jobs, wielding power,
and having influence. [ do not, however, intend lo minimize girls’ experi-
ences with racism,

6. Lorde, Sister Outsider, 115.
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% David Theo Goldberg, “The Social Formation of Racist Discourse,” in
Anctomy of Rucisim, ed. David Theo Goldbery (Mintneapolis: Liniversity of
Minnesota Press, 1890), 293,

8. 1Ibid., 296.

9. Rwame Anthony Appiah, *"Racisms,” in Anatomy of Racism, ed. David Theo
Goldberg (Minneapolis: Lniversitv of Minnesota Press, 1990). The dis-
tinctions Appiah makes are extrinise and intrinsic vacism. 1le states that
“[E]xtrinisc racism [is] discrimination between people [based on people’s]
belief that members of different races differ in respects that warrant dif-
ferential freatment, respects—such as honesty or courage or intelligence—
that are uncontroversially held. . . . (ntrinsic racism [is defined as]
differentiatfing] morally between members of different races hecause [one|
helieve[s| that each race has a ditferent moral stitfus, quite independent of
the moral characteristics entaited by its rucial esserce. fBleing of the same
race is a reason for preferring one person to another™ In the case of ex-
trinsic racism, Appiah points ont that awareness of facts will suffice to
counter false doetrine. In the case of intrinsic racism, no amount of facts
will suffice to counter false beliefs (3-6).

10.

—

Naon Zack, Race and Mived Race{Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1993). Zack draws a dislinclion between intentional racisim, which in-
volves conscious preference for one race over anvther, and unintentional
racism, The former involves awareness and resistance to the idea that
there are not differences hetween races, while the later involves
unexamined assumptions (26},

1

. Appiah, *Racisms,” 3.

bt

.See Nanev P Greenman, et al., “Institutional Inertia to Achie ing Diver-
sity: Transforming Resistance into Celebration,” in Educational Founda-
lions G, 2 (1992),

[a—
(]

- The appreciation of such humor is appirent in work like Darvl Cumber i
Diunce's Shuckin® and Jivin™ Folklore from Comtemporary Black Imeri- |
cans (Bloomington: Indiana Unis ersity Press, 1978).

h
4. Given this reality of racism, ane understands the notable sociological case !
of a little black boy placing his feet on top of his desk daily without com- !
ment. He responded 1o his teacher's inguiry about his behavior hy sayving
he was “playing white man” !

I5. Works tike: Frantz Fanon's “The Fact of Blackness™ (1990), Cornel West's -
Bace Muatters (1993), \WW.E.B. DuBois Souls af Black Folk (1903}, Maude '
White Katz’s “End Racism in Education: A Concerned Parent Speaks™
(1968), Patricia J. Williams's The Alchemy of Ruace and Rights (1991),
Gertrude Exorsky's Racism and Justice: The Case for Affirmative Aetion
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(1991), Ernest J. Gaines’s .4 Lesson Before Dving, (1993), Jacqueline Jones’s
Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow, (1983), Bill E. Lawsoen’s The ['nderclass
(uestion, (1992), John Oliver Killens’s Youngblood (1954) were acid tests
for me as I contemplated 1the focus of this essay.

16. Julia A. Boyd, Gir{friend to Girlfriend: Everyday Visdom and Affirmations
from the Sister Circle (New York: Dutton, 1995). This is one of many
affirmations for getting through daily obstacles presented in the book.

17. This effort reminds me of a mother who colored one of the Charmin tis-
sue babies brown in the sixties for her baby’s self-esteem. Of course the
company, as well as others, does this today. However, restaurants don’t
seem to have followed suit.,

18. Our tendency to resist “differences” is related to the belief that to recog-
nize differences is to order them hierarchically, wilh someone’s (mine or
theirs} family, community or values (spiritual, educational, social and
political) inferior. Shelley M. Park and Michelle A. LaRocque suggested in
a paper presented at the South Easlern Women's Studies Association Con-
ference in 1992 that multiculturalism is a synthesis of unity and diver-
sity—~shared community that maintains the integrity of the different groups
that comprise it.

19, Peter McLaren, in “A Dialogue on Multiculluralism and Democratic Cul-
ture” with Kelly Estrada in Educational Researcher22, 3 (1993), explains
that multiculturalism teaches us o displace dominant knowledges that
oppress, tyrannize, and infantalize. [t encourages us to imagine possible
worlds, to create new Janguages and to design new institutional and so-
cial practices. He also explains the need for posilive, aflirmative discourses
on race, ethnic identity, multiculturalism and gender. The definition of
American culture needs 1o be expanded and undersiood not as negating a
national identity, but as addressing the reality of diversity and a new plu-
ralism. See also the works in the bibliography by Ronald Takaki and
Vincent G. Harding for exceptional discussions of multiculturalisin, Boyce
Rensberger for the anthropology of race, and Taylor and Wolf for diver-
sity and a new pluralism.
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for me as I contemnplated the focus of this essay.

16. Julia A. Boyd, Girlfriend to Girlfriend: Everyday Wisdom and {ffirmations
from the Sister Circle (New York: Dutton, 1995). This is one of many
affirmations for getting through daily obstacles presented in the book.

17. This effort reminds me of a mother who colored one of the Charmin tis-
sue babies brown in the sixties for her baby’s sell-esteem. Of course the
company, as well as others, does this today. However, reslaurants don’t
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18. Our tendency 1o resist “differences” is related to the belief that to recog-
nize differences is to order them hierarchically, with someone’s (mine or
theirs) family, community or values (spiritual, educational, social and
political) inferior. Shelley M. Park and Michelle A. LaRocque suggestied in
a paper presented at the South Eastern Women's Studies Association Con-
ference in 1992 that multiculturalism is a synthesis of unity and diver-
sity—shared community that maintains the integrity of the different groups
that comprise it.

19. Peter McLaren, in “A Dialogue on Multiculteralism and Democratic Cul-
ture” with Kelly Estrada in Educational Researcher 22, 5 (1993), explains
that multiculturalism teaches us to displace dominant knowledges that
oppress, tyrannize, and infantalize. It encourages us to imagine possible
worlds, 10 create new languages and to design new institutional and so-
cial practices. He also explains the need for positive, affirmative discourses
on race, ethnic identity, multiculturalism and gender. The definition of
American culture needs to be expanded and understood nol as negating a
national identity, but as addressing the reality of diversity and a new plu-
ralism. See also the works in the bibliography by Ronald Takaki and
Vincent G. Harding for exceptional discussions of multiculluralism, Boyce
Rensberger for the anthropology of race, and Tayvlor and Wolf for diver-
sity and a new pluralism.
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“y . . .
fothers Confronting Racism: Transforming the Lives of Qur Children and Others” in

Every Day Acts Against Racis i
s Against Racism: Ruaisin Children in a Milti-Roi )
T. Reddy, Seal Press, Seattle, Washingtogr:, 1996 "t Muti-Ractal World, ed Maureen
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