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COMMENTARY

FEEDBACK / ‘Women's issues’ in this country have traditionally been framed in terms of white, middle-class experience —

the time has come time 1o tackle the concerns of the rest: native women, black women, Asian women, immigrant women . . .

Moving toward a new emancipation

BY CARMENCITA R. HERNANDEZ
and JANE WALSH

omen's Day Doesn't Have
Much To Do With Women, said
the headline on a recent Globe

and Mail artick in which writer
Donna Laframboise complamcd that the
event focused on racist issucs instead of
such topics us child care and contraception.

The origins of International Women's
Day can be traced to_protests by women
textile workers aver a firc in New York City
in the first decade of this century that kifled
146 women workers, The women protested
against the overcrowded, dangerouns work-
ing conditions and exploitative wages they
encountered in thatcity.

In 1910, st the Second International
Conference of Socialist Women, Clara Zet-
kin propased that March 8 be set aside each
year in commemoration of women's
struggles. The first International Women's
Day was therefore celebrated in many
countries on March 8, 1911, with the theme
of “internationa! fcrnalc suﬂ'ragc 3 ViC-
tory that our sisters in South Africa still
cannot celebrate,

In Toronto, the International, Women's
Day Committec was formed in the spring of
1978 as an anli-capitalist, amti-patriarchal
organization. Through years of dcbate and
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struggle, it evolved to reflect the realities
faced by women in Toronto.

The theme for Toronto’s 1987 Women's
Day was “fighting racism and sexism to-
gether.” Carol Allen and Judy Persad gave
a speech that moved and (ouczed everyone:
“Last year . ', we said we are going lo build
= new women's movement in Toronto — a
women's movement which will integrate
the fight against racism and the fight
against sexism. Racism and sexism have to
be integrated into the movement bcmu.s;
they are alceady in our lives. The women's
movement must represent all women — the
fight against racism iseverybody’s fight.”

Racism is a priority for the women's
movement in Canada today. It is appalling
that Ms. Laframboisc calls a day devoted
1o racism “an oppoﬂumly l'or sohdamy
tost and squand " s fri ig

nority women. Since the 1980s, xmmlgram
and visible-minorily women's organi-
zations have put forward their issucs.

Scif-determination is key for the liber-
ation of all women, Because we understand
how male dominance has controlled wom-
en's lives, we can also make the links (o r2-
cism and imperialism in women’s oppres-
sion.

“Stop the racist war from Oka to the
Gulf — make the links,” which was the
1991 theme of Toronto's lnternational
Wamen's Day, should be of interest to all
women in this country, Capada spent mil-
fions on war in the Persian Gulf while social
programs at home are at risk.

IT is dishmncmng that there is still a per-
i

she holds a degree in women's studies. L«n—
der the banner of feminism, Ms. Lafram-
boisc sets oul maintain that eelebrations i in
“Toronto are “not relevant to most women. ™
Ms. Laframboise points out thatit is not
the first time that racism bas been given a
high profile. As early as 1977, the National
Action Committee on the Status of Women
recommended that the. federal Human
Rights Commission conduct an inquiry
into the socio-economic and discrimination
problems of immigrant and visible-mi-
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among white and liberal women
that the movement “belongs” to them —a
claint to the ownership of a feminism built
on a white, Western model. This leads 1o
white women resisting, or giving liltle cre-

. dence lo, issues that are critical to the lives

of native women, black women, Asian
woren and-immigram women.

Such concerns, which include racism,
immigration, refugees, language training
and employment equity, may not appear to
be women's issucs to some.

Wamen of calour have been at the foref-
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ront in demanding that thesc issues be ad-
dressed by pushing and challenging the
assumpuons and the polilics of the wom-
en's movement. Articics like Ms, Lafram-
boise's make changing the framework of
the women's movement ins Canada truly
painful.

Traditionally, “women's issues” have
been framed in terms of white, middle-class
experience. Addressing them bas not re-
sulted in advances for all womes. Feminists
must look at who has set the agenda, The
advancement of women is not a linear
struggle. The issues of oppressed women in
thiscauntry need attention.

At a national conference called Moving
Forward: Creating a Feminist Agenda for

the 1990s, held at Trent University last’

June, keynnu: speaker Rozena Maart said,

=1f feminists cannot move forward toward
the emancipation of all women, we should
not hesitate 1o call it anything else but sell-
aggrandizement.”

Clearly some women have made the .

links.
e
Carmencita R. Hernandez is chairwoman

of the Codlition of Visible Minarity

Women. Jane Walsh is Southern Ontorio
representative for the National Action
Commitiee on the Status of Women.
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oppression and take on too much personal responsibility. They are crushed,
unable to move. They feel powerless and sometimes react angrily against
the person or situation they think disempowered them by making them
aware of the problem. They often seek forgiveness from someone they see
as a representative of the oppressed group. Privilege is often invisible to the
“guilty” group, too, or if they see it, it adds to their immobilizing guilt.
“Backlashers” rarely understand the meaning of oppression for those
who experience it; the “guilty” are all too aware of it, but they are inclined

to react to their own oppression and that of others as if nothing can be

done. “Backlashers” tend to think the current North American model of
“democracy” is working and people could solve their problems if they
tried. The “guilty” also believe there is democracy here, and that they, as
voters and citizens, have the power. If something is not working, it must be
their fault. :

Members of the “ally” group, on the other hand, are much more
critical of the real power structures of North America and the world. They
look at the world from a “structural” perspective. They have an under-
standing of themselves as part of a people or various peoples. They
understand that if something is done to another member of their own
group, it could have happened to them. For example, they understand
that, if a woman is raped, it is not because she asked for it, or dressed
seductively, or went where she should not have; it is because she is a

" woman, and it could happen to any woman. Likewise, “allies” understand

that, as part of various oppressor groups (white, male, able-bodied, hetero-
sexual, middle or above in the class structure), they did not individually
bring the situation about and they cannot just reach out with goodwill and
solve it. They understand that they must act with others to conturibute to
change. They believe that to do nothing is to reinforce the status guo; not
to decide is to decide; if you are not part of the solution, you are part of the
problem. Many “allies” still drive themselves too hard and try to do too
much, but they do understand that they are part of something much larger
and older than.they are. They take responsibility for helping to solve
problems of historical injustice without taking on individual guilt. Most
look for what they can do, with others, in a strategic way, and try to accept
their limitations beyond that.

This latter understanding of power relationships is rare in our society.
The political/economic/ideological system that keeps power in a few
hands has been very successful in developing methods of childrearing and
education that ensure North Americans do not understand power and how
it works.2 Those who do understand have usually worked their way to their

insights through their own experience, reflection, and efforts to work
towards social change.
“Allies” are distinguished by several characteristics:

e their sense of connection with other people, all other people;

o their grasp of the concept of social structures and collective responsi-
bility; .

e their lack of an individualistic stance and ego, although they have a
strong sense of self;

o their sense of process and change;

o their understanding of their own process of learning; their realistic
sense of their own power;

e their grasp of “power-with” as an alternative to “power-over;”

¢ their honesty, openness, and lack of shame about their own limita-

. tlons;

» their knowledge and sense of history;

o their acceptance of struggle;

« their understanding that good intentions do not marter if there is no
action against oppression;

s their knowledge of their own roots.

These are the characteristics of allies; they are also characreristics that mark
people who are well advanced in their own liberation process.

Because of the connection I see between the experience of powerless-
ness and the need to find safety through controlling others, I believe chat
an experience of oppression is necessary for a person to learn to be an
oppressor. Margaret Green’s account of her anti-racism therapy groups
strongly supports this connection. She tells a story about a woman work-
ing on her difficulty welcoming new immigrants who came to the advice
centre where she worked:

I suggested she try welcoming me. Asa Jew and a foreigner I could
never have enough of it, 1 explained, and besides, no one had ever
welcomed me to England anyway. She tried. She was extremely
timid and tentative. I asked if she had ever been made to feel
welcome. She burst into tears; no, of course she hadn’t. There was
no warmth for her in her family; she had always felt unwanted.
(1987:194)

After this and several other examples, Green concludes: “One of my




assumptions is that no one would ever willingly choose to take on the role
of oppressor if they themselves had not been systematically oppressed”
(195). :
Because of my observation that people who approach other oppressed
people as allies are those who are involved in their own process of libera-
tion from oppression, I also believe that one must be in the process of
liberation from one’s own oppression to become an ally in another’s
liberation. Green'’s experience again supports mine. She says:

You cannot be proud of other cultures and deligh in their rich-
. : £« » 3

ness if you are not proud of your own. By “proud” I don't mean

the defensiveness which hides feelings of shame and inferiority

and I don’t mean that one doesn’t question certain aspects of one’s

culture. A sense of one’s own rich roots is however essential if one

is to meet on an equal level with a person from a different

background. (1987:196)

I don’t mean to suggest that everyone who experiences oppression
becomes an oppressor, and everyone engaged in their own liberation
becomes an ally. Far from it. What I am saying is that I don't believe it is
possible to become an oppressor without experiencing oppression nor
become an ally without being involved in your own experience of libera-

" ton.

Learning About Yourself as an Oppressor

The process of learning about one’s own oppression is different from
learning about oné’s self as an oppressor. The former process has experience
clearly as a base. It is a transition from experience to consciousness through
reflection.

When learning to see yourself as an oppressor, the experience is by
definition hidden from you, because part of the process of becoming a
member of an oppressor group is to be cut off from the ability to identify
with the experience of the oppressed. It is this lack of empathy, this denial
that anyone is hurt (at least, anyone viewed as fully human) that makes
oppression possible. When the oppression is not part of your own experi-
ence, you can only understand it through hearing others’ experience, along
with a process of analysis and drawing parallels.

Many people resist beginning the process of becoming an ally because
it is so difficult and painful. Is it more difficult and painful than your own
liberation? I think so. I have found it much harder to understand and

.

accept myself in my oppressor roles than in those where I am the op-
pressed.

The righteous anger of understanding one’s own oppression releases a
great deal of energy and propels the process forward. Facing fear often
releases energy and produces a major shot first of euphoria, then of good,
solid self-confidence. The process of bonding with others dealing with the
same oppression creates a deep level of sympathy and understanding, a
growing pride in one’s recovered identity, and a shared language that is as
satisfyingly secret as the “pig latin” of childhood.? There can be lightning
fast communication among women in a room or among lesbians in a
room. There is laughter or a flurry of glances, a smile, a comment with a
double meaning, and you know “you” all understood, and “they” did not.

~ Coming to understand one’s identities as an oppressor is often an
enervating process. It means being shut out from someone else’s secret
language; it involves accepting your inheritance of a shameful and evil
past. There is guilt, that useless and draining non-emotion. There is always
that unsertling knowledge that you cannot see what is going on as clearly as
the oppressed group can. The oppressed always know a great deal more
about the oppressor than the oppressor knows about the oppressed.

Understanding one’s own position as an oppressor, without being
completely immobilized, also requires a balance berween understanding
oneself as an individual and as part of a collective reality. This balance is
rare in the culture we live in. Modern Western thinking is extremely
individualistic. Our ties to the land and our own history, community, and
culture have been severed. With so little understanding of ourselves as part
of a collective entity, it becomes very difficult to figure out our own
responsibility for patterns larger than ourselves. o

Failure to understand collective structures leads to what Kare Kirkham
calls “overpersonalization.” In her article “Teaching About Diversity: Navi-
gating the Emotional Undercurrents,” she says:

Many majority group members do not move quickly or comfort-
ably back and forth between their individual identity and their
identity as a member of a racial or gender group in this society. If
they do think of themselves as a member of a group, it is often
associated with negative emotions: feeling stereotyped or threat-
ened, etc. Therefore, majority group members may enter a discus-
sion less prepared to sort out what is being said about the behavior
of numbers of whites (or men) as experienced by others and the
impact of their own individual behavior.... When asked to re-




spond to the question of who really is racist and/or sexist, many
majority group individuals in my research and teaching experi-
ence, assume: “If I didn’t intend something as racist or sexist then
it is not racist/sexist.” In other words, the general criteria they use
in testing for racism/sexism is an overpersonalized one. They

" believe that personal motive determines the presence of racism or
sexism in interactions. (Kirkham 1988/89:51)

“How To"— Becoming an Ally

Having written that title, I must now admit that I cannot tell anyone
exactly how to become an ally. I can, however, use my growing analysis of
the process and my experience to offer some guidelines. Most people in
our society do not yet see the connections berween different forms of
oppression or even have a general sense of how oppression works. There-
fore, we still find ourselves dealing in most instances with one form of
oppression at a time, and in a given setting, we are cither in the role of
oppressed or ally. T hope these observations will be as useful to you as they
have been to me when I find myself in the ally role.

1. It is important to be a worker in your own liberation struggle, what-
ever it is. Learn, reflect on, and understand the patterns and effects of
oppression, take action with others, take risks, walk towards your fear
to find your power.

2. Try to help members of your own group understand oppression and
make the links among different forms of oppression.

3. 1 cannot overstress the need to listen. Listen and reflect.

4. Remember that everyone in the oppressor group is part of the oppres-
sion. It is ridiculous to claim you are not sexist if you are a man or not
racist if you are white and so on. No matter how much work you have
done on that area of yourself, there is more to be done. All members of
this society grow up surrounded by oppressive attitudes; we are mari-
nated in it. It runs in our veins; it is as invisible to us as the air we
breathe. I do not believe anyone raised in Western society can ever
claim to have finished ridding themselves completely of their oppres-
sive attitudes. It is an ongoing task, like keeping the dishes clean. In
fact, the minute I hear someone claim to be free of the attitudes and

actions of a certain oppression (as in “I'm not racist”) I know they have
barely begun the process. Humility is the mark of someone who has
gone a ways down the road and has caught a glimpse of just how long
the road is.

There is a parallel here with the principles of the twelve-step
addicrion recovery process. Just as the twelve-step programs teach thar
the process of healing from addiction is never finished, so it is with the
process of unlearning oppression. A white person never becomes non-
racist but is always a “recovering racist,” more often referred to as
“anti-racist.”

There is another reason members of an oppressor group are always
oppressors, no matter how much individual learning we have done:
until we change the politics and economics of oppression, we are still
“living off the avails.”* We would not be where we are, doing what we
are doing, with the skills and access we have, if we did not have the
colour, gender, sexual orientation, appearance, age, class, or physical
abilities we have. Resources and power continue to come to us because
we are members of the dominant group in relation to the particular
form of oppression where we seek to be allies.” So, until we succeed in
making a more humane world, yes, we are racist (or ageist, or classist,
or heterosexist, and so forth). Understanding this is part of learning to
think structurally rather than individually. It is part of avoiding

overpersonalization of the issues.

Having accepted that every member of an oppressor group is an
oppressor, try not to feel that this makes you a “bad” person. Self-
esteem does not have to mean distancing yourself from the oppressor
role; it can come instead from taking a proud part in the struggle to
end oppression. This involves learning to separate guilt from responsi-
bility. Guilt means taking on all the weight of history as an individual;
responsibility means accepting your share of the challenge of changing
the situation. Members of oppressor groups spend a great deal of
energy in denying responsibility for oppression. What would happen
if all that energy could be put to work figuring out how to end it?

Remember that in the oppressor role you cannot see the oppression as
clearly as the oppressed group can. When people point out your
oppressive attitudes or language to you, your first response should be
to believe it. Ask questions and learn more about the oppression going
on in that particular situation. Try not to leap to your own defence in




one of the many ways oppressors use to deny responsibility for oppres-
sion. Self-defence is an overpersonalized response.

Tt is true that you will likely meet members of the oppressed group
who will want to claim that every little thing is oppressive and use it as
a focus for their anger. You will also perhaps find members of the
oppressed group who will try to use your efforts to unlearn oppression
to manipulate you. It is all part of the process—their process. The
point is not to defend yourself; it will not work anyway. If you can deal
with your own defensive feelings, you can turn the situation into a
discussion that you, and perhaps everyone else, can use to learn more
about the oppression, and you will be less vulnerable to manipulation.
The defensiveness, or guilt, is the hook for the manipulation.

Also, if you can use your own experience of liberation to under-
stand the anger of the oppressed, you will be able to accept it as a
member of an oppressor group, not as an individual. Leave their
process—working through their anger—to the oppressed group. Give
your attention to your own process—becoming an ally. Then we can
all participate in the process we share, ending the oppression.

Count your privileges; keep a list. Help others see them. Break the
invisibility of privilege.”

If you hear an oppressive comment or sce an example of oppression at
work, try to speak up first. Do not wait for a member of the oppressed
group to point it out. Sometimes this draws a response of “Oh, I don't
mind,” “It was just a joke,” or even anger directed at you from a
member of the oppressed group. Thar person may be speaking out of
their internalized oppression, or you may be off base. Just accept it, if
you can; admit it is not your experience. More often you will find
members of the oppressed group grateful that they did not have to
raise the issue-for a change.

You must be patient and leave lots of room for the greater experience

of members of the oppressed group, but there are also limits. If it .

becomes clear over time that you are being used or mistreated, say
something and/or leave the situation. Here is an example: a group is
interested in having you present as an ally for reasons of their safety or
your contacts, legitimacy, or resources but is not ready to offer you any
information or support. The message might be: “Just shut up and do
everything we tell you and don't ask questions.” It is also hardly fair for

10.

(11,

12.

13.

the members of the oppressed group to direct all their anger, over a
long period of time, at a well-meaning would-be ally. This is not
reasonable treatment for anyoene. It is fair for you to ask them to
decide: do they want you to leave, or will they provide you with some
support in your efforts to become an ally?

Try to avoid the trap of “knowing what is good for them.” Do not
take leadership. They are the only ones who can figure out what is
good for them, and developing their own leadership strengthens
their organizations. It is fine to add thoughrs or resources to the
process by asking questions of the individuals with whom you have
already built up some trust and equality, who will not take it as
coming from an authority greater than themselves just because you
are a member of the oppressor group. It is not all right to rake time
at their meeting or public gathering to present your own agenda or
to suggest in any way that they do not understand or see the big
picture.

Never take public attention or credit for an oppressed group’s process
of-liberation. Refuse to act as a spokesperson, even when reporters

gravitate to you because they are more comforrable with you or

curious about you. You should speak in public only if members of the
oppressed group have asked you to speak from your point of view as an
ally or to take a public role on their behalf because speaking out will be
too dangerous for them.

Do not expect every member of the oppressed group to agree; does
your group agree on everything? .

Learn everything you can about the oppression—read, ask questions,
listen. Your ignorance is part of the oppression. Find people in the
oppressed group who like to teach and who see value in cultivating
allies in general or you in particular. Ask them your questions. Do not
expect every member of the oppressed group to be ready and willing to
teach you. When you are in the ally role, you have privileges and
comfort in your life that members of the oppressed group do not have
because of the oppression; they may not want to also give you their
time and energy so that you can learn about them. They may not have

“the time or the energy.




14.

15.

16.

17.

Support the process of unlearning oppression with other members of
your own group. Do not usurp the role of communicating the experi-
ence of the oppression; that one belongs only to members of the
oppressed group. You can, however, share with other members of the
oppressor group the journey of becoming an ally; you can help break
through others’ ignotance of the oppression. Members of your own
group might hear you when they cannot hear a member of the
oppressed group.

Remember that you will probably have to go out of your way to
maintain your friendships and connections with members of the
oppressed group. Our society is set up to separate different groups.
Without a little extra effort, you will live in different parts of town and
never cross paths. On the other hand, do not fall over backwards. It is
not good to ignore the friends and support base you have already
established because you are spending all your time working at the
barriers or becoming a “hanger on” of the oppressed community in an
inappropriate way.

Try not to look to the oppressed group for emotional support. They will
likely be ambivalent about you, happy on one hand to have your sup-
port, annoyed on the other at your remaining oppressor arrogance, your
privilege, the attention you getas a member of the dominant group.
Their energy is needed for their own struggle. This does not mean you
will not receive support from members of the oppressed group, some-
times more than is warranted. For example, look at the praise men get
for doing housework when women still do the vast majority of it. Try
not to expect the oppressed group to be grateful to you.

Be yourself. Do not try to claim the roots and sense of connection that
2 history of oppression can give to a community if it is not your own.
Do not become what the Mi’kmaw community calls a “Wannabe.”
Dig into your own roots. The oppressive history of the group you
belong to is a burden you carry. Search out the history of allies from

your group as well. Dig even deeper than that. Every group started out

as a people with roots in the earth somewhere. Find your own connec-
tion with your people’s history and the earth. If it is absolutely
untraceable, find appropriate ones and rebuild roots and connection
in the present for yourself. But do not try to steal someone else’s; you
cannot anyway. .

18. Be yourself. Be honest. Express your feelings. Do not defend your
internalized oppressor attitudes; say that it hurts to discover another
piece of it. Do not sit on your doubts (except in public gatherings or

. meetings where you are an observer); ask them of someone you trust.
The key word is ask. Assume that you are a learner; good learners are
open.

Margaret Green provides a brief summary of the process of becoming
an ally in matters of race:

There is usually a dawning realization that being an ally to a
person of colour involves knowing a great deal about one’s own
background, remembering with pride one’s own history of resist-
ing injustice as well as one’s participation in the history of racism.
It involves being able to listen and tolerate the differences between
people, expecting to make mistakes, knowing that people of
colour will be angry with you to the point of what appears to be
unreasonableness, and learning to take it. It involves also knowing
that people who view you as an oppressor may try to mistreat
-you—but this you need never accept. (1987:204)

“How To"— Working with Alties when you are a Member

of the Oppressed Group

When the shoe is on the other foot; that is, when you find yourself in a
situation where it is your oppression under consideration, the same princi-
ples are in operation, but they are applied a lictle differently. Here are some
guidelines, from my experience, for the situations where you are a member

of an oppressed group dealing with allies.

1. Make a clear decision about if, why, when, and how you will work
with allies. Do you want to work with allies at all? What can allies
offer you that you would find useful? It is easy to know what you do
not want members of the oppressor group to do; figure out what you
do want them to do. Are there certain times, places, meetings, rasks,
and functions where allies would be useful and others where their
presence would be inappropriate? Be clear and conscious about your
degree of openness to allies. Make sure everyone agrees on what is
appropriate or at least car live with the decision without undermin-
ing the functions of the people who come in as allies. Working with




allies brings a certain kind of struggle; be sure you are ready to enter

into it.

Allies need support and information. Decide before you begin work-
ing with them what you can offer. There needs to be someone in your
group who has the patience for teaching allies more about the oppres-
sion you are dealing with.

Be wise and canny about who is really an ally. If you end up with
members of the oppressor group who are acting out of guilt, trying to
replace lost roots, taking centre stage, or telling you what to do, you
will end up with more frustration than help. Also, beware of people
who have no consciousness of their status as a member of the oppres-
sor group or who are unaware of their own oppression in other areas.

Do not lump members of the oppressor group together, thinking of
them as all “white” or “straight” or “male.” Remember that everyone is
or was also 2 member of an oppressed group and that people identify
more with the parts of themselves that have been oppressed. You may
see 2 woman as white, when she thinks of herself as Jewish; or you may
think of a man as male, when he identifies himself primarily as gay.

You must listen too.

Be kind. Allies are taking a risk, exposing themselves to a situation that
is bound to be painful at times.

Try to be clear about who is the enemy. There are lots of people who
hate you and want to oppress you, punish you, and keep you in your
place. There are the rich and powerful who are creating, sometimes
deliberately, more of the oppression you suffer daily. Allies are usually
well-meaning people without a great deal of power in the system. They
are more vulnerable to your anger because they lack power and
because of their very desire to be an ally. Do not waste resources
fighting with them.

Be yourself; be honest; express your opinions; be open. Working with
allies is all part of a learning process for you too.

Working for Liberation and Becoming an Ally:

Using the Lessons Back and Forth

A person who is involved both in struggling for liberation as an oppressed
person and in becoming an ally to other oppressed groups has a wonderful
opportunity to learn by constantly drawing parallels back and forth. For
example, when I want to figure out what I should do in a sicuation where I
am the only white person, I begin by asking myself what I would want a
man to do if he were the only one in this situation with a group of women.
I do not necessarily do what I would want that hypotherical man to do, but
thinking about it provides some guidelines.

Likewise, my own experience as an ally has given me a grear deal of
insight into the value of allies to the groups where I work on my own
liberation. I observe the groups I belong to interacting creatively with allies
or mistreating allies, and I can use my own experience as an ally to
understand what is going on and figure out whar to do about it. My own
experience as an ally has also taught me how oppressed groups often
overlook the informartion and insights allies can give them, especially when
it comes to building a strategy fér action.

Balance and Clarity

For each guideline I have written in this chaprer, I can think of a time
when the advice would be misleading. I know sometimes the guidelines
almost sound contradictory. That is because the essence of the path to
becoming an ally is balance and clarity. One must balance patience and
confrontation, flexibility and limits, boundaries and allowances, learning
and opinion, humility and self-confidence, your own oppression and
others’ struggles. Clarity comes from observation, reflection, and analysis
in a specific situation. In the light of this process, the complexities of the
relationships between the oppressed and allies can resolve into beauriful,
clear patterns. There is even sometimes a feeling of being “crystal clear”
inside. It is a “knowing.” Then you know what to do and what will happen
when you do it.

Notes

1. Our workshop was based on exercises adapred from CUSO (1990), Kartz
(1978), and Obedkoff (1989). It was published by OXFAM-Deveric in Hali-
fax, NS (now available for two dollars from “Unlearning Racism,” c/o
Fernwood Publishing, Box 9409, Stn. A, Halifax, N.S. B3K 553), (see
Bishop and Carvery 1994).




See Miller (1981, 1983, 1986).

“Pig latin,” the way we spoke it as children, involves moving the first letter to
the end of every word. “Struggle against oppression” becomes “truggles
gainsta ppressiono.” '

“Living off the avails” is the charge brought against pimps who live on the
earnings of prostitutes they control.

See Mclntosh (1990) and Jensen (1998, 1999).

Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, playwright Wendy Lill (now also Member of
Parliament for Dartmouth) has explored how systemic racism emerges through
individuals despite a positive attitude, pleasant personality, and kind mo-
tives. See her powerful plays The Occupation of Heather Rose (1987) and
Ststers (1991).

See note #5.

A Journal Entry:
How Not to be an Ally: An open letter to the young man-
who spoke at our memorial rally on December 6th

On the evening of December 6, 1990, several hundred people gathered in
Halifax’s Grand Parade Square to remember the fourteen women killed at
LEcole Polytechnique in Montréal a year earlier. Their murderer had
yelled at them that he hated feminists. Over the days leading up ro the
anniversary, the radio had reported men taking over microphones at
similar memorial rallies to shout abuse at the women present, even to
threaten them with a fate similar to the Montréal women. Some women
stayed home from the December 6 rally out of fear; those who came were

~watchful and tense. The invited speakers were all women. During the rally,

a young man took the microphone, obviously uninvited. Later I wrote this
entry in my journal:

Dear young man:

I know you meant well when you took the microphone, uninvired, and
spoke to us at the December 6 rally in memory of the women who died in
Montréal a year ago. Your “contribution” added the only sour note in an
amazingly powerful and expressive series of events that evening. You
provided a crystal clear example of how not to be an ally to an oppressed
group. . .

Your first error was your disrespect for the women who organized the
rally. If you wanted to speak, why didn’t you find the organizers and
arrange with them in advance? That would have given the group the
opportunity to think about it together and make a decision about when
and how you might, or might not, fit in. Instead, you put one woman, the
one holding the microphone, .on the spor, forcing her to make a complex
decision instantly and alone. You also spoiled the careful ordering of the
speakers, which had been working beautifully.

Your second mistake was your complete insensitivity to the'meaning
of the event and the deep emotions and painful experiences that underlie
it. Women have been subject to male violence and abuse for five thousand
years. We all carry a deep fear of it somewhere inside us. The events we
were recalling that night bring the fear very close to the surface. Also, the
news all week had carried stories of men taking over the microphones at
similar events and yelling abusive insults at the women present. When you
took the microphone, in a manner that made it obvious to all present that
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