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A Letter to the Beautiful People Holding Hands on the Day Nothing
Went Down in a Big Way,

| saw you there on the Great Lawn of Central Park, after the Big Day of
protest against the Republican National Convention, the “RNC” to

 those of us in the know. There was a group of you, holding hands. You
were white, like me; from the middle class, like me. You were cele-
brating. | was there trying to ruin the mood. | remember hearing you.
chant: “We are beautiful! We are beautiful!”

It was a calm and comfortable night. The park was full of revelers, -
with hardly a cop in sight. The towers of Manhattan stood in dignified
-repose along the skyline, police helicopters hovering on guard between
them. Somewhere to the south, Republican Party delegates arrived at
hotels, restaurants, clubs, escort services—apparently you and all the
other protestors who had gathered to celebrate had forgotten them
already. We never spoke, but | remember you well, because your pro-
fessions of beauty, frankly, made me sick. You were not unique; on the
contrary, | found you memorable because of how well you exemplified
a general trend in our ineffective yet self-congratulatory portion of
the movement.

After the RNC, we weren’t any closer to building accountable and

' sustaining relationships with other communities in resistance; we
hadn’t challenged ourselves or confronted our sense of privilege within
the movement; we didn’t win ground or empower anybody in any mean-
ingful sense; we didn’t illustrate the necessity for struggle, or define
the struggle as being against anything larger than the Republican
Party; we didn’t improve our tactical competence vis-a-vis the police
(and didn’t even injure that many of them); and George W. Bush was
still in power—undefeated, neither dethroned nor defenestrated. Other
than joining the rough statistic that tomarrow’s newspapers would
interpret and characterize in whatever way they chose to, exactly what
did we accomplish? The RNC protest, and the long line of mass mobi-
lizations to which it is heir, was just voting in the streets. '
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Admittedly, protesting is a lot more fun than voting. Maybe that’s
why you were there. To tell the truth, that’s why | went to my first
protest. That and a healthy but inarticulate desire to see shit go up in
flames. It is this desire that we white, middle-class wannabe revolu-
tionaries need to understand and utilize. We do not become active to
survive, to soften the crushing-weight of oppression, to liberate-our-
selves from slavery. As privileged people we are on the other side of
those societal farces. Rather, | think we see that the privileges being
offered to us are poison. Perhaps our entrance into this world coin-
cided with our parents achieving the American Dream, yet the night-
mare we awoke to included, for ourselves or our friends, being raped
and abused, seeing our fathers beat our mothers, starving ourselves to
conform, getting beaten as “faggots” if we didn’t fit in, becoming
addicted to a holfow televised culture that filled us with insecurities,
getting forced into a.narrow range of unfulfilling career tracks so we
. could reenact the hypocrisies of our parents. The nightmare did not
include healthy communication and loving relationships, a sense of
home or identity stronger than real estate markets or advertising
schemes, the freedom to develop our minds and explore our world in
the way we see fit, or o community to sustain us.

Our rejection, as wannabe revolutionaries, of the moral depravity of
our society’s Haves accompanied a growing awareness of the de,privd~
tions suffered by the Have-Nats—people of color, poor people, and the
colonized peoples of the world. Eventually we made the connection
that the wealth and power of the privileged was stolen fram the
‘oppressed. Roughly at this point, we became activists working toward
revolution. But we can’t leave our pasts behind so easily, especially
~ when the conditions of that past continue unobstructed into the

present, ) ' )

Imagine for @ moment that activists from privileged backgrounds
weren’t actually interested in destroying the system that gives them
privilege, but simply wanted to amend it (to make the privileges more
enjoyable); or at best they sincerely wanted to tear the whole fucking
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E thing down, but had never taken the time to consider what sacrifices

would then be required of them. What would these people look like?
They would vocalize their activism without ever backing words up with

_actions, they would isolate themselves in subcultures to create the

appearance that they had rejected their privileges, they would be sure
to maintain a privileged sense of comfort in all their activist spaces,
and throughout the whole process they would congratulate themselves
on their moral superiority. In short, | think they would look like you. Not
very beautiful at all, is it?

Maybe now you can better understand my revulsion. Set the scene:
the government is pushing ahead with a genocidal war in Irag, pro-
viding continued support for the bloody occupation in Palestine, inter-
vening in Calombia, Haiti, Korea, and a hundred other countries. The
normal functioning of our economy utilizes starvation, disease, and
genocide as market pressures; calls ecocide productivity; and con-
signs everyone on the planet to varying degrees of subjugation. White
supremacy on the home front flourishes in the form of income gaps,
impoverished ghettos, police violence, insatiable prisons, and co-
opted cultures. The Religious Right and Hollywood are coming from
different sides to bolster patriarchal social relationships that play out
in pervasive sexual and domestic violence. Enter the activists. The
confrontation billed by the white, middle-class portion of the move-
ment as the big event of the summer ends in a large turnout, political
capital to be misused by the Democratic Party, and no measurable
headway against any of the aforementioned problems. This is cause for
celebration?

For me, it’s cause for scrutiny. | think activists from privileged
backgrounds need to start asking ourselves some critical questions.

What are we doing to build relationships of integrity across
barriers of race, class, and cultural backgrbund?

How are we owning up to the problems within our own
communities?
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How will our actions contribute to changing society in a way
that destroys oppression and authority? ‘

What level of commitment is required to be in true solidarity
with oppressed peoples?

These four questions are important, to me at least, for a number of
reasons. | think it’s our responsibility, as middle-class white people, to
find. out why so many of us are missing from the frontlines of the
struggle. There aren’t enough of us volunteering at AIDS clinics, organ-

izing fundraisers for battered women’s shelters, bombing banks, .

redistributing stolen groceries in poor communities, tutoring disad-
vantaged students, enlisting in the military to shoot our officers and
encourage mutiny. Instead we gather in the streets every few months
in response to the symbolic meeting of some powerful institution, and
ask “why is our movement so white?” When we do engage in real organ-
izing, it is typically on our own terms, in organizations we control. We
expect oppressed peoples to come to us and follow our lead. How can
we expect to even notice all the racism and privilege we have internal-
ized if we never step outside our white, middle-class bubbles? Too
many of us who want to change the world can't even leave our comfort
zones and build relationships with people from different backgrounds.
A strong movement, if it’s not going to be built on party ideologies
or institutional hierarchies, ‘has to be built on strong:personal rela-
tionships, and | don’t think we’ve been very successful on this front.’
There is too much dishonesty, too much ego, uIt\imater too much inse-
curity. Often, activist spaces feel like high school all over again, with
everyone trying to get in the cool crowd. It's even hard to talk about
these problems, and it certainly doesn’t help if we think we have to
exemplify beauty and righteousness. | don’t think it’s beautiful that
we're recreating traditional gender roles of domination and control in
our tctivist spaces, or that people who criticize this are characterized
as “oversensitive.” | don’t think it’s beautiful that activist men are still
raping other activists, and we don’t even talk about it that much. With
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this level of distrust and alienation, the government doesn’t even need
to sic some COINTELPRO on us. We will be self-defeating.

Our idea of action reflects this alienation, along with a fear of
giving up our comfort. | don’t see many of us white, middle-class
activists seriously attempting to either build autoenomous social rela-
tionships or destroy the existing power structures. Instead, it’s
protest, protest, protest, and eventually “the people” will rise up, or
the state will crumble, or something like that. | guess we’ré not used to

thinking strategically about how to get from Point A to revolution

because a real revolution means we lose our comfort. So protesting
"becomes an end in its own right, and we keep waiting for that magical

~ day when everybody comes out to protest, the cops all quit their jobs,

and Bush and Kerry have to admit that they’re wrong, apologize, and
give up their power. Often, such questions of strategy are circum-
vented with a moral insistence on nonviolence. But what is violence? s
paying taxes or driving a car really nonviolent? How about demanding
rigid adherence to an ethical code that makes us avoid numerous
opportunities to stop the war machine? Isn't it g good deal easier to
appear nonviolent when we're not the ones facing bombs or billy clubs?

This idea that we can claim solidarity with people who are losing

-everything, without risking anything ourselves, is what bothers me so

much. On college campuses, at vigils, in radical bookstores, during

- safe and entertaining protests, | see proclamations. of solidarity with
the Zapatistas, the Iraqis, and others fighting imperialism. How can

we actually fool ourselves into thinking that we are aiding people
engaged in armed struggle—people faced with bombings, genocide,
and occupation—with moments of silence or colorful placards? How
can we claim to oppose imperialism when our-number one priority is

quite clearly to remain safe, as we fail to bring the war home or even

admit the existence of the war being waged against people of color
and poor people in this country? We will have upheld solidarity with the
occupied and colonized people of the world when we've reduced the
Pentagon to rubble, when Halliburton s sabotaged into bankruptey,
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lot to ask of you. | hope you can ask the same of me.

Stumbling in‘love and rage toward a solidarity worthy of the name,
. Peter Gelderloos '

Dear friends,

Somewhere in this process of trying to be better peaple, we got worse.
With all the glory and gore of our ancestors, we dedicated our lives to

what we thought was the best solution to undo the racism they brought -

to and perfected in the United States. And we trained. Like Olympic
hopefuls, we trained and as soon as:we got trained, we were out
training more and more white people committed to he better, for
better or worse. | have to give it to us for pure dedication, hard work,

and persistence. But if a good work ethic were all it took to eradicate |

white supremacy, patriarchy, and the class hierarchy, then Protestant
Texas farmers would be revolutio nary heroes. -

So here’s the deal—I think we've got some damn fine theory. We
have built on the strengths and weaknesses of previous movements,
We have, with help from others, deVeloped language around
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we have ignored vision. We do not articulate clear goals, specific con-

nection to ongoing work, or long-term vision for the struggle against
white supremacy. ' ' 7
Neglecting vision leads to at least three detrimental effects that
we must examine to move forward in more productive ways. One
effectis that in our well-intentioned efforts to dismantle our racism,
we play dangerous status games that tear apart communities and
diminish our compassion for people. Antiracist work is not an iden-
tity. It is a set of principles to which we should hold ourselves
accountable, not add-on trophies that only rebels and freaks get to
wear. White folks committed to this work should be expected to inte-
grate antioppression principles and practices into their work
whether they be teachers, organizers, health care workers, or
mothers. Another effect of our short-sightedness is that liberals have
adopted the language of untigppression. Our goals include shifting
folks from a personal analysis to an institutional critique, but “politi-
cally correct” and overtly un-political trainings sweep the nation and
undermine the work we do. Finally, we spend an inordinate amount of
time mobilizing and falling apart, mobilizing and falling apart. We

-need that time, energy, and talent to create real strategies that

target white supremacy in meaningful ways. We stand at a significant
crossroads where we can integrate antiracist and anti oppression
work into a broader movement for justice, or we can continue to spin
in circles until the principles themselves become overused and, ulti-
mately, dismissed. Eliminating ego competition, developing clear












