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HOLDING UP THE MIRROR: WORKING INTERDEPENDENTLY FOR JUST AND INCLUSIVE COMMUNITIES

PERSPECTIVES ON WORKING

ACROSS THE SPECTRUM: WHY

IS IT IMPORTANT?

As we move forward in this process of thinking
about how we can work interdependently

across the spectrum of approaches, we need to
understand more about the barriers as well as the
hopes of this work occurring in communities across
the United States.  NABRE invited several partici-
pants to share their thoughts, concerns and per-
spectives on some or all of the following questions:

■ Why do you think it is important that we work
interdependently across the spectrum of meth-
odologies?

■ What will be the benefits?  What will be the
challenges?  What are your hopes?

Tammy Bormann and Benjamin Butler
Facilitators of the How-To Forum

We entered the Forum experience with some trepi-
dation about the willingness of organizations across
the “spectrum of approaches” to challenge their
own assumptions about the validity and necessity
of alternative approaches to the work of this broadly
defined field.  To our surprise and delight, we found
that Forum participants were willing to think broadly
and creatively about ways that their seemingly dis-
parate approaches could complement, support and
inform one another.

In one striking example, participants were working
on a case scenario that called for them to create a
plan for organizational collaboration around a
particular community problem. At one point, a
member of the group stated that she didn’t believe
her organization, based on its mission and ap-
proach, would have much to offer.  In response,

another participant (whose organization’s commit-
ments and priorities were likely to be perceived at
the opposite end of the “spectrum”) suggested ways
that her organization could make essential contri-
butions to the community collaboration.  Not only
did he identify opportunities for unprecedented col-
laboration between organizations thought to be thor-
oughly unaligned, but he informed her thinking about
the purpose and role of her own organization.

This incident was one of several similar ones that
we observed during the formal and informal por-
tions of the How-To Forum. We observed a spirit of
inquiry and possibility. In fact, many Forum partici-
pants were willing to change their perceptions and
beliefs about the work of other organizations once
they began to engage with individuals represent-
ing approaches they had previously only heard or
read about.

Articulating a Com-
mon Goal.  The
clearest challenge to
effective collabora-
tion among organiza-
tions in the racial rec-
onciliation and racial
justice movement is
the articulation of a
common goal.  What
is the movement seek-
ing to achieve? This
question is fundamental to developing a strategy
for collaboration along the spectrum of approaches
to this work. It proved to be a difficult point of in-
quiry for participants in the How-To Forum,
however.  Their struggle came not from an unwill-

In fact, many Forum participants
were willing to change their percep-
tions and beliefs about the work of
other organizations once they
began to engage with individuals
representing approaches they had
previously only heard or read
about.

5.
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ingness to seek a common outcome, but from a
need to examine more carefully the interpretations,
theories and principles that form the foundation of
their specific approaches to the work.

Developing a Common Lexicon.

It is often noted in this movement that there are as
many interpretations of the term racism as there are
activists, educators and practitioners.  Disparate
interpretations and definitions continue to confound
the internal dialogue.  One often hears, “Well, what
do you mean when you say racism?” Despite the
exhaustive process of self-reflection and organiza-
tional analysis that participants engaged in prior to
attending the Forum, they still struggled to decipher
the meaning of commonly used terms in their dia-
logue with one another.

It is clear to us as facilitators and professionals in
the community development and social justice
fields that the lack of a commonly accepted lexi-
con is a significant hindrance to the achievement
of racial reconciliation and social justice goals—
however they might be articulated.  In fact, with-
out a clear sense of meaning and interpretation of
key terms, organizations and individuals often find
themselves at odds with one another because they
perceive their goals to be divergent.

It is not uncommon to hear statements that relegate
one approach to lesser importance than another:
“You are about changing individuals and we’re
about changing systems” or, alternatively, “You in-
tellectualize the work and we personalize it.” The
assumption behind these statements is that individu-
als and systems are unrelated to one another and
that there is an inherent hierarchy in one approach

versus the other.
Moreover, they reflect
the struggle between
the “head and heart”
argument and the
“structure and pro-
cess” argument.
Herein lies the de-
structive hierarchy of

racial reconciliation and racial justice work.  With-
out dismantling the internal hierarchy about “real”
work and learning to view the work as phases of
personal growth, group empowerment and struc-
tural change, organizations will continue to miss
important opportunities to expand, enhance and
inform their own work by collaborating with others
who approach the work differently.

Self-knowledge about Theories and
Assumptions.

Before organizations can engage in a fruitful dia-
logue about a common lexicon, they must come
to know themselves more fully.  Participants in the
How-To Forum spent significant time prior to the
program meeting with their own colleagues to
examine the theories, assumptions and principles
that guide their particular approach to racial rec-
onciliation and racial justice work.  Many partici-
pants reported that it was the first time they had
ever done this.  As they sought to understand their
own organizational motivations for approaching
the work in a certain way, they learned to articu-
late these assumptions and theories to their col-
leagues in other organizations.

As we facilitated this internal/external education
process during the Forum, it became apparent that
the core of learning was right here.  Before lexi-
con, before collective outcomes, before Principles
for Collaboration must come thorough self- and
mutual education.  Forum participants needed more
time to ask important and often taboo questions of
organizations both like their own and unlike their
own. In their evaluations and informal comments,
participants asked for another chance to engage
this dialogue to deepen the learning they began
during the Forum.

The heart of collaboration lies, we suggest, at the
core of this conversation.

Identifying the Principles of Engagement.

What does it mean to collaborate?  What is ap-
propriate organizational behavior in a collabora-
tive relationship?  What shared assumptions and

What is appropriate organizational
behavior in a collaborative relation-
ship?  What shared assumptions
and beliefs about this work are
incontrovertible?  What do we
want to guard against?
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beliefs about this work are incontrovertible?  What
do we want to guard against?

These are questions we probed with some success
during the How-To Forum but they too demand sig-
nificantly more attention. We observed that while
Forum participants were accustomed to establish-
ing ground rules for engagement within their com-
munities and educational programs, they found it
more challenging to establish their own principles.
They challenged themselves to identify issues on
which they could all agree issues of fairness and
appropriate behavior. In the end, we suggest, these
Principles of Engagement will rest heavily upon the
quality of dialogue that ensues around the issues of
common lexicon, collective outcomes and mean-
ingful self- and mutual education.  When these is-
sues become clear, the Principles of Engagement
will emerge naturally and collaboratively.

Collaboration needs the one luxury that is most dif-
ficult to secure: time.  Forum participants and oth-
ers in this field need the unrestrained, unfettered
time to engage these questions honestly, thoroughly,
and thoughtfully.

People who toil in the field of racial reconciliation
and racial justice often process their learning most
effectively with words and image—they need time
to explore, to probe, to seek understanding and to
welcome inquiry.  With sufficient time, capable
facilitators, and an environment conducive to learn-
ing, we believe that organizations and the indi-
viduals who people them can make great strides
toward establishing authentic collaborations—and
the Principles to guide them—that are capable of
achieving racial equity and racial justice in this
country.

Ilana Shapiro
Alliance for Conflict Transformation

The wide range of philosophies, practices, and goals
of programs addressing racism in the U.S. reflect
different analyses of the problem and recognize dif-

ferent starting points for change.  Cooperation and
coordination among these diverse programs offer
important opportunities for developing multifaceted,
comprehensive interventions, reaching a wider range
of people and building a united movement for so-
cial change.  Such cooperation, however, should
be built upon a clear articulation and differentiation
of the core theories, methods, and intended outcomes
that shape practice.  Such an analysis of programs,
theories of practice, and change could highlight the
complimentary dimensions of programs, identify
conditions under which different approaches may
be most useful, and promote reflective practice.

A comparative analysis reveals many overlapping
and complimentary goals and methods across pro-
grams.39   For example, all programs recognize
that racism is a complex, deep-rooted, long-stand-
ing problem, yet all are relatively hopeful about
creating personal, relational, and structural change.
Sharing values about inclusion, participation, ac-
countability, respect, and humanism, these programs
help empower and inspire participants to change
themselves and take leadership roles in changing
their respective communities and organizations.

Even though practitio-
ners and programs
often have different
priorities, perspec-
tives, and experi-
ences, and although
they may draw upon
dissimilar theories
and processes, many
cooperative efforts in
U.S. communities al-
ready demonstrate
how this diversity can
be used construc-
tively. Coordinating
and sequencing inter-
ventions can make this possible.  Most programs
provide necessary, though not sufficient, efforts to
address the complex and deep-rooted tensions
among racial and ethnic groups.  Cooperation and
coordination among these intervention efforts pro-

At times, however, the underlying
assumptions of programs directly
contradict or compete with each
other.... Some suggest that trans-
formed individuals should lead
structural change to build more
equitable and inclusive institutions
and policies, while others suggest
that creating inclusive and equitable
structures will lead to the transforma-
tion of individuals who live and
work within them.
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vides communities and organizations with a multi-
dimensional analysis of racial conflict, and more
comprehensive approaches to resolution.  By pro-
viding opportunities for programs to initiate and
shape these strategic alliances and collaborative
activities themselves, coordination can transcend
the limits of the individual components.

At times, however, the underlying assumptions of
programs directly contradict or compete with each
other.  For example, programs differ in whether they
believe the starting point for change is at the indi-

vidual, intergroup, or
structural level.  Some
suggest that trans-
formed individuals
should lead structural
change to build more
equitable and inclu-
sive institutions and
policies, while others

suggest that creating inclusive and equitable struc-
tures will lead to the transformation of individuals
who live and work within them.  Programs differ in
their emphasis on cultural differences or power dif-
ferentials as the source of conflict, and they have
goals that are distinctly different such as justice,
healing, tolerance, or reconciliation.  Further, some
highlight the commonalities shared by different ra-
cial groups, while others stress groups’ differences,
just as some programs focus on the specific dy-
namics of racism, while others address the com-
mon dynamics among many forms of oppression.

These differences provide important opportunities for
evaluating the relative validity of competing theories
and the effectiveness of divergent methods in ap-
plied settings.  They offer opportunities to refine and
revise practice where core assumptions are un-
founded, and improve both theory and practice for
building more equitable and inclusive communities.
Understanding and testing these different theories of
practice and change also allows one to discover
the conditions under each approach is most useful.

Finally, clarifying the core assumptions and philoso-
phies guiding programs’ intervention design also

promotes more reflective practice. This can help
practitioners make more deliberate choices in match-
ing their intervention strategies to their problem
analyses and intended outcomes.  Articulating pro-
grams’ implicit assumptions enables practitioners
to better reflect upon their theories of practice and
change and fosters awareness about their active
construction of interventions, the plurality of prac-
tice, and the variety of frames available to them.
This may help practitioners move beyond interven-
tions that are unconsciously based on what is most
familiar to them, limited to their professional back-
ground, or founded on unexamined beliefs about
prejudice, racial conflict, and racism.40  Encourag-
ing reflective practice helps interveners make con-
scious choices about their programs, even when
such choices are confined by a host of practical
concerns such as what participants will accept or
allow and what is attractive to funders.

Working in demanding and competitive environ-
ments, race relations and racial justice practitio-
ners rarely have opportunities to cooperate and
learn from each others’ efforts.  Addressing racial
and ethnic tensions within the shifting landscape of
changing demographics and intergroup realignment
requires fresh approaches that build upon existing
promising practices and integrate a variety of ap-
proaches.   Cooperation and coordination among
approaches and methods to dismantle racism should
build upon existing successes and foster sustained
activities that interrupt the racial dynamics still di-
viding and damaging our communities.  Coordi-
nation among programs must meet a dual chal-
lenge: respecting and maintaining each effort’s
unique perspective and contribution to the field while
fostering agreement on broader long-term goals for
social change.

Understanding and testing these
different theories of practice and
change also allows one to discover
the conditions under each approach
is most useful.
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Khatib Waheed
Aspen Institute Roundtable for
Comprehensive Community Initiatives

Working interdependently across the spectrum of
modalities is important for several reasons.  The
first is that both individuals and organizations un-
doubtedly choose diverse pathways to enter into
the discourse on race, ethnicity, class, gender, age,
sexual orientation, and religion based upon a spe-
cific set of identified issues and conditions. Some-
times there is an appropriate alignment between
the identified issues/concerns and the choice of
modality selected. At other times there is not an
appropriate alignment. In either case my belief is
that the journey towards gaining deeper understand-
ing of the range and depth of the various forms of
oppression and discrimination is long, arduous and
quite possibly lifelong.

No one modality is thoroughly sufficient of itself to
support the successful completion of that journey.
Instead they often build upon one another in com-
plimentary ways. For example, the prejudice re-
duction theory of practice might hold a worldview
that says, “The world is filled with wounded people
who are doing the best that they can with the re-
sources they have available to them. Once people
understand their own oppression and are tied into
a healthy network, they can act as agents of
change.” While the anti-racism theory of practice
might a hold a worldview that says, “The world is
controlled by powerful systems with historically trace-
able roots. Once people are shown how they ben-
efit from or are barred by those systems, they can
work together to change those systems.” One can
begin to see how each of the two theories is a
necessary part of the journey and that the two are
complimentary to each other, yet neither is suffi-
cient to complete the journey.

Furthermore, even when the two are combined they
are not adequate or sufficient because there is no
built-in strategy to manage the inevitable conflict
that will and does occur between the worldviews
and/or individuals. Nor is there a framework to

give structure to a strategy that might speak to some
notion of further inclusion.  As a follow-up, an even
more integrated progression of the aforementioned
effort might include some form of the following theo-
ries and practices:

■ Conflict management;

■ Healing and reconciliation;

■ Democracy building.

It is the comprehensive integration of these ap-
proaches, starting with the customer’s initial inter-
est and needs, that will provide the emotional, cog-
nitive, spiritual, and structural support necessary to
complete the personal and communal journey to
social justice, equity, democracy building and the
ending of oppression.

The second reason
for working interde-
pendently across the
spectrum of modali-
ties is that this pro-
vides an additional
opportunity to work
towards greater inclu-
sion and democracy
at both the provider
and customer levels.
The larger and better-
funded organizations
tend to access more
of the training and
technical assistance
work within a particu-
lar community. Mean-
while, the smaller and
lesser-known organi-
zations tend to re-
main locked out of many opportunities to work and
to share their skills, knowledge and experience.
Both tend to try to do more than they are really
capable of doing, often mixing their theories and
practices in order to better market themselves, while
in reality they often lack the staff, theoretical knowl-

The larger and better-funded organi-
zations tend to access more of the
training and technical assistance
work within a particular community.
Meanwhile, the smaller and lesser-
known organizations tend to remain
locked out of many opportunities to
work and to share their skills, knowl-
edge and experience. Both tend to
try to do more than they are really
capable of doing, often mixing their
theories and practices in order to
better market themselves, while in
reality they often lack the staff,
theoretical knowledge, experience
and/or resources to do all that they
can do very well.
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edge, experience and/or resources to do all that
they can do very well.

The third reason for working interdependently
across the spectrum of modalities is to build the
capacity among anti-racism trainers and techni-
cal assistance providers to engage neighborhood
leaders, residents, and parents of children and
families of color residing in impoverished neigh-
borhoods to better address the impact that race
and race relations have on their outcomes. Cur-
rently there is little or no deliberate activity occur-
ring across the country to bridge the gap between
the anti-racism training and technical assistance
providers and those who are engaged in commu-
nity building. Nor is there much evidence of large-
scale anti-racism training and technical assistance
being provided directly in the neighborhoods with
the residents of color impacted by poverty and

racism.  In large mea-
sure, the market has
determined where the
work of anti-racism
trainers and technical
assistance providers
apply their skills and
exper t ise. Clearly
there are few neigh-
borhoods in poverty
possessing the finan-
cial ability to hire
these trainers and
providers.

There are numerous challenges associated with this
important effort.  One of the more fundamental
challenges is to determine how to generate and
sustain additional support (public will) and resources
that will facilitate building the overall capacity
among trainers and technical assistance providers
engaged in one or more of the various modalities
(i.e. prejudice reduction; anti-racism; and conflict reso-
lution) at the national and local levels in order to:

■ Raise the awareness among a critical mass of
trainers and technical assistance providers re-
garding the need for and benefits of working

more interdependently and addressing the turf
issues;

■ Raise the awareness among foundations and
among federal, state and local funders of the
need for them to work interdependently across
the various programs, projects, and initiatives
in order to improve outcomes for children and
families of color in poverty;

■ Continue the mapping of the field to identify
willing partners and best-practice models;

■ Link partners familiar with applied research and
evaluation to local and national issues, indica-
tors, and outcome measurements; and

■ Engage neighborhood leaders, residents, par-
ents and youth in more place-based training
and technical assistance opportunities that are
connected to the places where they live and
play.

Essentially, my hope is that NABRE will receive fa-
vorable responses from the field as well as the nec-
essary resource and financial support from funders
to move this very important agenda forward. Addi-
tionally, my hope is that my aforementioned re-
sponses are plausible, doable, and measurable and
are shared by others in the field. Lastly, but most
importantly, my hope is that our joint efforts (through
NABRE, Aspen, and many others) will contribute
significantly towards making a positive impact upon
the United States’ political, economic, social and
cultural landscape in ways that improve the condi-
tions of well being for children and families of color
and those who are living in poverty.

Ruben Lizardo
California Tomorrow

With firsthand experience contending with the
myriad challenges and complexities that are inher-
ent in collaborations involving diverse interests and
communities, I do believe organizations and lead-
ers working to improve race relations and address
structural inequality in the U.S. should consider
working interdependently in communities.  As pio-

One of the more fundamental
challenges is to determine how to
generate and sustain additional
support (public will) and resources
that will facilitate building the
overall capacity among trainers
and technical assistance providers
engaged in one or more of the
various modalities at the national
and local levels.
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neering efforts within this emerging field are refined
and strengthened, a rational argument for such
collaboration emerges.  If successful, collaboration
across the spectrum of methodologies in this field
promises benefits and advances that are both stra-
tegic (related to strengthened methods and mod-
els) and practical (opportunities to put our vision
and values into practice and achieve improved
outcomes of program objectives).

On the methodological level, although there are
numerous approaches within this field (e.g. diver-
sity training, conflict resolution, community orga-
nizing, and etc.), the experiences of the last 25
years of diversity efforts have resulted in the de-
velopment and refinement of two clear strands of
work--one aimed at changing individuals and one
aimed at changing institutions—that are achiev-
ing success.  At the same time, proponents and
practitioners of these various approaches have
discovered the limits of their respective efforts along
with their successes.

For example, organizations like California Tomor-
row  which seek to bring about systemic change,
are finding that systems do not change simply be-
cause a policy change is mandated from above
(through internally driven reform) or secured from
below (through policy advocacy and/or
organizing).  Indeed, since institutions are inven-
tions of human vision, will, and action, they cannot
change without change at the individual level.
Despite this basic reality, a majority of the organi-
zations that work to achieve change shy away from
strategies that have proven effective in helping
individuals alter their personal values, beliefs and
practices.

Meanwhile, organizations that do seek to bring
about changes at the individual level are finding
that system-level values and practices assert a per-
vasive influence over individual beliefs and
behaviors.   The best of such organizations teach
their program participants to recognize the institu-
tional values and practices that undergird individual
biases and prejudices, individual acts of discrimi-
nation and harm, or the inter-group conflicts they

seek to ameliorate. Those organizations are also
finding that although they may succeed with indi-
vidual participants, those participants must still find
ways to operate within institutions whose values
are often antithetical to their new outlooks.  Despite
this reality, most organizations tend to provide par-
ticipants with strategies and tools primarily designed
to assimilate and sustain changes in individual be-
liefs and behavior.

Although there are
obvious benefits of
pooling resources to
simultaneously sup-
port both individual
and insti tut ional
change, to date very
few collaborations
between organiza-
tions with successful
track records have
taken place.  I be-
lieve that this is be-
cause inter-organiza-
tional collaboration,
like any other social
endeavor involving
diverse constituen-
cies, is easier said than done.  Most of our organi-
zations are made up of individuals with strong be-
liefs and convictions, who have as much trouble
learning to “appreciate” other perspectives and
“work” with diverse approaches as the communi-
ties we work with on these same matters.

Meanwhile, the communities we live in, work with,
or serve are faced with myriad opportunities and
challenges stemming from dramatic demographic
changes amidst equally fundamental political and
economic transitions.   An example of this is a com-
munity I have worked – Watts in Los Angeles.
Formerly a majority African American community,
Watts is now majority Latino, with both groups strug-
gling to overcome myriad challenges associated
with persistent and pervasive poverty.  Struggling
to keep pace with exponential increases of demand
on their resources and services, the leadership of

Although there are obvious benefits
of pooling resources to simulta-
neously support both individual and
institutional change, to date very
few collaborations between organi-
zations with successful track records
have taken place.... Most of our
organizations are made up of
individuals with strong beliefs and
convictions, who have as much
trouble learning to “appreciate”
other perspectives and “work” with
diverse approaches as the commu-
nities we work with on these same
matters.
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Watts’ major public, private, and community insti-
tutions have had little opportunity to reform their
internal systems to meet the needs of an increas-
ingly diverse client/constituency base.  Meanwhile,
African-American and Latino youth and adults are
expected to learn ways to communicate, relate to,
and collaborate with one another as neighbors,
classmates, parents, consumers, and leaders.

Although the media has a tendency to focus on
Watts when tension, conflict, and violence occur,
each day leaders and residents of Watts are com-
ing together to find ways to work together for the
betterment of their community.  Watts’ indigenous
leaders are engaged in: training, leadership de-
velopment, cultural exchanges, conflict resolution,
community organizing, externally driven policy re-
form, internally driven organizational/institutional
reform, and plain old “getting to know your neigh-
bor” type of activities.  Those remarkable civic
and grassroots leaders deserve strong and sus-
tained support.  If it is to be effective, that support
must be as complex and multidimensional as the
dynamics that are being tackled by the local lead-
ers in Watts.

For reasons of practical application, I believe that
this collaborative work should take place in spe-
cific places with specific community leadership that
chooses to collaborate with two or three organiza-
tions.  In the case of my organization, I believe our
capacity to assist school, city, non-profi t
organizational, and community leaders who seek
to improve educational outcomes for youth and
adults would be greatly enhanced through
collaboration with intermediary organizations with
proven track records in the following areas:

■ Developing sustainable diversity training mod-
els to build the capacity of individuals to learn
to work cooperatively with others in order to
address systemic inequality in their neighbor-
hood and workplaces;

■ Developing and sustaining a variety of com-
munity conflict resolution models for moving in-
dividuals and groups from conflict to collective

action to address root causes of intergroup
competition and conflict;

■ Developing the organizational leadership and
infrastructure to engage youth and community
leaders in a range of community action and
organizing efforts; and

■ Developing accessible and effective ap-
proaches to building the viable organizational
infrastructure needed to sustain community-build-
ing work for the long haul.

To this mix California Tomorrow would be adding
our experience, strategies, and tools for building
peer learning networks and coaching and facilitat-
ing organizational and institutional change around
diversity and equity issues.  Because our approach
to both levels of work is grounded within a struc-
tural inequality analysis, of course we would want
to work with organizations that also seek to ad-
dress structural inequality.

We would also need to devote serious attention to
determining which communities and organizations
are ready to commit to the process of collaboration:

■ learning how to work on concrete matters while
dealing with the need to tend to the building
of a collaborative;

■ learning how to agree on the end product while
learning how to experiment with the ways to
get there;

■ learning how to give and accept critical feed-
back (personal and organizational); and

■ finding ways to fund our efforts collaboratively
and to integrate one another’s work into our
core fundraising strategies (i.e., to share our
outcome agendas).

Given the urgent realities facing so many of our
communities, I would hope that any such collabo-
ration would be based on the potential of helping
community and civic leaders to improve race rela-
tions through strategies that seek to undo structural
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inequality.  In concrete terms, I would look for evi-
dence of strengthened capacities to build mutually
beneficial relationships and sustain effective collabo-
rations; and on the other hand, evidence that the
new relationships and collaborations are beginning
to make some headway in dealing with underlying
structural inequalities.

Paul Marcus
Community Change, Inc.

When we look at the abolition movement in the
class I co-teach at Boston College, “The History
and Development of Racism in the U.S.,” we do
an exercise in which we post on the wall around
the room a number of ways people were involved
in the movement.  These include things like edu-
cation, writing/speaking, politics, revolution,
forming alternative communities, moral suasion,
working in the legal system and many more.  We
then ask students to choose what they would do
if they had been a part of the abolition move-
ment.  Knowing that it is often a difficult choice,
we ask the students to choose only one area.  As
they stand in groups in front of the signs, we ask
them why they made their choices.   Very quickly,
they begin to see connections between the differ-
ent areas and they soon realize that movements
are not monolithic.  They are interconnected webs
of people and groups working for a similar end.

The abolition of enslavement was certainly a clear
and definable goal.  This is not the case today.
There is not a clear and definable focus as there
was for the abolition movement or the civil rights
movement of the 50s and 60s.  Today, many of us
are clear that the “ism” part of racism implies that
we live in a society that is structured and orga-
nized on race and that this structure benefits whites
at the expense of people of color leading to gross
inequities. However, since the majority of whites
and some people of color believe that race is no
longer a significant issue and that we have solved
the “race problem,” building a movement for racial
and economic justice is more difficult.

This is also true as we
look across the spec-
trum of methodolo-
gies of people and
groups working for
racial justice.  Is it
possible for organiza-
tions that focus on
managing diversity in
corporations to work
with those who under-
stand racism as op-
pression and believe
that white dominated institutions need to be dis-
mantled?  Will a stand taken by one organization
be considered too “radical” by others who are con-
cerned that such a stand will have a negative influ-
ence on their funders? Can we talk with one an-
other? If we do, will we really hear each other?

Let me be clear about where I stand.  This land we
call “America” has always been diverse.  It was
prior to the arrival of the first Europeans and contin-
ues to be so today.  For me, the issue is not about
“managing diversity,” it is about equity. Racism is
not something people do, it is a system in which
one group, whites, are advantaged, at the expense
of all other groups.  For any real change to occur,
I believe that we need to abolish this cultural, insti-
tutional, and individual system of advantage.

I also believe that there is no one way to do this.
Like any movement, it will involve many approaches
across the spectrum of methodologies.  It is neces-
sary to work both on behavior and attitudes to-
gether.  While we can pass legislation and laws to
effect behavioral changes, ultimately we need a
change in our fundamental attitudes about race,
dealing with the internalized superiority of whites
and the internalized inferiority of people of color.

There is much to be learned from the myriad of
people working for racial justice in this country. If
we have any hope of building a meaningful and
effective movement for racial and economic jus-
tice, we need to be talking with and learning from
each other. For me, movement building involves

There is much to be learned from
the myriad of people working for
racial justice in this country. If we
have any hope of building a mean-
ingful and effective movement for
racial and economic justice, we
need to be talking with and learn-
ing from each other. For me, move-
ment building involves community
building.
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community building. The NABRE How-To Forum cre-
ated the space where people working with groups
across a spectrum of approaches could come to-
gether to listen to and learn from each other.

When I left Boston to come to the forum, I was
curious, but not sure if it would be a worthwhile use
of time.  Unfortunately, organizations doing this work
very often stake out claims of having the “right”
analysis.  This can prevent us from really hearing
about and understanding the work done by other
groups.  Also, while I understand the importance
of power and collaboration, I also know that true
collaboration takes a tremendous amount of work
and can sometimes move small non-profits further
from their goals rather than advancing them.

To my surprise, I re-
turned from the con-
ference energized
and inspired to con-
tinue this work on a
national level and to
replicate this process
on a local level.
During the two days,
organizations with
similar approaches
met. We shared our
perspectives with the
larger group com-
posed of representa-
tives using different
approaches and fi-
nally, working across

approaches, looked at a real-life scenario to ex-
plore how we could collaborate. Through this pro-
cess we learned that in many instances we could
collaborate directly.  We also discovered the im-
portance in having this discussion.   Having a
better sense of what each organization did, made
us aware of places where we had common ground
for collaboration or coalition building.  It also al-
lowed us to be able to share the workload. We
discovered the importance of being intentional
about taking the time to have this discussion.

These types of dialogues are important -- now more
than ever.  As I look around Boston and the country,
I believe that there is a groundswell of a movement
building. This past April, 1500 people showed up
for a conference on White Privilege at a small col-
lege in Iowa.   A week later, 500 people attended
a conference on Whiteness organized by a student
at Hampshire College. Keep in mind that for many
years there has been a great deal of resistance (mostly
by whites) to any discussion of the topic of white
privilege. A multi-racial group representing a num-
ber of Boston non-profits has been meeting to ex-
plore ways in which we can collaborate in our work
and build an antiracist movement in Boston. Also
notable is the planning group for the 2003 White
Anti–Racists’ Convention.  In November, 50 people
from across the country will attend the White Anti-
Racist Leadership Conference in New Orleans to
plan for the 2003 convention.

It is exciting to see more and more whites taking
leadership, responsibility and action, but we must
do so being accountable to and taking leader-
ship from people of color. The hope and hazards
of the movement I am seeing rest on the commit-
ment of white anti-racists to insist on accountabil-
ity to communities of color and a commitment to
transparency and non-defensive listening and self-
monitoring.

To be committed to anti-racism work and the cre-
ation of a just society means understanding that the
work is long-term and multigenerational.  Progress
is sometimes incremental, and we often do not see
the immediate results of our work.  Given this, it is
heartening to feel this sense of a groundswell of
more and more whites moving beyond the limited
understanding of racism as prejudice based on race
to a broader systemic understanding.

We need to continue to reach out and find each
other in order to build this strong interconnected,
interdependent web that we can call a movement.
With its national scope, NABRE is uniquely posi-
tioned to be a catalyst in this process.

Through this process we learned
that in many instances we could
collaborate directly.  We also
discovered the importance in having
this discussion.   Having a better
sense of what each organization
did made us aware of places where
we had common ground for col-
laboration or coalition building.
It also allowed us to be able to
share the workload. We discovered
the importance of being intentional
about taking the time to have this
discussion.
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Yoke-Sim Gunaratne
Cultural Diversity Resources

Many of us know well the controversy and ongo-
ing debate over the effectiveness of diversity train-
ing versus dismantling racism. Critics of diversity
training complain that it is “soft” and “fluffy”, that it
is superficial and does not change institutionalized,
systemic racism. Dismantling racism, they say, truly
examines racism as the prejudice-plus-power which
rests with the white folks. Hence developing an
anti-racist identity for an organization is necessary
to achieve meaningful change. Critics of anti-rac-
ism question not only how but whether we can dis-
mantle racist institutions. Don’t we have to work
with individuals with power?  And don’t we need
to start with diversity training to increase aware-
ness and understanding?

Cultural Diversity Resources has taken the approach
of customizing training to meet individual or organi-
zational needs.  We may focus first on diversity train-
ing to prepare individuals who have not been ex-
posed and who are not ready to take on disman-
tling racism training. Providing dismantling racism to
such individuals who are both defensive and feel
threatened with this type of training is like forcing a
baby to run before it can even walk. Training should
be customized and sensitized to meet different needs.
After some diversity training, individuals are encour-
aged and referred to experienced trainers on dis-
mantling racism. The training program should be seen
as a continuum, with diversity training at one end
moving towards dismantling racism as the ultimate
goal at the other end. Diversity and dismantling rac-
ism trainers need to work in collaboration as part-
ners to achieve a more equitable and just system.

Many nonprofit organizations develop programs and
services as one way to reduce racial and social
inequality. The aim of such services is to provide
basic needs and services for economically and
socially disadvantaged individuals. Our organiza-
tion provides community interpreter services to refu-
gees with limited English proficiency. This helps to
increase accessibility, awareness and understand-
ing of the public and social services from which they
would otherwise be excluded or underserved. Other

programs provide
advocacy to avoid
eviction, educate on
tenancy rights and re-
sponsibilities, help to
find jobs or upgrade
jobs, or improve per-
sonal and/or profes-
sional skills through
workshops. These ser-
vices are all needed
by individuals before
they can engage
more actively in
changing laws or or-
ganizing for change.
The cycle of poverty has to be broken before indi-
viduals can be physically, socially and mentally ready
to engage in helping others. However, we are also
aware of the need to support the efforts of those
who are trying to change laws and processes that
work against developing a more just and equitable
society.

There are activists who feel strongly that the focus
should be advocacy to change laws, and commu-
nity organizing to challenge the establishment. There
is definitely a place and need for these activities.
However, social justice has to be done in the con-
text of collaboration, cooperation, and/or
confrontation when needed depending on each
case scenario. Just as one size does not fit all, so
one approach or solution does not fit all.

Organizations and individuals who provide services
to the underprivileged and those who advocate for
more active challenges to the establishment need
to get together to discuss strategies that will be
mutually beneficial in meeting their goals. For ex-
ample, those who are disadvantaged should be
exposed and trained on community organizing tech-
niques and understanding the politics of power as
they work to improve themselves.  The work towards
racial and social justice should tap into different
strategies and approaches, bringing together all
those who are involved for a good fit to solve the
problems at hand.

After some diversity training, indi-
viduals are encouraged and re-
ferred to experienced trainers on
dismantling racism. The training
program should be seen as a
continuum, with diversity training at
one end moving towards disman-
tling racism as the ultimate goal at
the other end. Diversity and disman-
tling racism trainers need to work in
collaboration as partners to achieve
a more equitable and just system.
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Michael Paige
Intercultural Communication Institute

The short answer as to why it is important that we
work interdependently across the spectrum of meth-
odologies is that we will be able to do our work
more effectively and have a greater impact on
society.  Consider that a wealth of knowledge and
experience has been gained over the past 20 years
by a variety of organizations and many individuals
regarding the achievement of a more equitable so-
ciety; better intergroup relations (especially race re-
lations); the reduction of racism, sexism, homopho-
bia and other forms of prejudice, discrimination
and oppression; taking greater advantage of our

diversity; and promot-
ing the intercultural
competencies that
enable us to partici-
pate more effectively
in a pluralistic society.
The problem is that
these organizations
and individuals have
not been communicat-
ing with each other suf-
ficiently well so as to
be constantly learning
from their respective
experiences.

The richness of the experience and knowledge base
acquired by the participating organizations was
made abundantly clear at the NABRE How-To
Forum.  It also seemed that there were important
gaps in the amount of understanding our organiza-
tions had of each other’s work.  In the case of our
own Intercultural Communication Institute, for ex-
ample, we found that others have only limited fa-
miliarity with the intercultural theory and pedagogi-
cal frames of reference that guide our efforts. An
important case in point is Milton Bennett’s develop-
mental model of intercultural sensitivity (1993) and
its application to large-scale organizational change
as well as personal transformation.  I imagine that
there are many such stories of valuable sharing –
explaining oneself and learning from others – that
have come from Forum participants.

The scenario exercise that involved us in discussing
what our respective approaches would bring to
solving a particular community problem was a very
useful exercise in practicing the art of cooperation,
idea sharing, and strategizing across organizations.
It also modeled a process of interdependent prac-
tice that is all too often lacking.   It was also a
frustrating activity in that there was far too little time
to express our views, particularly where those view-
points were not yet well known.

Ultimately, working interdependently, at least on
certain projects, will give our organizations the
chance to expand their perspectives, use their mod-
els and approaches in new areas and with new
audiences, reexamine their philosophical assump-
tions, frame their work in new ways, and find per-
haps even more creative solutions to the vexing
problems we are facing.  For example, the expe-
riences gained from community development ac-
tivities might have important implications for cor-
porate human resources professionals working with
diversity training programs.

The benefits could be new, more powerful ap-
proaches to social change, organizational devel-
opment, and personal change consistent with a
movement toward a more equitable society.  The
challenges to such cooperative endeavors will be
many.  First, practitioners have worked very hard
for many years to establish themselves, develop
credible organizations, acquire their expertise
through years of trial and error, and eventually find
their niches.  Having carved out some turf, it is
difficult sometimes to work interdependently with
organizations that may not share your assumptions
or fully understand your approaches.  And does
cooperation mean compromise of fundamental prin-
ciples?  If we think the answer is yes, we may not
want to cooperate.  There is also a certain amount
of distrust of others’ goals and intentions that can
accompany cooperative ventures, and the standards
we apply to our partners may be so stringent as to
make joint ventures impossible.

At a minimum, I hope that NABRE will be a mecha-
nism for information sharing and for helping organi-

Ultimately, working interdepen-
dently, at least on certain projects,
will give our organizations the
chance to expand their perspec-
tives, use their models and ap-
proaches in new areas and with
new audiences, reexamine their
philosophical assumptions, frame
their work in new ways, and find
perhaps even more creative solu-
tions to the vexing problems we are
facing.
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zations come together to work on particular
problems.  I also hope NABRE will be a voice in the
U.S. for social justice, equality, and cultural pluralism.

Taquiena Boston
Unitarian Universalist Association

The goal of the Unitarian Universalist Association's
(UUA) Journey Toward Wholeness initiative is to
transform our association of congregations into an
anti-oppressive, anti-racist multicultural faith
community.  We view the process of
transformation as developmental for institutions as
well as individuals.  Our experience working with
congregations in this effort has taught us that
nstitutions are at varying levels of readiness to
engage anti-oppression and anti-racism work, which
requires having diverse paths or stepping-off points
on this journey of transformation.

Recognizing that organizations as well as individu-
als evolve through a succession of stages in inter-
nalizing awareness, identity, processes, and prac-
tices that reflect anti-oppression values, the Journey
Toward Wholeness uses an organizational con-
tinuum to help our congregations identify their
present stage or status.  This continuum to becom-
ing an "anti-racist, anti-oppressive multicultural" in-
stitution includes lists of resources for each stage,
which congregations can use to further their trans-
formation.

The resources we identify include those provided
by the UUA and those provided by other organiza-
tions committed to institutional transformation as well
as personal transformation.  No one institution has
all the expertise or resources necessary to assist
individuals and organizations in making such
change. Collaboration makes available to organi-
zations working to dismantle racism and other forms
of oppression an array of resources -- expertise,
consulting and training, curricula, etc., -- to offer
their constituents while deepening their own re-
sources in their own area of expertise. In addition,
mutuality in the collaboration allows organizations
to learn from one another.

Collaboration makes available to
organizations working to dismantle
racism and other forms of oppres-
sion an array of resources -- exper-
tise, consulting and training, cur-
ricula, etc., -- to offer their constitu-
ents while deepening their own
resources in their own area of
expertise. In addition, mutuality in
the collaboration allows organiza-
tions to learn from one another.

If the collaboration is
to be truly transforma-
tive, the organiza-
tions engaged in it
must reflect on how
the resources and
work of each
complement one an-
other.  Groups need
to go beyond simply
listing the resources
of various organiza-
t ions for their
constituents.  They
also need to have
first-hand experience in using those resources, and
they need to reflect together on how their tools,
techniques and philosophies can support each oth-
ers' work.

One of the learnings I took away from NABRE's
How-To Forum was the understanding that despite
difference in emphasis -- individual/personal,
building community and leadership development,
systemic and institutional change -- all the groups
embrace the goal of transforming institutions and
systems.  This is the common goal that links our
efforts.  The recognition that individuals and or-
ganizations are at varying stages of readiness to
engage the work makes it imperative that there
be many paths or stepping-off points to reach that
common goal.  No one organization can do it
all.  We need each other. ●
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