
OPEN LETTER TO WHITE MALES OCTOBER 1991

DURING PANEL AT RECENT CONFERENCE HEARD AN AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN
DIRECT AN IMPORTANT QUESTION SHE DIRECTED IT SPECIFICALLY TO WHITE MALES AND THAT

IS WHAT PROMPTED ME TO THINK ABOUT SOME RESPONSE SINCE SHE IS PERSON FOR

WHOM HAVE GREAT AFFECTION AM ALSO EAGER TO RESPOND SHARING SOME THOUGHTS

MAY PROMPT FURTHER DISCUSSION THE QUESTION ASKED WAS HOW DO WHITE MALES

MOVE OVER AND THEN DEAL WITH THEIR SENSE OF LOSS OF CONTROL WHILE THE CONTEXT

OF MY FRIENDS QUESTION CANNOT BE FULLY AVAILABLE RIGHT NOW SHE WAS WONDERING

ABOUT HOWTO GET WHITE MALES WHOARE IN POSITIONS OF POWER TO MOVE OUT OF THE

WAY SO THAT OTHERS CAN TAKE CONTROL

IMAGINE MAN IN POSITION OF DECISIONMAKER EXERCISING CONSIDERABLE

AMOUNT OF CONTROL IN AN ORGANIZATION OR INSTITUTION ASSUME NEXT THAT HE HAS COME
TO SEE THAT IT IS IMPORTANT FOR HIM TO ENABLE PROCESS BY WHICH OTHERS WHITE

WOMEN MEN AND WOMEN OF COLOR WILL INCREASINGLY BECOME INVOLVED IN MAKING
DECISIONS WHICH UP UNTIL THE MOMENT HAVE BEEN PNMARILY HIS DOMAIN OUR

HYPOTHETICAL WHITE MALE UNDERSTANDS THAT SUCH GOAL IS DESIRABLE AND THAT THE

OPERATION HE CURRENTLY SUPERVISES WILL BE ENRICHED WHEN OTHERS BECOME INVOLVED

IN THE DECISIONMAKING PROCESS HE IS INTELLECTUALLY AT LEAST COMMITTED TO THE

IDEA THAT HE MUST MOVE OVER THE QUESTION ASKS HOWDO WHITE MEN DO THAT

MY FRIENDS QUESTION HAS TWO PARTS TO IT FIRST THE QUESTION OFHOW AND THEN

THE QUESTION ABOUT DEALING WITH THE SENSE OF LOSS WHICH COMES AFTER ONE HAS

MOVED OVER THE TWO ARE SO CONNECTED IN THE ONE ACT OF MOVING OVER THAT IT IS

HARD TO TREAT THEM SEPARATELY HERE ARE SOME OPENING THOUGHTS ON BOTH PARTS

OF THE QUESTION

HOW MIGHT WHITE MALES MOVE OVER

FIRST STEP IS TO PRACTICE LISTENING ESPECIALLY TO THOSE WHO ARE NOT

WHITE MALES THE CLAIM THAT WE WHITE MEN DO NOT ATTEND AS CLOSELY TO WOMEN
TO PEOPLE OF COLOR AS TO OUR WHITE MALE COLLEAGUES FINDS EASY EVIDENCE LISTEN

AND YOU WILL HEAR THE STORIES ABUNDANTLY AMPLIFIED BEFORE WE START DEFENDING

OUR BEHAVIOR BEFORE WE START ASSURING OURSELVES AND EVERYONE ELSE THAT WE DO

LISTEN WE WILL BE BETTER OFF IF WE SIMPLY START AT THE POINT OF CRITICISM AND LISTEN

THAT REQUIRES SETTING ASIDE OUR DEFENSES AND HEAR ING WITH OUR HEADS AND OUR

HEARTS BOTH WHAT IS BEING SAID ABOUT OUR BEHAVIOR AND HOW IT CAUSES PAIN FOR

THOSE WHOARE NOT WHITE MALES

THE LISTENING WILL INCLUDE OBSERVING OUR OWN BEHAVIOR WATCHING EXCHANGES

WHICH OTHER MEN HAVE WITH THOSE WHO ARE NOT WHITE AND MALE ASKING FOR

FEEDBACK ABOUT OURSELVES THAT INCLUDES UNDERSTANDING HOW WE AS WHITE MALES

MAY HAVE BEEN TAUGHT THROUGH MUCH OF OUR LIVES TO BEHAVE IN WAYS WHICH ARE

BUILT ON ASSUMPTIONS THAT WHITE AND MALE INTELLIGENCE WISDOM AND EXPENENCE
IS SUPERIOR ALL OF THIS LISTENING WILL NOT BE EASY BUT IF WE WANT TO FUNCTION IN AN

ENRICHED AND MORE PRODUCTIVE WAY WITH COLLEAGUES WHOARE NOT WHITE AND MALE
IT IS AN IMPORTANT STEP TO TAKE

WE NEED TO LEARN TO ACCEPT ROLES WHICH ARE NOT PRINCIPAL ROLES

UPFRONT ROLES WITH HIGH VISIBILITY THIS WILL MEAN ACCEPTING ROLES IN WHICH WE
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SOMETIMES SIMPLY DO THE LEGWORK THE GATHERING OF DATA THE SAILING OF

MEETINGS THE DETAIL PREPARATION WHICH FACILITATES SOMEONE ELSE DOING THE

THINKING DIRECTING AND PERFORMING IN THE MORE VISIBLE ROLES IT WILL MEAN THAT WE

WILL MAKE OURSELVES AVAILABLE TO WOMEN WOMENSGROUPS GROUPS RUN BY PEOPLE

OF COLOR OFFERING SIMPLY TO SERVE THEM AND HELP MAKE THINGS HAPPEN FOR THEM

ONE KEY TO MAKING THIS WORK IS TO FIND GOAL WHICH IS COMMONLY SHARED

IMPORTANT BOTH TO OURSELVES AND TO THE OTHERS FOR WHOMWE DO THE WORK THE

REWARD THE SENSE OF ACHIEVEMENT THEN COMES FROM SEEING THE COMMON

OBJECTIVE ACCOMPLISHED RATHER THAN FROM ANY SENSE OF PERSONAL ACCLAIM

WE WILL NEED TO THINK THROUGH FOR OURSELVES DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN

MOVING OVERU AND STEPPING DOWN BRIEF EXCHANGE WITH TWO WHITE WOMEN

ELICITED BOTH THE ASSURANCE THAT THE FIRST DOES NOT NECESSARILY MEAN THE SECOND

AND THE COMMENT THAT THEY MIGHT VERY WELL BE THE SAME AND BOTH ARE

NECESSARY THEIR COMMENTS RAISE SOME IMPORTANT QUESTIONS FOR OUR HEARTS TO

PONDER

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR US TO MOVE OVER OR STEP ASIDE WITHOUT STEPPING DOWN
IS IT PERHAPS NECESSARY AT TIMES FOR US TO INTEND STEPPING DOWN

YES IS MY IMMEDIATE ANSWER TO BOTH OF THE ABOVE QUESTIONS IN ACTUAL

BEHAVIOR MY ANSWER MAY BE QUITE DIFFERENT THE ROUTE FROM HEAD TO HABIT MAY

BE FULL OF EMOTIONAL AND STATUS PITFALLS FOR WHICH MY TRAINING AND EXPERIENCE AS

WHITE MALE HAVE NOT PREPARED ME THE MONTHS AND YEARS AHEAD WILL HOLD MY
REAL ANSWER

WE WILL NEED TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN THE QUESTION ORIGINALLY POSED IN

THE PANEL HOWDO WE MOVE OVER AND THE QUESTION OF WHYWE SHOULD DO

SO THIS TAKES US INTO AN EXPLORATION OF THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN THE HOW AND

THE WHY IF WE CAN IDENTIFY SOME OF REASONS WHY WE SHOULD MOVE OVER AND

SOME OF THE BENEFITS OF THAT ACTION IT MAY HELP US DEAL WITH ANY SENSE OF LOSS

WHICH MAY ATTEND THE MOVING OVER WHILE THAT DISTINCTION IS PROBABLY

IMPORTANT EXPLORING THE WHY IS NOT THE FOCUS OF THESE BRIEF NOTES STILL

DELINEATING THE REASONS WHY IT IS IMPORTANT TO MOVE OVER WILL BE AN ESSENTIAL

STEP HOPEFULLY IF WE CAN BE CLEAR ABOUT MOTIVES THERE WILL BE GREATER CONGRUITY

BETWEEN INTENT AND ACTION

PERHAPS THE MOST IMPORTANT NEED IS TO CONFRONT HISTORY WHICH TRAPS

US INTO ASSUMPTIONS THAT TO BE IN CONTROL IS MAJOR PART OF OUR IDENTITY

HERE TAKE MY FRIENDS QUESTION TO DIFFERENT LEVEL OF CONTEMPLATION MOVING

OVER AND LOSING CONTROL WERE THE FOCUS OF HER QUESTION NOW WANT TO SUGGEST

THAT THE LOSS OF CONTROL IS NOT THE MAJOR THREAT TO WHITE MEN THE GREATER FEAR

RESTS IN THE THREAT WHICH LOSING CONTROL PRESENTS TO THE IMAGE AND IDENTITY OF

WHITE MEN THE FEAR OF LOSING CONTROL MAY OPERATE AT SUBLIMINAL LEVEL TO

THREATEN THE IDENTITY OF WHAT IT MEANS TO BE WHITE MALE

IN OUR HISTORY WRITTEN MOSTLY BY WHITE MEN WE HAVE BEEN DEFINED AS THOSE

WHOARE IN CONTROL HISTORY VERY CLEARLY TELLS US THAT WHITE MEN OF PROPERTY ARE IN

CONTROL LOSING CONTROL THEREFORE MAY THREATEN BOTH OUR SELFIMAGE AND IDENTITY AT

VERY POWERFUL SUBCONSCIOUS LEVEL THE RECORD OF WHITE MALE CONTROL IS VIVIDLY

PRESENT IN OUR WORLD DESCRIBED PARTICULARLY BY WHITE WOMEN AND BY MOST

PEOPLE OF COLOR AS THEY EXPERIENCE US COUPLE OF INSTANCES WILL REMIND YOU OF
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HOWTHAT WORKS

FOR INSTANCE BLACK FIEND OF MINE MANAGES CLOTHING STORE AND OFTEN HAS
PEOPLE COMING IN TO SELL NEW TINE OF GOODS WHEN WHITE SALESMAN COMES INTO
THE STORE ASKING TO SEE THE MANAGER HE IS GREETED BY MY FRIEND WHO IDENTIFIES
HIMSELF AS THE MANAGER OFTEN UNABLE TO ACCEPT THE FACT THAT HE IS ADDRESSING
OTHER THAN CLERK THE SALESMAN WILL ASK WHO IS IN CHARGE THATS WHO HE WANTS
TO SEE HELL SAY HE IS QUITE UNABLE TO ACCEPT THE FACT THAT HE IS TALKING ALREADY
TO THAT PERSONLN MUCH THE SAME WAY WHITE PARENT SEEKS TO SEE THE COACH OF
HER SONS FOOTBALL TEAM AND CANNOT BELIEVE IT IS THE BLACK MAN TO WHOM SHE IS

INTRODUCED CLUMSILY SHE ASKS TO SEE THE HEAD COACH THOSE ANECDOTES ARE
CURRENT AND REPRESENT STILLCOMMON PHENOMENON ONE THAT INNOCENT WHITES
OFTEN WANT TO DENY BUT CANNOT EASILY SHAKE OFF

JAMES BALDWIN WRITING TO HIS NEPHEW IN THE FIRE NEXT TIME SPEAKS TO THIS
ISSUE OF WHITE MALE IDENTITY REFERRING TO WHITE PEOPLE HE SAYS THEY ARE
TRAPPED IN HISTORY WHICH THEY DO NOT UNDERSTAND AND UNTIL THEY UNDERSTAND IT
THEY CANNOT BE RELEASED FROM IT THEY HAVE HAD TO BELIEVE FOR MANY YEARS AND
FOR INNUMERABLE REASONS THAT BLACK MEN ARE INFERIOR TO WHITE MEN MANY OF
THEM INDEED KNOW BETTER BUT AS YOU WILL DISCOVER PEOPLE FIND IT VERY DIFFICULT
TO ACT ON WHAT THEY KNOW

TO ACT IS TO BE COMMITTED AND TO BE COMMITTED IS TO BE IN DANGER IN THIS
CASE THE DANGER IN THE MINDS OF MOST WHITE AMERICANS IS THE LOSS OF THEIR
IDENTITY ANY UPHEAVAL IN THE UNIVERSE IS TERRIFYING BECAUSE IT SO PROFOUNDLYATTACKS ONES SENSE OF ONES OWN REALITY WELL THE BLACK MAN HAS FUNCTIONED IN
THE WHITE MANS WORLD AS FIXED STAR AS AN IMMOVABLE PILLAR AND AS HE MOVES
OUT OF HIS PLACE HEAVEN AND EARTH ARE SHAKEN TO THEIR FOUNDATIONS

MOVING OVER LOSING CONTROL FOR MANY WHITE MEN BECOMES THREAT TO THEIR
SENSE OF WHO THEY ARE TO SEE WOMAN OR PERSON OF COLOR TAKE THE PLACE OF
CONTROL AND POWER MAY BE THREAT WHICH BECOMES BLOCK TO ANY ATTEMPT TO
MOVE OVER BALDWINS INSIGHT PROVIDES CLUE FOR RESCUING WHITE MEN WHO ARE

WILLING TO UNDERSTAND THE HISTORY OF WHITE MALE SUPREMACY HISTORY CREATES
MUCH OF OUR PRESENT SURELY BUT WE DO NOT HAVE TO LET THE HISTORY TRAP US INTO ITS
FALSEHOODS SO STEP TOWARD LIBERATION FOR MANY WHITE MALES IS TO ENTER INTO AND
UNDERSTAND THE HISTORY WHICH HAS FORMED OUR NATION AND MANY OF US AS

INDIVIDUAL PERSONS BUT THEN TO REPUDIATE ITS LIES AND DISTORTIONS WE CAN
UNDERSTAND HOWHISTORY HAS CREATED PLACES FOR WHITES FOR MALES FOR PEOPLE OF
COLOR BUT WE CAN ALSO LEARN HOWTHE PLACES AND ROLES LIMIT ALL OF US AT THAT POINT
WE NEED THEN TO SAY LOUD NO TO HISTORYS PRETENSION TO DEFINE OUR ROLES

BALDWIN COMES TO OUR AID AGAIN WE NEED NOT BE TRAPPED INTO THE PAST IT

IS IMPORTANT TO ACKNOWLEDGE THAT HISTORY DOES LIVE IN US AND DOES IN MANY WAYS
SHAPE OUR PRESENT REALITY IT IS ALSO IMPORTANT TO ASSERT THAT HISTORY DOES NOT RULE
US NOR COMPLETELY DEFINE US TODAY WE CAN RELEASE OURSELVES FROM IT ONCE WE
UNDERSTAND IT AND DECIDE TO WILL DIFFERENT WAY OF RELATING TO MALE COLLEAGUES
TO WOMEN AND TO PEOPLE OF COLOR

SO THERE ARE SOME THOUGHTS IN RESPONSE TO MY FRIENDS QUESTION ASKED
DURING THE PANEL PRESENTATION THEY ARE AT LEAST STARTING POINT PICK IT UP
WHEREVER THIS LEAVES YOU AND LETS CONTINUE THE DISCUSSION
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