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EDITOR’S NOTE
This book is not a summary. This book is a series of snapshots of a moment in May 2000 when

more than 200 organizers, academicians, lawyers, clergy and others braved the fierce spring rains

to participate in Race Rules: Equity, Justice and Public Policy. 

Race Rules was convened by the Applied Research Center’s (ARC) Grass Roots Innovative Policy

Program (GRIPP) to explore and excavate the nexus between race, racism and public policy, and

learn how racial justice advocates are working to address these issues.

The meeting evolved out of years of relationships, debates and struggle without which Race

Rules could not have taken place. Some of the work started back nearly two decades in the work of

the Center for Third World Organizing (CTWO) to forge a multiracial, class conscious movement for

racial justice. CTWO built a network of organizers through trainings and campaigns that greatly

influenced organizing around issues of race and racism. When its founder, Gary Delgado, moved on

to form ARC, that network and the tradition of training and influence continued with projects like

ERASE (Expose Racism and Advance School Excellence which works on race and public education)

as well as a host of other research and organizing initiatives.

This network of “racial justice workers” developed by CTWO/ARC was important. Equally impor-

tant was the development of a “critical mass” of folk who had come to agree on some key issues

that had divided movement work for decades. These points, or “great debates”, may seem a bit

trite in retrospect but those of us who lived through these debates know that arguments were at

times so contentious and opinions so deeply held that people literally fought and died over them. 

Of course, state terror and repression played a greater role in undermining this work than

polemics. However, it’s clear that the emergence of ideological common ground came at great cost.

A group of us finally came to agree that it is race and class and gender and sexual orientation and

nationality; all of it’s important and interrelated. Any critique of racism must include a critique of

capitalism—we had to tear down the false juxtaposition of cultural versus economic analysis

(again, we came to understand that an integrated understanding is key). Thanks to the develop-

ment of the “third world” or “south” view, we came to recognize the value of multicultural, multi

ethnic alliances that provided a shared conceptual framework to discuss and strategize around

oppression and redress. An increased sophistication in our analysis also allowed us to make room

for policy work itself. We no longer eschewed the policy arena because of fear of “selling out.”

More of us were coming to realize that a group could take up policy issues and still remain true to

its vision. In other words, tactics are not the total sum of one’s politics.

This integrated understanding of the interplay of race, class, gender and sexuality; the emer-

gence of a network of multi racial, people-of-color-led organizing initiatives; and increasing part i c i-

pation of gra s s roots groups in the policy arena laid the groundwork for an emerging racial justice

m ovement. This movement borrows heavily from the legacy of civil rights and even longer legacy of

human rights but is not limited to a rights framework. It sees racial justice as both a matter of rights

(civil and human) for those who are oppressed a n d responsibility to repair and remedy oppre s s i o n —

by those who benefit and by structures set up to maintain the status quo. It is a framework that re s t s
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on a foundation of centuries of debate and analysis where the likes of W.E.B. DuBois, Mao Ze d o n g ,

Che Gueva r ra, Mahatma Ghandi, Sojourner Truth and Anna Julia Cooper have all weighed in. This is

the essence of a j u s t i c e f ramework and the foundation from which Race Ru l e s began. 

By the time GRIPP was underway in 1998, this growing racial justice movement was making

strides in a number of areas. There were groundbreaking initiatives in transportation policy like the

Bus Riders’ Union’s campaign to fight transportation racism in Los Angeles. Savvy coalitions of

youth, parents and others working to address bias in public education and there was innovative

work happening in environmental justice, human rights and immigrants’ rights. 

GRIPP sought to explore how policy work could benefit racial justice organizing by bringing

together local groups, intermediaries and policy organizations to advance equity and community

involvement in policymaking. By employing strategic planning, organizing, and media and policy

advocacy, GRIPP sites were able to garner several local policy wins. 

Although we were thrilled with our success and the success of other racial justice initiatives, we

were also challenged by national conditions that seemed to grow increasingly racist, anti poor, anti

immigrant and well, anti much of what we thought was in our interest. Racism was everywhere in

public policy but always beneath the surface. It was in discussions that set “benefits” against “sub-

sidies,” “quotas” against “equal opportunities,” “inner city” against “suburb.” Even in countries

like Denmark, Norway and Sweden—long known for their progressive welfare systems—public

support for these policies were waning mainly because “natives” did not want to extend benefits to

“new” immigrants; the darker, “others”. It seemed as if the madness was everywhere we turned.

Race Rules evolved out of the need for an interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral forum for practitioners

to collectively assess these conditions as well as exchange ideas and best practices. We didn’t

want it to be a typical beltway policy meeting where a few “big heads” talked and the rest of us

mostly listened. We wanted discussion, engagement and ideas that would inspire us and flip our

thinking. 

At about the same time GRIPP was planning Race Rules, work was getting underway to prepare

for the UN World Conference Against Racism, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (WCAR) to be

held in 2001. GRIPP staff became involved in WCAR preparations as part of our interest in the appli-

cation of UN conventions and international policy to advance racial justice work at home. It was

clear that there was important racial justice work going on overseas from which Race Rules and

GRIPP could benefit. We decided to offer Race Rules as a forum to raise awareness of the WCAR as

well as poll key racial justice practitioners on issues, policy recommendations and best practices

for input to the World Conference in addition to the conference’s other objectives. 

We formed a Conference Working Group to help guide this more expanded process to extend

our thinking and networks and, of course, help with the work of coordination. Some organizations

were specifically recruited to participate in issue area work groups in homage to the old adage that

the best discussions happen between people who know what they are talking about. 
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A NOTE ON THE 
CONFERENCE STRUCTURE

Participants moved between plenary sessions, “Out the Box” sessions and small workgroups

spending the bulk of their time in the latter. Plenary sessions offered short trigger presentations to

feed work group discussion that took place over most of the second day. Work groups were formed

around areas where a number of practitioners were engaged in an issue area. In each work group,

skilled facilitators and presenters worked with participants to craft policy recommendations for

future consideration as well as exchange ideas and strategies that would be of help to others in

this work. A brief summary of these sessions are available on ARC’s website at www.arc.org/gripp.

While each work group focused on areas where there is existing work, most of the plenary and

out the box sessions focused outside or across “disciplines.” In the first section, we feature a sam-

pling of the plenary presentations. Hunter Cutting of We Interrupt This Message and Cynthia Rojas

of the Bus Riders’ Union explore how savvy media is helping advance racial justice work and tear-

ing down stereotypes. Pedro Noguera dissects the significance of race in educational achievement.

Vernellia Randall looks at gaps in health law that exacerbate discrimination and unequal access.

Veena Vasista weighs in with lessons from “across the pond” in the UK’s fight against structural

racism. 

In section two, we turn our attention to the smaller panel discussions that focused on emerging

issues in the work. Alondra Nelson kicks the ramifications of technology and how the digital divide

is just one more manifestation of ancient racial divides. Chandra Talpade Mohanty provides

insights that help us integrate our work into a larger framework that weaves together race, gender,

class and nationality. Yours truly examines how organizers might begin to prepare for the “new

economy” and new forms of old foes like poverty, oppression and racism. A final offering by John

Samuel of the National Centre for Advocacy Studies in India takes a critical look at the impact of

the “new economy” on developing economies. 
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1 
CONFRONTING RACISM:
EMERGING PRACTICES

As long as we agree on objectives, 

we should never fall out with each other 

just because we believe in different 

methods or tactics or strategy. 

—Malcolm X
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MEDIA AND RACE: 
Talking the Walk

BY HUNTER CUTTING

WE INTERRUPT THIS MESSAGE is a non-profit media strategy and training center that builds

capacity in grassroots and public interests organizations to conduct traditional media work as well

as to reframe public debate and interrupt media stereotypes. INTERRUPT provides media training

and technical assistance and conducts collaborative media campaigns with advocates, giving them

the power to inject new messages and ideas into the media debate, messages that fundamentally

reshape public debate, pave the way for campaign victories, and lay the groundwork for larger vic-

tories in the future.

INTERRUPT was founded on the belief that the people most hurt by media bias and distortion

should have the capacity to challenge it. Marginalized communities and advocates need to be able

to change news coverage as well as get coverage in order to promote the well being of their com-

munities. 

In the course of waging successful media campaigns that championed the underdog, IN TER R U P T

d e veloped set of principles for re f raming public debate, challenging stereotypes, and pro m o t i n g

social justice issues. The More n o - Pacheco media campaign described below is one of those victories. 

On February 10, 2000, two Latino youth, David Moreno and Justin Pacheco, were freed from a

California jail after being wrongly convicted of murdering a friend. They spent two years behind

bars while the murderer, a white youth who had publicly confessed to police immediately after the

killing, went free. The nightmare journey of Moreno and Pacheco was yet another disturbing

reminder that racism remains deeply entrenched in the U.S. criminal justice system. But, the media

campaign that ultimately won their freedom offers a lesson on the power of talking about race and

a primer on the strategic use of media to win campaigns.

On the evening of November 2, 1997, Moreno and Pacheco were embroiled in a street fight in

Vacaville, California, a largely white, bedroom community in the San Francisco Bay Area with a

growing population of color. The fight had begun when another Latino teenager, Jeremiah Alvarez

English, confronted six white youth that had attacked him the previous night. As the fight began,

Moreno and Pacheco went to the aid of Alvarez English. Six against three made for long odds, and

Alvarez English was slain by Chad O’Connell, who repeatedly knifed Alavarez English in the back

with an 11” hunting knife. 

The District Attorney, David Paulson, refused to prosecute O’Connell, holding that the murder

was committed in self-defense. Then, in a breathtakingly audacious legal maneuver, Paulson

charged Moreno and Pacheco with murder, charging that they committed a “provocative act” by

aiding their friend in the fight and were therefore responsible for his murder. 

Moreno and Pacheco were found guilty of murder, surprising even the most cynical observers.

The formal legal basis for the conviction was a little used law known as the Provocative Act

Doctrine. The crime for which the Provocative Act Doctrine was originally developed is classically

represented by a convenience store robbery in which the robber fires a gun at a store clerk who

fires back and accidentally kills bystander. The doctrine holds that the robber can be held respon-

sible for the death of the bystander by the virtue of creating a deadly situation. 
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What allowed Paulson to succeed in stretching this law to apply to the Moreno-Pacheco case

and, in fact, what powered his entire prosecution was the deep current of racism in our society as

reflected in the criminal justice system. 

In the face of this discouraging climate, organizers from the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights

mounted a campaign to free Moreno and Pacheco. They started out by organizing a community

campaign to support a legal motion for a new trial, which they won.

After the motion was granted, advocates realized that they to needed to change the terms of

public debate surrounding the case if they were to avoid a replay of the first trial. The news cover-

age of the first trial was limited and narrow to the point of prejudice. The organizers realized that

they needed to mount a different kind of media campaign if they were to be successful in changing

public opinion.

To orchestrate this media work, the Ella Baker Center turned to We Interrupt This Message, a

non-profit media strategy center, which built a media campaign expressly designed to reframe the

terms of debate and help free Moreno and Pacheco. 

The news coverage won by this campaign was extensive and highlighted the racist nature of the

criminal justice system, the criminalization of youth through anti-gang laws, and the abuse of pros-

ecutorial discretion. And, ultimately it paved the way for Moreno and Pacheco’s freedom. 

TV and radio news reports extended from NPR to ABC World News Tonight, 60 Minutes and the

BBC. Print coverage extended from the San Francisco Chronicle to the Los Angeles Times, La

Opinion, and the London Independent.

Changing the Terms of Debate
For social justice advocates, the media challenge often does not end when the news media

cover their story. For marginalized communities demonized by media stereotypes there is such a

thing as bad publicity. Getting news outlets to cover a story the right way can be as an important a

task as getting them to cover a story at all. 

Traditional PR tactics were originally developed by corporate interests working with corporate-

friendly media and as such these tactics focus on getting access, not combating stereotypes.

Consequently traditional PR tactics don’t go far enough for social justice advocates who need to

change coverage, not just get coverage.

The terms of debate laid out in the courtroom for the trial of Moreno and Pacheco were clear—

the question to be debated was “did Moreno and Pacheco provoke a murder?” Not surprisingly the

initial media coverage focused on that questions as well.

Organizers from Interrupt rejected those terms for the media campaign they mounted and

instead chose to speak to another question. Are Moreno and Pacheco charged with murder only

because of their race? 

The media message dictated by this strategy was illustrated by a Los Angeles Times article

which quoted Van Jones of the Ella Baker Center: “It’s a situation where the prosecutor decided

who the criminals were based upon the color of their skin and then came up with a charge.”

This strategic reframing of the terms of debate effectively put the prosecutor on trial instead of

Moreno and Pacheco. Instead of having to defend the innocence of Moreno and Pacheco, organizer

went on the offensive, attacking the credibility of the prosecutor. Rather than a debate that dis-

cusses which youth was where in the street fight, the debate revolved around the difference

between the race of the youth on trial vs. the race of the murderer who was set free.



R A C E  A N D  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y ■ 1 1

Claiming the Moral High Ground
An argument about racism is essentially a moral argument. And moral arguments have the

power to trump arguments about efficiency, cost, and efficacy. When an action is widely perceived

as morally wrong, it doesn’t matter how much money can be made, or how much time can be

saved, it’s still wrong. And therein lies the power in talking about race.

By highlighting the racist nature of the prosecution in the More n o - Pacheco trail, org a n i zers we re

able to campaign in the name of fairness—a widely shared value—and claim the moral high gro u n d .

Naming an Enemy
News stories are often written as short narratives, i.e., little stories with characters and a plot.

People are strongly moved when information is imparted to them in the form of a story. For exam-

ple, fables and biblical parables are powerful in part because they tell powerful stories in a cogent

way. Social justice advocates can draw on this same power by scripting the issues they take to the

news media as stories.

Traditional stories in our culture portray conflict and resolution and are peopled with good guys

and bad guys. Newsreaders look for those characters when they go through a news article.

In the Moreno Pacheco campaign, the trial literally named the conflict “the people vs. Moreno and

Pa c h e c o”. It’s easy to see who the ave rage reader would suppose to be the bad guys in this story.

By enlarging the story to include a new character—the prosecutor, organizers were able to shift

the role of the bad guy from Moreno and Pacheco and move it to the prosecutor.

Talking about Race
News media outlets are often dominated by the same racist values and institutional practices

that afflict all large mainstream institutions in the United States. As a consequence, organizers

often find that racism is the last explanation journalists will accept to explain even the most glaring

of racial disparities. The key to overcoming this barrier is the careful documentation of racism for

news reporters.

While the Moreno-Pacheco case received no regional or national news coverage during the first

trial, small local papers did cover the case extensively. Local news reports were severely biased,

highlighting the allegations of gang affiliation, ignoring or discounting the racial dimensions of the

prosecution and generally painting a picture of guilt. 

However, organizers were able to piece together all the facts of the case by carefully combing

through all the local news coverage. The organizers then constructed a complete story outline for

journalists from major news outlets, an outline that cited a news source for each of facts presented

in the outline. As a result, journalists were confronted with a documented story of racism that was

not only undeniable—it also made for a compelling and attractive news story. In an ironic after-

note, subsequent local news coverage changed to reflect the more balanced perspective offered by

major outlets.

Framing for Institutional Accountability
News media prefer to tell stories about individuals, with the larger questions about social

responsibility lost in the background. As a result, the stories presented to journalists must be

framed around the institutional aspects of racism in order to obtain news articles that speak to the

roots of racist systems. Otherwise, news outlets will generally offer only stories about individual

“bad egg” racists; stories which leave the larger questions about institutional racism untouched. 
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One way to frame stories around institutional racism is to script stories that include chara c t e r s

that re p resent institutions and policies. The Moreno case was prosecuted in the court room by a

deputy district attorney, but org a n i zers targeted the District Attorney in their media campaign, neve r

referring to the deputy D.A. In this way, activists delive red to the media a story chara c t e r — t h e

District Attorney—that re p resented the whole institution of criminal prosecution in Solano County.

The Moreno/Pacheco community organizing campaign also provided activists with a tool to

frame news coverage. When reporters have only a courtroom trial to cover, their stories will often

feature only those players that dominate the courtroom, namely the lawyers. And the stories will

often focus solely on the course of the trial. The community events and protests in the Moreno-

Pacheco campaign outside the courtroom produced news stories that offered the voices of human

rights activists who addressed the larger issue of racism and encouraged the defense lawyers to

publicly address the racist nature of the prosecution. Moreover, the events organized by activists

and the Moreno and Pacheco families produced news stories before court proceedings even began.

As a result, the media was already at a boil when the trial started.

Challenging Lies
After targeting Moreno and Pacheco as the murderers, prosecutors reinforced their case by

accusing the youth of being gang members, despite an astonishing lack of evidence to back-up the

charge. Nevertheless, the allegation was a dangerous one, as it was powered by the potent stereo-

type that poses young Latino men as gang bangers. 

Racial stereotypes in the media are potent. Consequently, it is important to directly address and

challenge lies fueled by racism. In response, Moreno-Pacheco activists did not wait for the trial to

reach a discussion of the prosecutor’s absurd allegation, but rather approached reporters immedi-

ately and detailed the nonsensical logic behind the prosecutor’s claim. By preempting the district

attorney and directly addressing a racist lie, the activists were able to prevent a stereotype from

coming into play in the minds of reporters.

Nuts and Bolts
The Moreno Pacheco media campaign did a lot of nut-and-bolts work that got the spokespeople

into the news and made them effective.

The organizers looked for new twists in the Moreno-Pacheco story to keep it in the newspaper.

For example, knowing that news reporters were looking for holiday stories to tell around Christmas,

organizers scheduled a demonstration on December 23 in front of the D.A.’s office to protest the

second Christmas spent in jail by Moreno and Pacheco. At the end of the campaign, a letter to the

grand jury asking it to investigate the District Attorney’s office was released to the media on the

same day as Moreno and Pacheco were set free and kept the focus on the prosecutor.

Since the Moreno/Pacheco story was driven in part by a legal trial, editors initially assigned

court reporters and other journalists on the “legal” beat. In putting together their press list, orga-

nizers targeted reporters who were assigned to regularly cover stories of racism. Often this beat

goes by other names such as “civil rights,” “minority affairs,” “urban affairs,” or “social trends.”

A script and timeline of the whole Moreno Pacheco story was constructed to give reporters a

concise and easy explanation of what was a long and (particularly for those journalists not used to

dealing directly with racism) perplexing story.

Organizers regularly made phone calls to reporters, not counting on faxes to cut through all the

noise in the newsroom. Rather than leaving messages, organizers would keep calling until they got

through in person.
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Organizers trained both the families of Moreno and Pacheco as well as advocates, preparing

them for media interviews. Trainings would role play interviews, allowing spokespeople to practice

answering tough questions and staying on-message, i.e. keeping to the messages that the spokes-

people wanted broadcast.

Finally, as news stories with the new messages and better framing began to appear at the

regional level, they were bundled together and sent to reporters at the national level to get their

interest in the story.

Shared Values
Although it is not always immediately apparent, racial justice and civil rights are values held

close to the heart of many Americans. The power of talking about race lies in those values. By

constructing media messages about race that speak to shared values, activists can claim the moral

high ground and control the terms of debate. Talking about race requires certain care, effort and

strategy, but the payoff can be enormous. In the Moreno Pacheco campaign, activists talked about

race loud and clear, winning the hearts and minds of the media, the public and ultimately the jury.

Hunter Cutting is Executive Director and Co-founder of We Interrupt This Message, a progressive

media strategy and training center with offices in San Francisco and New York City.
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SP EAKING TRUTH TO POWER: 
Bus Riders Union Tell the 
Media (and Everyone Else) Like It Is

CYNTHIA ROJAS

The Bus Riders Union, as some of you might know, is a multi-racial organization that is building

a social movement in Los Angeles, primarily around public transportation issues. We are fighting

the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) in Los Angeles to get them to build a viable

transportation system, and put more funds, more money into the bus system used by 96% of the

people, who—as you can probably guess—are overwhelmingly low-income, working-class people,

and people of color. 

So through our work, the Bus Riders Union is using media in primarily two areas. First, the

mainstream media, like TV, radio, newspapers and, second, media that we have more control

over—primarily through our own publications, writings, essays, and periodicals. So what is this

that we’re trying to do through using these different forms of media? Well, here are various things,

not in any particular order or importance.

We are trying to push progressives and liberals to the left, in a time when the left is weaker, the

right is very strong, and the left is moving more to the center. We want to give space to left

thoughts, left ideology, and space for that to be engaged. We are also trying to, as many of the

people here are trying to do, change the terms of the debate. We’re not just talking about bus ser-

vice; we’re not just talking about buying more buses. Although that’s one of the ways that we are

trying to fight transit racism. But that’s what we are doing. We are naming it. It’s transit racism, its

environmental racism when the MTA is trying to buy diesel buses over natural gas buses. It’s about

fighting corporate powers that be. It’s about fighting the privatization of public resources and

public social services. 

We are trying to organize oppressed nationalities; educating the people who are on the buses,

who are not on the buses; the working class, folk of color. I mean political education and raising

consciousness. We use different approaches like certain symbols and slogans that speak to peo-

ple’s specific cultural history. We speak to them in ways they can relate to, and that will entice

thought. We want to get people thinking about their material conditions. What’s going on? Why

were they waiting for a bus for so long? Why are they on an over-crowded bus, etc. 

And we’re breaking the bounds of “thinkable” thought. It’s not just about getting more bus ser-

vice. I’m on the bus and people are telling me how bad the bus service is, and I’m telling them,

“Yeah, and this is what we are demanding: doubling the fleet from 2,000 to 4,000 buses; 50 cent

fares from a fare that now is $1.35; and we’re demanding $20 monthly passes.” Right now they cost

$42. And people wonder how. They say, “It doesn’t make sense. How can the prices go down?” But

it does, and it can, and it will. 

So how are we doing this? I’m just going to give a few examples. For instance, one of the neatest

things that has come out in the last couple years has been the creation of a theatre gro u p, a t e a t ro

g ro u p, members who write and create their own characters. One character is “Super Pa s a j e ra,” who

comes out of this, mucha libre tradition. I don’t know if folks here are familiar with this, but in Mexico

t h e re is this whole wrestling culture that has different forces, that have different characters. The neat
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thing about “Super Pa s a j e ra” is that she is a woman, and she is fighting for the rights of the working

poor in Los Angeles. She is fighting the corporations. She fights the MTA and puts the money back in

the pockets of poor people. We have the t e a t ro g roup who go out and do their skits on the buses—

interrupting space. The skits follow this novella theme: we have the n ov i o , the husband who is after

the wife, and they have conflict and re s o l ve it on the bus. There is the MTA contra c t o r, whose after the

same “hearts” as the Bus Riders Union—he’s trying to org a n i ze the same people. You get the idea.

Through poster campaigns we do guerrilla postering. The No Somos Sardinas campaign is our

most successful one. No Somos Sardinas means, “We are not sardines.” This campaign speaks to

people’s personal experience on the bus. We do feel like sardines. People are telling me that it’s

not that we are sardines but that we are packed like sardines into these buses. And we say, “We

are not sardines, we are not animals.” Putting it into a greater political context, we are challenging

how racism is creating these spaces. The Right is telling us this, Liberals are telling us this, though

in different ways, in different forms. 

The Billions for Buses campaign communicated through different slogans, like “mass trans-

portation belongs to the masses.” It essentially put out there that public transportation is a human

right. Its not just that people need more service—which they do. It’s that people have the right to

more service. People have the right to be able to access education, have the right to be able to

access higher-paying jobs, have the right to be able to go the doctors, the right to go to the movie,

to the park, to the beach. The No Seat No Fare campaign brought a lot of media attention from

mainstream media. 

For a couple of years, the media saw us as the “loud bus advocates” demonstrating at the MTA

b o a rd. Through the No Seat No Fa re campaign, the o rganization started to get re c o g n i t i o n . First of all,

by getting the media to call it the Bus Riders Union and not the bus rider advocates, we are able to

put out there that this is a m ovement of working-class people, this is a m ovement of people of color. 

Another important media outlet is Ahora Now! which is a Strategy Center publication. A recent

issue featured an article about the Black Radical Congress; it’s bilingual in English and Spanish like

all issues of Ahora Now! The publication is not only creating this forum for left thought and engag-

ing in left theory, but it’s also providing an opportunity to monolingual Spanish speakers to be able

to read about the Black Radical Congress. Monolingual Spanish speakers don’t often have the

opportunity to read about black history or African-American history and explore that. 

Another key component of our own media I want to share with you is the Bus Riders Union film. We

a re very fortunate that Academy Aw a rd winner, dire c t o r, and producer Haskell Wexler essentially gave

us a film. He made an incredible film about this working-class movement, a movement of people of

c o l o r. Seeing this film is such an emotional experience for me, and I think for many people, because

oftentimes you think of the Civil Rights Movement. I know some of the images that move me. Seeing

the images from the ‘60s—from struggles of the freedom riders to SNCC to Martin Luther King to Ella

Baker—those images move me. Being able to see a movement today, here and now, in Los Angeles,

t h rough this film, images of East L.A., of South L.A., people on the bus, people at work, people in their

homes, the working-class people, and giving “face” to that movement. The film opens up many

o p p o rtunities to org a n i ze and popularize the movement, and to open it up to other folks. 

Cynthia Rojas is a Chicana/Latina community organizer with the Labor/Community Strategy

Center, a multi-racial think tank/act tank. As an organizer for the Strategy Center’s Bus Riders Union

campaign, she is also interested in and has done solidarity work for the Zapatista movement in

Mexico. She is the daughter of Mexican immigrants and grew up in the projects of Houston, Texas.
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THE VIEW FROM THE UK 
Lessons and Models to Address 
Institutional Racism

VEENA VASISTA
1990 Trust (London, UK)

I have been working in the UK for the last six years on anti-racism and race relations, with a

recent focus on raising awareness about racism as a violation of human rights. This presentation

looks at UK strategies for challenging institutional racism, the added value of international human

rights standards to this struggle, and the relevance of both to the US experience. 

The UK
1

is demographically and historically very different from the US. So-called “ethnic minori-

ty” communities comprise approximately seven percent of the UK population. These communities

a re primarily from South Asia, Africa and the Caribbean and live predominantly in large urban are a s .

Although the presence of “Black” people—a political term referring to people of Asian, African and

Caribbean descent—in the UK dates back centuries, a major migration took place after the Second

World War in response to labour shortages. Over the decades, Black communities in the UK have

faced discrimination in employment, housing, healthcare, the criminal justice system and so forth. 

In Great Britain, the primary race discrimination legislation is called the Race Relations Act 1976

which makes it unlawful to discriminate against anyone on grounds of race, colour, nationality

(including citizenship), or ethnic or national origin. It applies to jobs, training, housing, education,

and the provision of goods, facilities and services. The Act is enforced by a quasi autonomous non-

governmental organisation (or quango) called the Commission for Racial Equality. Currently, race

equality activists are struggling to reform the Act, including extending its application to all public

authorities—including the police when carrying out their law enforcement duties (as opposed to

public service). I am aware that recently in the US, racism in policing has received much attention,

and it strikes me that the issues are very similar to those in the UK. For example, what you call

“driving while Black” and “stop and frisk” we call “stop and search”. Institutional racism in policing

I think provides a useful starting point for looking at emerging strategies for challenging racism. In

particular, I would like to draw your attention to the Inquiry into the death of Stephen Lawrence.

In 1993, two Black teenagers were at a bus stop in South London, when they were set upon by, it

is believed, six white youths screaming racist insults. One of the teenagers was fatally stabbed. By

the time the police arrived, the white youths had long since fled and the police were faced by a dis-

traught Black teenager who had witnessed the stabbing of his best friend. Their initial response

1 The United Kingdom is comprised of Great Britain (England, Scotland and Wales) and Northern Ireland. 
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was to assume that the Black teenagers were in some sort of unlawful trouble, and the young man

who had just seen his friend stabbed was not treated as the victim of a racist attack, bound to be

upset and in need of sensitive attention. You might have heard of the teenager who died, Stephen

Lawrence and his friend Duwayne Brooks. 

Seven years later, no one has been convicted of this crime despite anonymous tips, witness

statements and other evidence. The Lawrences, with support from the wider community, cam-

paigned for an independent inquiry into the investigation of their son’s murder—convinced that

justice had not been served and that racism was a key factor. In 1997, under the first Labour

government in nearly two decades, a national public inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence

began, with two main objectives: to look into the police handling of the Lawrence murder and to

inquire more generally into racism in policing.

The inquiry panel was comprised of four men, including a Black Bishop and a retired, conser-

vative judge as the Chair.
2

In the course of one year, it heard testimony from police officers, Mr.

Brooks, the Lawrences and even the suspected attackers. It solicited written and limited oral testi-

mony from other families who had experienced racism in policing and from non-governmental and

community organisations throughout the country. In February 1999, the Inquiry published its final

report with seventy recommendations for the Government. The report went so far as to say that not

only did the London metropolitan police have to address to the problem of institutional racism, but

so too did public bodies more generally. The Inquiry’s definition of institutional racism is as follows:

“[T]he collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to

people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, atti-

tudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance,

thoughtlessness, and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people”
3

This definition is not perfect and certainly has not been unanimously accepted by “ethnic minor-

ity” community representatives. Nevertheless, it has been accepted by the government and pro-

vides a useful starting point for moving forward in the challenge to racism. The recommendations

of the Inquiry addressed gaps in British anti-discrimination law and advised on issues that included

deaths in police custody, anti-racism in public education, and access to legal aid.

The Inquiry into the murder of Stephen Lawrence was by no means a panacea, and a year later

many activists remain frustrated by the slow pace of change, the backlash amongst both the police

and the wider public, and the reluctance of some public bodies to acknowledge the relevance of

the Lawrence Inquiry to their work. Nevertheless, this concept of “institutional racism” as recog-

nised by the Inquiry has provided activists with a useful tool for pushing public bodies to review

their policies and practices. But of what use is this to people in the US?

The histories and demographics are assuredly different, but the concerns and responses to

them by politicians and public authorities, such as the police, are rather similar. The UK, like the

US, is struggling to address the documented fact that a disproportionate number of Black men are

2 Although the background of the judge was a concern for activists, in the end the judge’s admission that the

Inquiry changed his attitude toward towards race in England gave the Inquiry an additional degree of credi-

bility among the middles classes of being more than some left wing witch hunt.

3 Report of an Inquiry by Sir William MacPherson of Cluny. The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, February 1999.

Section 46.25, page 321.



1 8 ■ R A C E  A N D  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y

stopped and searched by the police or die by use of excessive force in police custody. Beyond crim-

inal justice, we are concerned about the disproportionate number of African Caribbean, and

increasingly, Bangladeshi boys who are expelled from school. We are concerned about racism in

healthcare and the small number of “ethnic minorities” in the judiciary and in senior level positions

with the civil service. We are also concerned that racism plagues the judicial process and that

politicians continue to play the “race card” to win votes. The tales are familiar. Yet what seems (and

forgive me if I am wrong) to be missing in the US is a public discussion about institutional racism

and the need for radical structural change of public institutions across the board. 

The concept of institutional racism, as defined by the Lawrence Inquiry, can be very problematic

and does potentially allow individuals to escape their responsibility for tackling racism, by speak-

ing of “unwitting” prejudice and “collective” failure. But in the UK it has government departments

acknowledging that seemingly “neutral” policies can be racially discriminatory and that in some

cases it is irrelevant whether or not there was intent to racially discriminate. It has helped to lay the

foundation for new approaches to policymaking including race equality impacts assessments. It

has brought to light some of the more subtle forms of racism, which impede equal access to oppor-

tunity and perpetuate racial discrimination.

British government departments and public authorities more generally are increasingly review-

ing two aspects of their work. They are reviewing their employment practices in order to increase

the number of ethnic minorities in senior positions within the civil service. They are also scrutinis-

ing existing policies and their policy-making processes, calling them “race equality audits”. For

example, they are asking questions such as, “How do we effectively consult with ethnic minority

communities when creating policy?” They are starting to consider ways to monitor the (disparate)

impact of policies on particularly vulnerable communities. 

In policing, for example, officers are now required to make an official note of the ethnicity of an

individual they have stopped. Forces must regularly report the statistics and take the necessary

action to address any findings of racial discrimination. The process is slow and much work needs to

be done to enable ethnic minorities to be on equal footing in their dialogue with policy makers, and

to ensure that policy-makers are asking the right questions and make substantive changes. With

regards to policing, many feel that too much focus has been placed on race awareness training and

increasing the number of ethnic minority police officers with not enough attention being given to,

for example, the need for structural overhaul of police recruitment, better disciplinary procedures,

and a change in the system of governance of the police (i.e. increasing direct community involve-

ment in management of the police).

The goal is not merely a change in legislation—which people are hoping will take place with

reforms to the Race Relations Act,—but also a change in culture. This includes the culture of deci-

sion-making and public attitudes towards racism and equality. An important change to the Race

Relations Act for which people are advocating is that public bodies will not only have an obligation

to not discriminate, but they will also have a “positive obligation” to promote equality. This would

entail not only monitoring the outcomes of supposed neutral policies, but also taking positive

action steps to tackle racism, particularly in its institutional forms. 

The pace of change is different throughout the UK. The recent peace agreement for Northern

Ireland includes a:

“…statutory obligation on public authorities in Northern Ireland to carry out all their functions

with due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity in relation to religion and political

opinion; gender; race; disability; age; marital status; dependants; and sexual orientation. Public
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bodies would be required to draw up statutory schemes showing how they would implement this

obligation. Such schemes would cover arrangements for policy appraisal, including an assessment

of impact on relevant categories, public consultation, public access to information and services,

monitoring and timetables.”
4

An Equality Commission
5

has been formed with the obligation to enforce this legal provision.

Recently, gay/lesbian, anti-racism and disability activists managed to persuade the politicians to

incorporate a similar provision in the legislation creating the Greater London Assembly and Mayor

of London. With regards to policing, some race activists in England have been looking to the

Northern Ireland response to human rights abuses by the police for their relevance to issues such

as those raised by the Lawrence Inquiry. 

In this context, I ask you, to what extent are the necessary systems and legislation in place in

the US to oblige public authorities to carry out effective policy impact assessments? To what extent

is there the political will to make structural changes to public institutions, particularly in terms of

accountability and transparency? This question and the reference to Northern Ireland brings me to

my final point, which is that these issues are about fundamental human rights. Certainly, the “trou-

bles” of Northern Ireland have long since been assessed in a human rights framework. 

For the last few years, my job has been to work with Black organisations to get them tuned into

what is going on in the international human rights arena, including the new Human Rights Act in

the UK, the United Nations World Conference Against Racism and the United Nations Committee for

the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD). We all have an inalienable right to be free from

racial discrimination and there are a number of ways in which international human rights standards

and institutions can assist us in upholding this right. In 1996, for example, the UK made its regular

report to CERD on its compliance with the International Convention for the Elimination of All Forms

of Racial Discrimination. For the first time, non-governmental organisations (including Black organi-

sations) from England and Northern Ireland made detailed written submissions to CERD and sent a

delegation to give an informal oral presentation to the Committee. 

As a consequence, the conclusions and recommendations of the Committee drew international

attention to key domestic issues including the disproportionate number of Black men dying in

police custody, the disproportionate number of African-Caribbean youths being expelled from

school and the inadequacies of the Race Relations Act 1976. The media attention on the CERD

report began to raise awareness of racism as an international human rights violation. Some say

that the recommendations from CERD played an important role in getting the Race Relations Act

1976 extended to apply to Northern Ireland. Consequently, we intend to send a non-governmental

delegation to CERD for the next review of the UK and have been working to ensure that race equali-

ty issues are addressed in non-governmental submissions made to other UN Committees.

Meanwhile, in our policy documents and campaigns, we make reference to CERD’s conclusions,

relevant comments/recommendations from other UN Committees, and relevant obligations of the

UK under various international human rights treaties. 

4 The Northern Ireland Good Friday Agreement, Section 6.3

5 This is actually a contentious step, as many groups preferred to retain separate commissions for equality

issues (e.g. a race equality commission) at least for the time being. Groups are also not sure whether it is

best to have an Equality Commission and a Human Rights Commission, as is planned. This is also a signifi-

cant debate for England which currently has three Commissions to enforce, respectively, disability, race and

gender discrimination. 
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The international human rights arena can seem big and scary, particularly for small anti-racist

organisations. But the institutions and the standards are ours and they provide another tool for us

to take our agenda forward and to let people know that racism is a violation of human rights. This

is why I hope that US organisations working on race equality issues will become actively involved

in the World Conference Against Racism, prepare submissions to CERD, and exchange information

with groups in the UK our recent experiences of challenging institutional racism not only in policing

but across the spectrum of public institutions. The history and numbers may be different, but the

tales are often the same –we remain linked by a shared struggle.

Veena Vasista currently works as an Associate with the International Human Rights Law Group

US Racial Discrimination Program in Washington D.C. Originally from Chicago, she came to D.C.

after studying and working in England for seven years. She was formerly the Human Rights

Program Co-ordinator for the 1990 Trust in London. The Trust is a national Black organisation work-

ing to challenge racism and to increase the participation of Black (referring to people of African,

Asian and Caribbean descent) communities in the political process in the UK. While at the Trust,

Veena was an active Board member of the constitutional reform organisation Charter 88 and

Council member with Liberty (the British equivalent to the ACLU). She was one of five non-govern-

mental members of the UK Government Task Force on Human Rights. Prior to the 1990 Trust, Veena

was Head of Projects at the Runnymede Trust, a race relations think-tank in London. 
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USING THE LAW TO ELIMINAT E
RACIAL DISCRIMINAT I ON IN
H EA LTH CA R E
A Background Paper 1

VERNELLIA R. RANDALL2

Racial and ethnic minorities lag behind on nearly every health indicator, including health care

coverage, access to care, life expectancy, and disease rates.
3

“The President has committed the

Nation to an ambitious goal by the year 2010: eliminate the disparities in six areas of health status

experienced by racial and ethnic minority populations while continuing the progress we have made

in improving the overall health of the American people.”
4

The President’s goal is a formidable one.

Three problems complicate achieving it: the racial disparity in the health care system, the rationing

influence of managed care that may increase the incentives to act on racial stereotypes, and the

inadequacy of the legal system in dealing with “unthinking discrimination.”
5

Racial Disparity in the Health Care System. 
Racial disparity is manifested in racial barriers to hospitals, to nursing homes, and to physicians

and other providers.
6

The institutional racism that exists in many health care facilities manifests

itself in a number of ways, including the adoption, administration, and implementation of policies

that restrict admission;
7

the closure, relocation, or privatization of facilities that primarily serve the

minority communities;
8

and the transfer of unwanted patients (known as “patient dumping”) by

hospitals and other institutions.
9

Nursing homes are among the most segregated publicly licensed

health care facilities in the United States,
10

and racial discrimination is the major factor explaining

nursing home segregation.
1 1

Finally, the shortage of minority health professionals affects both

access to health care and minority input into the health care system.
12

H owe ve r, racial barriers to access are only one aspect of a ra c i a l i zed health care system. The

other aspect is racial disparities in type of services ord e red and in the provision of medical tre a t-

m e n t .
13

Disparity in treatment has been well documented in a number of studies, including stud-

ies done on AID S ,
1 4

c a rd i o l o g y,
1 5

c a rdiac surg e r y,
1 6

kidney disease,
17

o rgan tra n s p l a n t a t i o n ,
1 8

internal medicine,
1 9

o b s t e t r i c s ,
2 0

p rescription drugs,
2 1

t reatment for mental illness,
2 2

and hospi-

tal care .
2 3

C e rt a i n l y, differences in treatment can be based on a number of different factors,

including clinical characteristics, income, medical or biological differences. Howe ve r, race plays an

independent ro l e ,
2 4

and of all the influences on the health of minorities, it is impera t i ve that the

health care system be free of racial discrimination—even unthinking, unconscious or negligent

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .
2 5

The Rationing Goal of Managed Care Organization. 
Managed care organizations (MCOs) complicate the problem of racially disparate health care

because they increase the incentives for providers and facilities to engage in discrimination.
2 6

MCOs were developed to provide a mechanism for third-party payers and employers to control

health care costs.
2 7

The assumption underlying MCOs is that health care costs can be decreased by
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reducing the significant over-utilization in the “fee-for-services” system.
28

Through “prospective”

utilization review and financial risk-shifting (primarily to the providers), MCOs increase the incen-

tives for both patients and providers to ration. It is through these rationing functions that managed

care may increase the incidence of racially disparate health care treatment by encouraging unthink-

ing discrimination.

Prospective utilization review may be a problem for minorities (and other under-served popula-

tions) for several reasons. First, because of the lack of prior health care, minorities typically

approach MCOs with a backlog of illnesses that have been inadequately treated or have gone

untreated.
2 9

This type of medical history can affect the quantity and quality of care needed. 

Second, even for illnesses developed after enrollment in an MCO, the course of the illness for

minorities is likely to be longer and more severe. Even for many middle-class minorities, a lack of

childhood or prenatal health care has a generational or a multi-generational effect on health

status.
3 0

If MCOs do not take this generational effect on health status and the need for health care

into consideration when developing protocols or practice parameters, minorities will continue to

receive inadequate health care. 

Third, the protocol for utilization review comes largely from research on white middle-class

males.
31 

Consequently, the needs of minorities that are different from those of white middle-class

males are likely to be denied because they fall outside the protocols. 

Finally, providers hired by third-party payers to conduct utilization review may lack the cultural

competency to factor a patient’s poverty, race, class, and prior health care into their recommenda-

tions.
32

Unfortunately, many of the providers who traditionally serve minority populations may not

be able to contract with MCOs or may be discharged as a part of economic credentialing.
3 3

Indeed,

minority providers may find the doors to MCOs closed to them both as owners and provider-

employees. Without providers who consider race, class, and poverty, even culturally relevant proto-

cols may be misapplied.

N e ve rtheless, utilization review is not the only problem. Under utilization re v i e w, the poten-

tial to control costs is tempered, at least theore t i c a l l y, by a patient’s ability to protest denial of

s e rvices. It is the combination of utilization review with financial risk shifting that provides the

g reatest potential for unthinking discrimination. Under managed care, health care providers act

as gatekeepers to health care services; that is, their contractual obligation to third - p a rty paye r s

is to limit access to health care serv i c e s .
3 4

This gatekeeping shifts the focus of the health care

system from the doctor-patient relationship to the doctor-p a ye r re l a t i o n s h i p. It shifts the risk of

loss from the third - p a rty payer to the prov i d e r. This shift of focus has serious implications for

minorities. For instance, where the utilization review standards are culturally insensitive, the

physician will be under the greatest pre s s u re to deny or modify services to the population—such

as minorities—who are not re p resented in the standards. Often these are the patients who

re q u i re the most services. Fu rt h e r m o re, physicians may also believe, either consciously or sub-

c o n s c i o u s l y, that minorities are less likely to deserve the services, or less likely to complain

about the denial of serv i c e s .

MCOs propose to form a partnership with physicians and other providers to reduce utilization.

Under this partnership, third-party payers can use MCOs to reduce costs and increase profits (or, in

the case of government, to lower taxes). They do so by prospectively deciding what the organiza-

tion will pay for and by using financial incentives to encourage physicians and other providers to

act as gatekeepers whose functions include preventing so-called unnecessary services. But what if

a population group shows little or no over-utilization? Racial minorities and other under-served
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populations demonstrate under-utilization rather than over-utilization. When that under-utilization

is combined with poorer health status, these populations need (and should use) more services

than the norm. Thus, health care costs more, which may defeat the underlying goal of cost control. 

The question of how third-party payers respond to minority communities is unanswered.

Unfortunately, little is known about how managed care has responded to issues of racial disparity

in health services. Yet, without an appropriate response to the needs of racial minorities, it is not

likely that MCOs will effectively improve the health status of minorities.
3 5

In addition, through the

inherent force of financial risk shifting, they may cause providers to increase their “unthinking”

discrimination against minorities. To be quite blunt, without careful attention to the problem,

managed care will increase the incentives to discriminate based on race.
3 6

Historical Inadequacy of the Legal System. 
Racial inequality in health care persists in the United States despite laws against racial discrimi-

nation. “It might be that civil rights laws often go unenforced; it might be that current inequities

spring from past prejudice and long standing economic differences that are not entirely reachable

by law; or it might be that the law sometimes fails to reflect, and consequently fails to correct, the

barriers faced by people of color.”
37

The discussion of discrimination in health care has been limit-

ed. That discussion has centered almost entirely around Title VI of the Civil Rights Act
3 8

and on

assuring access to facilities and providers.
3 9

As pointed out by a number of researchers, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act
4 0

is inadequate.
4 1

First, although required by regulation to produce data,
4 2

the Office of Civil Rights’ (“OCR”) Title VI

enforcement effort has produced little consistent data for evaluating Title VI compliance.
4 3

Second,

there has been “little uniformity in how different states handle Title VI requirements, little guid-

ance, little analysis of the information collected by this process, no research and development.”
4 4

Third, Title VI lacks specific definitions of prohibited discrimination and acceptable remedial

action.
4 5

Fourth, OCR has relied on individual complaints as a means of enforcement.
4 6

Even if the provisions of Title VI were improved and data collected, the legal system within which

Title VI operates would still be inadequate for the particular difficulties presented by the health

care system. That is, the legal system has had particular difficulty addressing issues of “unthinking

discrimination”—discrimination that results from acting on biases and stereotypes. While legal

standards for discrimination have not always centered on intent, they do so now.
4 7

Thus, to prove a

disparate treatment claim, an individual must show that the defendant intentionally

discriminated.
4 8

Such a standard means that few of the discriminatory acts that occur in the health

care system can be successfully litigated, since most occur from “unthinking” or “unconscious”

biases. As long as the law requires a conscious discriminatory purpose for disparate treatment

liability, individual discrimination claims cannot address the issue of unconscious or unthinking

prejudice.
4 9

As long as unconscious or unthinking discrimination is allowed to proceed

unchecked—health care discrimination will continue.

Fu rt h e r m o re, the health care system presents seve ral additional problems. First, as with the situ-

ation when racial minorities use housing and lending institutions, individuals can be totally unaware

that the provider or institution has discriminated against them. Second, because of the very special-

i zed knowledge re q u i red in medical care, individuals can be totally unaware that they have been

i n j u red by the prov i d e r. Third, the health care system, through managed care, has actually built in

i n c e n t i ves that encourage unconscious or unthinking discrimination.
5 0

Because of these issues, an

a p p ropriate legal structure is essential to eliminating institutional/cultural discrimination. 
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In an effective public health policy, appropriate state and federal laws must be available to elim-

inate discriminatory practices in health care. Thus, the crux of the problem for the legal system:

given managed care, the historical disparity in health care, and “unthinking discrimination, what is

the best way for the legal system to remedy racial disparity in the health care system? This is the

problem that needs to be studied and addressed.

Professor Vernellia R. Randall teaches health care law, race and racism in American law, and

gender and the law at the University of Dayton School of Law. Professor Randall has published over

17 legal articles, including Racist Health Care: Reforming an Unjust System To Meet the Needs of

African Americans. In addition, Professor Randall is the editor and webmistress for four academic

websites and has received numerous awards and honors.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF RACE
IN THE RACIAL GAP IN
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 1

PEDRO A. NOGUERA AND 
ANTWI A. AKOM 

Once again national attention has been drawn to the phenomenon now commonly referred to as

the racial gap in academic achievement. The issue has become particularly salient as states have

adopted new exams in an effort to raise academic standards to hold schools and students account-

able for their performance. Despite its many faults as an educational reform strategy, the advent of

high stakes testing in states throughout the nation has focused attention to the long neglected

issues surrounding student achievement.

The appearance of a racial gap in student achievement is by no means a new development. Fo r

years, evidence of disparities in achievement have shown up in test scores, grades, drop-out, and

g raduation rates, and almost every re l e vant indicator of academic performance. Howe ve r, more often

than not, the presence of significant differences in measures of performance among African American,

Latino, and Native American students who generally fall on the lower end of the achievement spec-

trum, with larger numbers of White and Asian students more likely to be found at the higher end, has

been accepted as normal and unproblematic. The consistency of such patterns in almost every school

and school district in the nation has the effect of re i n f o rcing well-established assumptions re g a rd i n g

the relationship between race, academic ability, and intelligence. Nonetheless, despite lingering

doubts about the abilities of certain children to learn, the new tests and the penalties that accompany

them have focused attention on the racial achievement gap. In many cases the tests are also forc i n g

schools to seriously examine how they educate children of color.

The drawbacks related to the new high stakes tests are not insignificant. In states such as

California, the tests are generally not aligned to the curriculum, which means that students are

tested on material to which they may not have been exposed. The tests are also administered in

English, which means that over a third of the students in California are unable to comprehend the

questions. The purpose of the tests also raises important questions, for, rather than providing

teachers with useful diagnostic information on the abilities and skills of their students, the tests

are typically used as a basis for ranking students and schools, a process which predictably results

in poorer students and the schools that serve them being ranked at the bottom of the achievement

ladder. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there is growing concern among educators that the

tests are being used to determine the content of what children learn in school, and that the content

will be so limited and narrowly conceived that education will be reduced to preparing kids for tests

while other purposes of education—encouraging critical thinking, creativity, and intellectual

curiosity—will be abandoned.

1 This paper was also published in In Motion Magazine , June 19, 2000.

http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/pnaa.html. Reprinted with authors’ permission.



2 8 ■ R A C E  A N D  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y

Of course, the results obtained from achievement tests reflect more than just racial disparities.

Most consistently, an analysis of test scores also reveals a close correspondence between the

scores children obtain and broader patterns of social inequality within American society. With few

exceptions, the children of the affluent out-perform children of the poor. However, what makes the

racial gap unique is the fact that the benefits typically associated with middle-class status don’t

accrue to African American and, in many cases, Latino students. In many school districts, children

of color from middle-class, college-educated families continue to lag significantly behind White stu-

dents on most achievement measures. The performances of these relatively privileged students

have brought renewed attention to the relationship between race and educational performance, an

issue that historically has generated controversy and paralysis for those charged with figuring out

what should be done.

Explaining why poor children of color perform comparatively less well in school is generally a

less complicated matter. Consistently, such children are educated in schools that, on most mea-

sures of quality and funding, are woefully inadequate. This is particularly true in economically

depressed urban areas, where bad schools are just one of several obstacles with which poor peo-

ple must contend. In inner-city schools throughout the United States it has frequently been the

case that schools are unable to provide consistent and reliable evidence that the children they

serve are learning and provided quality education. Parents often perceive the public schools avail-

able to their children as hopeless and unresponsive to their needs, prompting many who can to opt

for private schools to withdraw. For those who cannot escape, a growing number of parents have

actively sought alternatives via vouchers and various privatization schemes. The proliferation of

these kinds of educational alternatives in cities such as Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Baltimore is yet

another sign of the mounting pressure exerted by parents who are no longer willing to accept the

status quo.

The stark inequities manifest in inner-city and some rural schools help to explain the low

achievement rates of large numbers of poor children, a disproportionate number of whom are

African American and Latino. Left unexplained is the lagging performance of middle-class and poor

African American and Latino children who have access to better schools. This is the question that

has prompted 15 racially integrated, affluent school districts to form a consortium known as the

Minority Student Achievement Network. Comprised of districts located in communities such as

White Plains, New York, Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Berkeley, California, the network seeks to under-

stand the causes of the racial achievement gap and to devise solutions for reversing it.

On the face of it, the potential for success in reducing the gap in these districts would seem to

be high. All 15 school districts in the network have a track record of sending large numbers of afflu-

ent White students to the best colleges and universities in the country. Additionally, unlike schools

in high poverty areas, funding is largely not a major obstacle to reform. All of the districts are locat-

ed in affluent communities with highly educated populations known for their commitment to liberal

political and social values. Yet, in all 15 districts, prospects for producing change are hampered by

a deeply ingrained sense that even this ambitious, well-intentioned effort will fail to alter student

outcomes.

To a large degree, much of the pessimism in these districts and many others that have launched

efforts to overcome the racial achievement gap can be attributed to the confusion surrounding the

relationship between race and student achievement. Lack of clarity on these issues can be seen

most clearly at the level of policy and practice. From a policy standpoint, most issues pertaining to

race and education have historically centered on efforts to support racial integration in schools. For
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a variety of reasons, figuring out how to desegregate schools has taken precedence over how to

serve the educational needs of a diverse student population. Policies born out of court orders have

seldom been based on an understanding of sound educational practice. Moreover, even in the lib-

eral districts in the Minority Student Achievement Network (some of which were among the first in

the nation to voluntarily desegregate), the arrival of significant numbers of students of color in the

late ‘60s and early ‘70s was met with considerable opposition. 

From the very beginning, the presence of African American children, especially those from low-

income families, was perceived as a “challenge” to which to respond because the children were

typically perceived as disadvantaged and deficient in comparison to their white schoolmates.

Framed as “problems” and “challenges” from the very start, it is hardly surprising that the educa-

tion of students of color would continue to be treated as a problem requiring special interventions

years later. 

In addition to policy, educational practices often have the effect of favoring privileged students

and hindering the educational opportunities of poorer students specifically, and African American

and Latino students generally. This is particularly true with respect to the various strategies

employed by schools to track and sort students on the basis of some measure of ability and acu-

men. A large body of research has shown that students of color are more likely to be excluded from

classes for those deemed “gifted” in primary school and from honors and advanced placement

courses in high school. The Education Trust has shown, through its research on science and math

education, that even students of color who meet the criteria for access to advanced courses are

more likely to be restricted based on the recommendation of a counselor or teacher. They are also

more likely to be placed in remedial and special education classes, and to be subject to varying

forms of school discipline.

B e yond the policies and practices which contribute to the achievement gap, a number of ambigu-

ous cultural factors related to the attitudes and behaviors of students, the child rearing practices of

p a rents, and the expectations and effectiveness of teachers also influence patterns of student

a c h i e vement. Seve ral studies have indicated that middle-class African American and Latino students

spend less time on homework and study in less effective ways than middle-class White and Asian

students. Also, despite the visibility of African American students in sports such as football and bas-

ketball, re s e a rch shows that these students are less likely to be invo l ved in extracurricular activities

(which are shown to positively influence achievement) and, in response to surveys, are more likely

to emphasize the importance of being popular among friends than doing well in school.

Missing from the research and policy debates on the racial gap in student achievement is an

understanding of the ways in which children come to perceive the relationship between their racial

identities and what they believe they can do academically. Schools play an important role in shap-

ing the racial identities of many children because they are one of the few social settings where the

children interact with people from different backgrounds. To the extent that a school’s sorting pro-

cess disproportionately relegates Black and Brown children to spaces that are perceived as nega-

tive and marginal, it is likely that children will come to perceive certain activities and courses as

racially defined and therefore either suitable or off limits for them.

For example, in schools where few minority students are enrolled in advanced placement cours-

es, even students who meet the criteria for enrollment may refuse to take such courses out of con-

cern that they will become isolated from their peers. The same is true for the school band, news-

paper, debating team or honor society. To the extent that these activities are perceived as the

domain of White students, non-white students will be less likely to join. This occurs because peer
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groups play a large role in determining the academic orientation of students. The peer group with

whom a student feels a sense of affinity can influence his or her style of clothes, manner of speech,

and future career orientation. For middle-class African American and Latino students, this may

mean that, despite receiving encouragement from their parents to do well in school, the peer group

with whom they identify may have stronger influence and push them in a different direction. 

Finally, racial images rooted in stereotypes which diminish the importance of intellectual pur-

suits limit the aspirations of young African American and Latino students. Such images permeate

American society and have an impact on attitudes toward school. Despite the odds of success in

professional sports and entertainment, many young people believe that they have a greater chance

of becoming a highly paid athlete or rap artist than an engineer, doctor or software programmer.

Moreover, with the advent of rollbacks on affirmative action policies at colleges and universities,

there is little doubt that students who possess entertainment value, who can slam dunk or score

touchdowns, will always be admitted regardless of their academic performance—even as aspiring

doctors and lawyers are turned away.

When placed within the broader context of race relations in American society, the causes of the

racial achievement gap appear less complex and mysterious; the gap is merely another reflection

of the disparities in experience and life chances for individuals from different racial groups. In fact,

given the history of racism in the United States, and the ongoing reality of racial discrimination, it

would be even more surprising if an achievement gap did not exist.

If the children of those who are most likely to be incarcerated, denied housing and employment,

passed over for promotions, or harassed by the police did just as well in school as those whose

lives are largely free of such encumbrances, this would truly be remarkable news. But this is not

the case, and if we recognize that educational patterns generally mimic other social patterns, we

should not be surprised.

However, lest recognition of the racial achievement gap drive us into greater despair about the

prospects for eliminating racial inequality in America, we must also recognize that, to the extent

that change is possible, it is more likely to occur in education than in any other sector. This is

because, despite its faults, public education remains the most democratic and accessible institu-

tion in this country. In fact, in the post-welfare reform period, it is all that remains of the social safe-

ty net for poor children. Moreover, though the number of cases is small, there are schools where no

achievement gap exists, and there are students who achieve at high levels despite the incredible

odds against them. These bright spots of success provide us with a window through which we can

examine what might be possible if we lived in a society that truly valued children and was genuine-

ly committed to equity and high-quality education for all.

We are living in a time in which politicians recognize that the public is deeply concerned about

improving the quality of education. There could be no better time at which to raise issues related to

inequality in funding and the need to focus upon expanding educational opportunities as a way of

reducing social inequality. Clearly, public opinion on these issues is divided, and few politicians will

dare to even raise these issues. But for those who believe that education can serve as a source of

hope and opportunity, the time is ripe for making our voices heard so that this historic opportunity

is not missed.

Pedro A. Noguera pedro_noguera@gse.harvard.edu is a professor in the Graduate School of

Education at Harvard University. Antwi Akom akom@ssc.upenn.edu is a doctoral student in

Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania.
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2
THE 
UNDISCOVERED 
COUNTRY
Ranging Views of 
Possibility in Race and Policy

“To the undiscovered country ...the future.” 

— Klingon Chancellor Gorkon
character in Star Trek: 

The Undiscovered Country

As a hard core trekkie, I often find deep meaning in the stories of Star Trek. The quote above is

taken from a scene in the mov i e’s port rayal of the first painful steps of two warring societies tow a rd

alliance. In many ways, the terrain we have yet to discover—the future—will be as much about new

alliance building as it will be about the battles we face just over the horizon. According to the authors

that follow, we will not have the luxury of simply reacting to each new draconian measure as it comes

d own. We must anticipate the future, thinking globally, and pre p a re for the best—and worst. (ed.)
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RACE-ING CLASS AND
GENDER [AND NATION] 
Reconciling the Either Or 

CHANDRA TALPADE MOHANTY

I ’m going to share some thoughts on how to connect these analytic categories—how to think

about them, and how I think about them. First, I’m going to tell you a little about myself. I’m a bit

u n c e rtain, as this is actually a new context for me. I’m a bit more used to a more narrowly focused

g ra s s roots, community organizing context, or more academic audiences. So, this is new. Yo u’ll forg i ve

me if I use some language that might not, perhaps, be the currency here. You can always ask me

questions afterwards. Sometimes it is good to get somebody to reflect back in a different language.

I grew up in India. I grew up as part of the post independence (post 1947) generation. So I grew

up with a lot of stories of anti-colonial struggle, independence and liberation. I also grew up

immersed in a number of different languages and cultures. I think I retain within my mind, my psy-

che, my consciousness the possibility of multiple languages and cultures, which in fact, has some-

thing to do with the fact that I end up being incurably optimistic in many situations. When people

around me are saying, ‘What the hell are you talking about? Why are you doing this sort of work?’

There is something about how I grew up, where I grew up, what I keep in mind—a generosity of

vision that is important to me. 

I went to school in very urban, largely cosmopolitan places in India. I taught high school girls in

Nigeria for one year after graduating from a university. I decided that I didn’t know how to teach

and needed to learn how to teach and mistakenly thought I should get a Ph.D. in education in order

to learn how to teach. I decided also that in order to have some influence, I needed to teach much

younger children. So I came to this country and did a Ph.D. in early childhood education.

Interestingly enough it was my degree in education that made me run away from the field of educa-

tion as fast as possible. 

I’m joking but I’m also serious. This tells you something about the way education, the way Ph.D.

programs in education are organized in most institutions here. They didn’t teach me about what I

wanted to know about decolonization; about how you actually think about these issues.

Conceptually, decolonization has been a very important frame for how I grew up and how I taught. I

speak of decolonization at all levels with the fundamental one being one of the psyche, of the

mind, of knowledge. Why did I know British history better than I knew my own community history,

which is Maharastrian—which I still know very little about? It takes me a long time to read in my

own mother tongue. I came to the university with questions like that, which my formal education

did not answer at all. And my Ph.D. in Education didn’t make me a good teacher. It was the practice

of teaching itself that made me a good teacher.

I moved into Women’s Studies (that’s what I teach now) because it was a place where I could

actually do a number of the things that I could not do in education. In the last few years I’ve circled

back into education via women’s studies. This is where I have been able to ask some of my most

radical questions about political education, anti-racist education and feminist pedagogy, etc. So

that’s sort of where I am academically. I’ll leave it at that. 
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I’m going to say a little about what kinds of frameworks are important to me and how I’m think

about the world through them. A lot of my work is centered around Third World women and femi-

nism. The organizing that Third World women have done in Third World countries and the work that

women of color have done both in terms of critical thinking and organizing in this country and other

countries. 

So what does it mean then to talk about a framework of intersectionality or of intersections of

race, gender, class, and for me, nation. Nation is always the category that gets left out. I think this

is sinful to leave it out in this day and age. And what does that mean? Quickly, what does nation

mean? When people say nation, in this country, it is assumed to be elsewhere—America just is.

Nation is always out there; some other country. Actually, what it means to integrate nation—the

idea of the nation—into your own analysis and your own frame work, is doing two things: 1) it is to

always keep up front what it means to be a citizen of the United States of America. So, to always

raise the question of US citizenship is a way of talking about nation in your analysis or the way you

think or read the world. And 2) it is to take an anti-imperialist stand. Anti-imperialism is very signifi-

cantly related to anti-racism or anti-sexism for that matter. 

I have to say I’ve heard very little about sexism all day today. It is very interesting that while we

do this very important and complicated thinking around race, we are not making the same connec-

tions around gender at all. And so, why is this important? 

Race, class, gender and nation are all relational categories. They’re all about relationships. They

are not things that are embedded in you. So race is not something that is embedded in brown peo-

ple. Gender is not something that is embedded in women. Gender is about relationships among

and between men and women, women and women, women of different classes, men and men. It’s

about all those things. So it’s a relational concept. In the same way as race is relational. So race

isn’t embedded in me, gender isn’t embedded in me, class isn’t embedded in me. But a history of

colonialism, racism, sexism, and also of class privilege—my own class privilege—is involved in my

relationship to both people of color and white people. See the difference between the two? 

So, because these are relational categories, if we only focus on one and leave out the others

there are certain important histories, experiences, and knowledges that are being misconstrued or

erased altogether. That’s why it becomes important to keep all these things going at the same time,

which is of course not an easy thing to do. So, do I operate in the world as if I was a woman? Of

course, but not just that. I am a woman of Indian origin, now living in the United States. I am an

immigrant of a certain middle-class educated background, now living as an academic, and facing

all kinds of strange stereotypes. By the way, let me tell you, I don’t fit the regular “Asian woman”

academic image. Especially since I’m in women’s studies. I’m not quiet. I have radical politics. I’m

actually anti-capitalist (not to mention socialist). God forbid. So, I do not fit those stereotypical

images, but I experience gender, race, class, and nation simultaneously—my identity evolves

through these experiences.

This doesn’t mean that we don’t sometimes separate race, gender class, and nation analytically

in order to see certain things more clearly. Yes, we do, because it makes sense. But it doesn’t auto-

matically translate into the fact that, in doing our analysis just to clarify certain things, we leave

everything out about how we actually think; how we read the world; how we think about social jus-

tice or change; how we all view transformation. It seems to me that doing this analysis is about

seeing the shifts and mystifications of power. That’s why we do this analysis. Why do we actually

talk about these concepts and relate the way these concepts and systems interrelate? It’s because

one of the things we want to do is to see how power has shifted and mystified and re-mystified
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itself. Privilege works by making itself invisible—by making it possible for us to ignore the intricate

workings of power. Most people don’t have that privilege; the ability to not see power because we

have to live with the consequences of those systems that operate simultaneously on our lives. And

so doing this kind of analysis is about making power, hierarchies, injustice visible in our everyday

lives and in the way we interact with all the different institutions that we are a part of—educational

institutions, the labor force, the media, and so on. 

And I’m saying it in this way because this is also how I understand theory. Theory is not some

way-out-there, abstracted thing which only certain academics have access to, and because they

have access to and can use big words, only talk to each other about. Theory is actually something

that is profoundly necessary, which everybody engages in. It is important because what theory

does is it allows us to make connections between seemingly unrelated experiences—and there-

fore, the kind of theory we have, the kind of framework we use, is very crucial. 

Exclusionary frameworks lead to exclusionary ways of seeing the world. Exclusionary ways of

seeing the world mean that you don’t have a comprehensive or accurate picture of what’s going on.

When you strategize for change, you have pieces that are missing in that picture. Making these

relationships—race, gender, class, and nation—more visible provides, I believe, a comprehensive,

more accurate diagnosis of injustice. Making these relationships visible makes it possible to pay

attention to the realities of the lives of some of the most disenfranchised communities in the world.

If you didn’t makes these things visible you wouldn’t be able to pay attention to their lives. 

Let me give you an example, to go back to John Samuel’s example [a presentation on the Dalit

struggle for human rights] from this morning. He gave an example of a woman who was called a

prostitute. It’s not an accident that she was a woman. The kind of language that was used was pro-

foundly gendered, was profoundly about hierarchies that were not just about caste and class but

also about gender. And it was not an accident that one of the people who defended her was an

older woman as well—and that the men didn’t. If we understood this story purely in terms of caste

or class, we would miss an entire dimension to the story. 

Another example comes from Hunter Cutting’s presentation this morning about the two Latino

men who were accused of the murder of their comrade who was in fact murdered by a white man.

Now, it is very interesting that he talked very eloquently about the race cut on this and how it is

very, very crucial that we make race an issue. Yet, it is also interesting that no discussion of mas-

culinity came up. He talked about the fact that these two men were demonized by accusations that

they were members of gangs. It seems to me that that is a very obvious space for the definition of

Latino masculinity. So, the question is what would the analysis be if we actually used a gendered

and racialized lens to analyze that situation? Would it add something? Would there be some way in

which we could strategize differently? I don’t know. I’m throwing it out as something that might be

done in order to actually address the somewhat obvious things that are out there. 

Now you can say to me, ‘but it’s much better or clearer to fight along the race line.’ The reason

it’s important to focus on how to understand the lives of some of the most disenfranchised commu-

nities in the world boils down to what do we actually mean when we talk about a just and demo-

cratic society? It seems to me that a just, ethical and democratic society is one that’s judged by

how it treats its most disenfranchised citizens. That’s one criteria, isn’t it? And if you don’t have

that criteria how do you raise questions of ethics anyway? It is not about how the society treats the

Bill Gates’ of our communities. It’s really about how it treats the poorest, most disenfranchised

communities. If that’s the case, we’ve got to figure out the lenses to understand the specific experi-

ences of this group. 
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It seems to me that one needs an integrated theory or framework to see the world from the

point of view of the most disenfranchised. Often times it happens to be women of color, peasant

women, tribal women around the world who are the poorest of the poor. There are lots of statis-

tics around us—how much land we own, how much work we do, the fact that women own less

than 10% of the land in the world. So, I guess one of the questions I have for us to discuss would

be if privilege is about not seeing and about mystification, would part of what we do when we

only focus on race, or only focus on class be also about the privilege that has to do with gender?

In other words, is it possible to focus on race, just exc l u s i vely on race, or exc l u s i vely on class?

Does that mean that there are some other privileges that we have which we do not notice? Fo r

women of color, it is mostly impossible to forget that you are a woman. Perhaps sometimes we do

f o rget because that’s the only way we surv i ve sometimes, but for poor women of color it is almost

impossible. For men of color? I don’t know. Perhaps it more possible to forget they are men. This

is a question. In other words, is that consciousness—the consciousness of gender—is there

something skewed about the consciousness of gender within our own communities? 

The reasons some of these issues are important are because they in many ways are about the

politics of knowledge. This is how we know what we know, and the fact that how we analyze the

world has enormous consequences for the knowledge we produce, the knowledge we empowe r

o u r s e l ves with, the knowledge we have access to, etc. Exclusionary knowledges and ways of see-

ing and interpreting the world affect the way we understand social and political reality and also

h ow we understand the position of different communities of people in the social pattern. It also

clearly affects the way we fight for equity and social justice. There f o re, developing these fra m e-

works, it seems to me, is not just about inclusion because we feel bad for somebody; somebody

is left out and we feel bad, so we’re going to include them. Or women are not part of the thing.

T h a t ’s too bad. We wring our hands and say, ‘lets include them.’ That’s bullshit. It has nothing to

do with that. It has to do with what your conception of justice is. 

If you are really are honest about equity and social justice then you have to start thinking

about the transformation of your own framework, of your own ways of thinking in order that peo-

ple are included, so that people come along with you. Now, I don’t have to say this to a group of

o rg a n i zers who have done this for work for many, many years. I know that this is something that’s

always hard for me in academic settings. I actually think of myself as an org a n i zer within the

academy which is, at times, a contradiction in terms because often you have to figure out when

you are inadve rtently carrying out the master’s will, etc. So, it’s an odd thing. It doesn’t mean that

I do not think the academy is a place of struggle. I think it is enormously crucial to do this work

within this space because this is where a lot of young people are. But it is very much about tra n s-

forming how we see, the way we frame and make connections between these issues. 

I ’m going to end with one example about what it means to talk about the politics of know l-

edge, and about how we often homogenize and colonize different kinds of knowledges within

our own frameworks without actually knowing we’re doing this. A simple example of this is to

look at the hype around the year 2000. This is the Christian millennium. You remember what

happened around the year 2000, all the parties, celebrations and such. This was the “big

moment”. So, the year 2000 then is the Christian millennium. It’s also the year 5760 according to

the Hebrew calendar. It’s 1420 according to the Arabic calendar. It is 6240 according to the

Egyptian calendar, and it is 4677 according to the Chinese calendar. And it was just another day

a c c o rding to Oren Lyons, the Faithkeeper of the Onandaga Nation in New York! Something to

think about, huh? 
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BRAVING THE NEW WORLD:
RACE AND TECHNOLOGY
“AfroFuturism: Beyond the Digital Divide”

ALONDRA NELSON

When race and technology are mentioned at the same time in the public sphere, the discussion

usually turns quickly to the so-called “digital divide.” This well-worn catchphrase has been used by

academics and journalists alike to refer to distinct gaps in computer access and technological liter-

acy in various contexts including gender, age and region. However, most often, well-intentioned

policy experts and reformers deploy this phrase to describe the disparity in technological access

that exists between white and Asian Americans and other Americans, and to bring attention to pro-

found inequities that have far-reaching implications for the poor and communities of color. To be

sure, it is critical that we are mindful of how inequity is reconfigured in the ever-changing dynamics

of our capitalist society, and the digital divide discussion is one attempt to do so. Unfortunately,

this axiom has become the only way we think about race and technology together. Much like a

short-cut key on a computer keyboard, it is shorthand for myriad social problems and economic

inequities that will never be solved by providing free computers and technical training alone. 

Despite this reality, government and business leaders continue to tout the liberatory possibili-

ties of computer technology. At a press conference earlier this year at which President Clinton

announced tax incentives for businesses that provide computers for low-income communities, he

predicted that new technology and universal connectivity would remedy a myriad of social ills. He

argued that technology promised to “link children and adults to a lifetime of learning,” “provide

access to distant medical care,” “empower parents,” “assist job-seekers,” “enhance safety” and

“foster economic development.” And because “digital divide” and “low income” are public policy

code words for communities of color, President Clinton’s sentiments could also be read as tacitly

promising the erasure of racialized social problems like unemployment and poverty. The Clinton

administration has constructed new technologies as the singular engine of social progress and the

singular solution for social well being, and in the process, the complex of factors that contribute to

the proliferation of social inequality is masked. 

In a similar vein, Jesse Jackson and William Kennard, the African American Chairman of the FCC,

have identified this hi-tech gap as the civil rights problem of the 21st century. However, these lead-

ers have failed to link this technological disparity to the pre-existing civil rights challenges that

have been carried over from the 20th century. As a result of this failure, they are unable to under-

stand the historical roots of contemporary African American attitudes around technology.

Historically, technology hasn’t always been a friend to black people. Anthony Walton, in an Atlantic

Monthly essay called “Technology Versus African-Americans” writes, 

“The Black community has had one negative encounter after another with the technological

innovations of the mainstream… As a group, Blacks… have suffered from the uses of technology in

ways that other groups have not.” 

Walton reminds us that technological oppression can be found throughout African American his-

tory from the navigational tools that made the transatlantic slave trade possible to the cotton gin
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that drove the plantation industry. In addition, there was the mind-and-body-numbing technology

that awaited us in factories after the Great Migration, the COINTELPRO surveillance of brown and

black activists in the 1960 and 70s and most recently, the displacement of black and brown labor-

ers in the post-industrial economy. Although I reject the absolutist relationship that Walton sets

up—African Americans versus technology—he does shed light on some of the reasons why people

of color, especially African Americans, might be less apt to uncritically embrace new technologies.

The digital divide rhetoric is a denial of this past, a failure to recognize this history and its implica-

tions. The novelty of the World Wide Web, the Internet and new media technologies too often cause

us to falsely assume that we have no precedents in the histories and experiences of black and

brown people for understanding the tech gap beyond the digital divide. In the words of the British

cultural theorist Kobena Mercer, we are too inclined to “hit the delete key of popular memory.” 

This rhetorical and historical vacuum is filled instead with contemporary facts and figures like

the Commerce Department’s “Falling Through the Net” report which tells us that:

• Black and Latinos families are 2/5ths as likely as white families to have Internet access;

• 29.8 percent of white Americans are connected to the Internet at home, compared to only

12.6 percent of Latinos and 11.2 percent of Black Americans;

• less than 50% of white families across income have computers in their homes. 

[This last statistic is surprising because from the media hype and public debate about the digital

divide, one might think that greater numbers of white Americans have access to technology. We

may want to talk about this more, but I’ll just briefly say that the very companies that the Clinton

administration looks to stop the tech gap have played a role—via marketing and advertising—in

creating the perception that everyone has technology, feeding anxieties among those who don’t

have it that they are missing out and thus bolstering the hi-tech economy.] Without denying the

importance of this well-meaning report and others like it for providing a picture of where things

stand, I want to suggest that one of its effects is the creation of an oppositional relationship

between race and technology. After the figures have been tabulated, these questions linger: who’s

falling through the net? What’s wrong with them? Why can’t they catch up? How can we help them

get with the 21st century? Brown and Black people are characterized the obsolescent casualties of

a hi-tech world with which they can’t keep pace because they lack the necessary “hardware.”

Performance artist Guillermo Goméz Peña paraphrases such attitudes with regard to Latinos. With

raw honesty, he reminds us of how they are stereotyped as technologically inept. He writes:

The mythology goes like this: Mexicans and other Latinos can’t handle high technology, caught

between a pre-industrial past and an imposed post-modernity, we continue to be manual beings—

homo fabers par excellence, imitative artisans (not technicians)—and our understanding of the

world is strictly political, poetical or metaphysical at best but certainly not scientific… We often feed

this mythology by assuming the role of colonial victims of technology... This simplistic binary world

view presents Mexico as technologically underdeveloped yet culturally and spiritually overdevel-

oped and the United States as exactly the opposite.

As Goméz Peña reveals, the dynamic we too often call the digital divide is in fact a matrix of his-

torical, cultural, social and economic factors. Thus, any truly effective strategy to bridge the tech

gap must simultaneously: 1) address the deep-seated stereotypes about the limited intellectual

acuity of Blacks and Latinos; 2) deploy a cultural politics that can provide counter-narratives about

race and technology; 3) confront varied histories of technological oppression; and 4) critique the

corporate-driven reductionism that asserts that social equality follows from the ownership of tech-

nological artifacts. 
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One way of thinking about race and technology together that sidesteps the zero-sum game of

the digital divide is an alternative paradigm we might call AfroFuturism. AfroFuturism is a critical

perspective that opens up inquiry into the many overlaps between technoculture and Blacks’ dias-

poric histories. This perspective not only remembers the history of technological oppression but

also looks to legacies of technological innovation. 

The term was first used in a 1993 essay by Mark Dery called “Black to the Future.” Dery identi-

fied “African American voices” with “other stories to tell about culture, technology and things to

come,” and in so doing, irrevocably shifted the then just emerging discourse on technoscience and

cyberculture by questioning the universality of existing theoretical claims. Dery located these

“other stories” in comic strips, science fiction, contemporary music and art. These counter narra-

tives can also be found across the realm of popular culture—in jazz, hip hop and techno music and

imagery; in experimental film; in the three and four dimensional worlds of graffiti art, in the techno-

logical re-functioning of low-rider car customization; in the cut and mix aesthetic of digital photog-

raphy. In addition, we also have an (often under-appreciated) tradition of inventors and scientists

of various ilk including the conjurers and herbalists of the African continent, the ancient architects

of West Africa who used fractal geometry (see Ron Egalsh’s African Fractals), the alchemist and

beautician Madame C.J. Walker, and the biologist E. Everett just to name a few. I provide this far

from comprehensive list not to continue in that tradition of trumpeting black greats but to assert

that African Americans (and Latinos) have a thriving technoculture. These examples are models of

cultural expression and cultural production that offer alternative starting points for re-theorizing

the history and impact of technology. This is critical because what is lacking in digital divide

rhetoric are the voices of actual people talking about why technology matters to their African

American experiences and their Latino lives. 

AfroFuturism will not mend the digital divide, but the insights such a perspective can provide are

a necessary partner to activism and social critique. With these insights in mind, I suggest the

following strategies for mending the tech gap (or moving beyond the digital divide):

• Deploy cultural politics to uncover and celebrate the technological innovations of

communities of color;

• Discover our “usable past”. Understand the histories of technological oppression in the U.S.

and colonial settings so that we can prevent history from repeating itself;

• Don’t be afraid to use technology in our activism as a tool of liberation;

• Develop anti-racist and anti-capitalist critiques of the digital divide through theory and

activism. (For example, the Clinton administration has initiated the ClickStart project, a

voucher system that provides low cost computers and software to poor communities, but the

program requires that these folks be subjected to banner advertising. We must demand that

federally sponsored programs don’t come with such strings attached. If corporations get tax

incentives, low-income recipients should not be subject to corporate marketing schemes.);

• Demand that computer access for schools, libraries and community technology centers come

with technicians, trained-teachers, and up-to-date and culturally relevant software. As

activists, we need the technical sophistication and training so we know what to ask for when

we’re writing grants, meeting with politicians, or helping to shape policy;

• Don’t believe the hype. The new problem of the digital divide is related to the age-old, and

still unsolved problems of racism, poverty and illiteracy. In fact, it is a symptom of them. 
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How we frame this challenge is as important as the issue of technological access itself. I don’t

want to call a moratorium of any of the initiatives that would bring resources to the poor, especially

those that would help to provide jobs and job training for our communities. Rather I just want to

encourage us all to think critically about the two words—digital divide—that have become the only

thing that comes to mind when we think about race and technology together.
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ideology and African American health activism in the 1960s and 1970s. Alondra’s research and

teaching interests include science and technology studies, African American studies and new

media and digital art. She is co-editor, with Thuy Linh N. Tu, of Technicolor: Race, Technology and

Everyday Life (forthcoming, New York University Press, 2001).
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BEYOND THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
A Brief Consideration of Emerging
Economies, Technology, and Racial Justice

MAKANI N. THEMBA-NIXON

This is not a paper. It’s a snapshot using words. It’s a light scratch at deep matters in hopes of

providing a departure point for discussion. The changes highlighted here are, of course, only the

latest manifestations of cycles and other historical phenomena that have long been with us. 

Technology is indeed the double-edged sword. It is often bridled into service of oppression. It is

also an indispensable tool for organizers. Those of us on-line are able to communicate almost

instantly, create our own media more cheaply, and communicate to thousands of people who are

wired in a very short time. Still, I avoided considering the positive aspects of the emerging

economies in order to cut this thing down to a reasonable reading length. I also avoided issues

receiving (relatively) significant attention in the media (like the digital divide).

Key questions we should consider concerning new economies and public policy:

What public policy work should we undertake today that can help build power to better inter-

vene in these trends?

How can we leverage the current interest (in the media and elsewhere) in technology to raise

issues of inequity and get it on the public agenda?

How can we split the “corporate interest” coalition in order to advance our agenda?

As corporate decision-makers increasingly have no ties or allegiance to localities (given their

global nature), the public sector will more often become the “doable” target. Yet, government as a

provider of services and a regulator of business is under attack by the private sector and their

allies. What does it mean to hold institutions accountable in this context, and how do we do it?

How do we bring the “race cut” (i.e., bring up issues of racial inequities and racial justice) to this

discussion without invoking stereotypes of unprepared or unqualified “minorities”?

Fifteen minutes into the future…
That’s how the old sci-fi series Max Headroom started as an eerie warning that the stark

inequalities, the ubiquity of media that were hallmarks of the show would soon be present-day

reality. The future is sneaking up on us and, like most good sci-fi, it will have both elements of the

new and familiar.

There really is an emerging knowledge economy. It seems like a bunch of hype on its face but

the “knowledge” economy is rapidly moving to center stage. And it has distinct features that we

should pay attention to. Of course, this doesn’t mean that there is no more industrial economy.

When we moved into an industrial economy, there were still farmers and hunters and gatherers—

it’s just a question of emphasis and power. That’s why I use the term “economies.” Here are a few

things I think are worth considering:

Value is more important than cash or its equivalent. Now that “the market” (loosely speaking)

is the primary arena where businesses are appraised and financed, the key criteria for business

success is the value of its name and stock prices. The AOL/Time-Warner merger occurred with only
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the exchange of value. The perceived value of AOL was greater than the perceived value of Time-

Warner, therefore AOL could “buy” Time-Warner using its “higher valued” stock. 

Companies, of course, do everything they can to raise their value. They cut jobs, struggle to

innovate at a faster and faster rate, they invest more resources in advertising and acquiring “part-

ners” that bring added value to their portfolio. A beer company will buy a bottling company, for

example, not just to bring down costs of production but to leverage its control over a certain part of

the market to assure that its shareholders get added value. 

Another way that companies add value is through advertising and promotions. More and more

of our personal space is crammed with messages from the market. Our computer screens, our

clothing, our commutes, our schools, our sports arenas now feature ads. 

Ads increase the value of names, of brands. A cotton shirt that says “Fruit of the Loom” is valued

at, say, $4.99. A cotton shirt that says “Tommy Hilfiger” is valued at $90 (not the bootleg version at

the flea market, of course). There is not that much difference in the cost of making each shirt. It is

the value added by name recognition and association that makes the difference.

The creation of jobs is not important. In fact, business is more ruthless in eliminating jobs and

shifting most available profit to shareholders and executives today than in previous periods. While

government officials talk about companies as mechanisms for job creation, “cutting edge” busi-

ness administration, and management theory and practice stress efficiency and “smartsizing,” not

reinvestment and growth. There is regular, consistent inventory of jobs to be eliminated or convert-

ed to automation that is institutionalized as a part of the process. Layoffs are so commonplace,

they no longer even warrant bad publicity in mainstream papers. 

Those jobs that are created, that are non-management and not tied to stock options, tend to

decrease in real value over time. Government salaries and benefits (below upper management) are

now better than the private sector—a phenomenon that began to occur in the late 1980s and has

stayed steady since. The fact that government jobs now tend more often to be unionized plays a

role in this to be sure, but it says a lot about what communities can expect from which sector with

regard to quality job creation. 

The focus on information and innovation re q u i res different systems, different gauges of va l u e ,

and government is changing to accommodate it. K n owledge is exponential, meaning that whateve r

new thing is invented today, that knowledge will make the next thing even easier/faster to deve l o p.

Fu rt h e r, unlike in the older economy, where the scarcer something was the more valuable it was, the

opposite holds true in this formation. The most common example is the fax machine. The first one

meant little. The second one raised the value of the first and so on. How much money made on each

unit “sold” is less important than the perc e i ved value of the company and its domination of the mar-

ket. That is why companies will “g i ve away” so much merchandise to acquire market share ve r s u s

higher profits per unit. The key is to get as many people wanting to use the information/ product as

possible for it to be of greater value to investors. Total saturation of the market means greater va l u e .

T h e re f o re, companies compete to be the standard or dominant “medium” of the trade. 

Of course, monopoly has always been a tendency of capitalist formations. Howe ve r, we are in a

period where (like when the auto industry and telecommunications industry emerged in the early part

of the 20th century) government is so enamored with the potential growth of the information

economy that it is dismantling the old regulatory framework designed to (somewhat) arrest monopoly

d e velopment. This makes mergers and acquisitions more profitable, collaboration and formal tra d e

formations more frequent across broader segments of industry and geogra p h y. And these more

monopolistic associations form with the blessing and even financial support of gove r n m e n t .
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Companies are collaborating more not only around production and market control but to more

effectively control the public agenda (media, public opinion) and policy. The private sector has

steadily been increasing resources devoted to propaganda and lobbying to revamp the regulatory

infrastructure in its interest. Further, private sector interests are not limiting their efforts to busi-

ness regulation. They have increasingly involved themselves in the social policy arena. In short, we

are not just fighting other nonprofit entities and ideologues. It will take more thoughtful use of

media, better collaboration, and more targeted efforts on our side to effectively split/ do “damage”

to this larger coalition.

With rapid changes in knowledge come rapid changes in sectors or “industries.” The current

way of organizing waged workers by sectors (health, railway workers, etc.) will be difficult if what

people do for a living is changing more rapidly. Work is becoming more specialized and detailed

and made obsolete at a rapid pace. In short, today’s skilled worker will become tomorrow’s

unskilled worker at a much faster rate than previously. Last century’s autoworker got three genera-

tions of employment out of the sector. It is doubtful that too many sectors will support such a large

number of people with the same skills for so long. 

I ro n i c a l l y, cities and states are moving to what they call “sector based” development where they

a re investing major re s o u rces to attract today’s “g row t h” sectors (i.e., biotechnology). It is much like

the “d e velopment in a box” strategy that has local governments looking for the next big thing (like

an auto factory) to save their economies. As sectors change more ra p i d l y, workers and gove r n m e n t s

will be scrambling more frequently for the next job panacea—and often will be left in the lurc h .

Offices are getting smaller. There are more “virtual” collaborations where workers don’t see

each other as often. More people telecommute from home. And more people are contract workers,

who have tenuous relationships with their employers and no benefits. It’s important to note that

not only are skilled, high-paid workers increasingly working on contract or from home, but low-

wage workers are, too. Big information conglomerates (like Microsoft) have few jobs compared to

the dominant companies of the industrial heyday. Companies like GM and Bethlehem Steel created

cities around them with the sheer size of their labor force. They changed the entire nation’s demo-

graphics. Today’s conglomerates have puny workforces by comparison. Yet, they are behemoths in

the value (assets/stock/profit) category. New forms of organizing workers are emerging that go

beyond sector and workplace organizing. Some of our partners are among the folk advancing this

work. We should examine these forms, see what we can learn, use, and replicate. 

So why should we care about this? 

Public policy regulating business has shifted dramatically to accommodate this value-driven

economy. Since the 1980s, laws like “fiduciary responsibility” that make it illegal not to provide

shareholders with the greatest amount of value (even if it means cutting jobs and worsening a local

economy) have created a legal infrastructure that narrowly defines “corporate accountability” as

accountability to shareholders.

The race to create value is moving companies into the “Third World” (domestically and abroad)

in search of lower wages and higher productivity—especially in those sectors that must produce

concrete “stuff” (as opposed to cool and “innovative” information). Companies that seek cheap

labor are moving production to urban and rural spaces that receive little legal surveillance and

where residents have little agency. Garment and other small-scale manufacturing sweatshops are

examples of businesses that flourish in communities where there is public and private divestment. 

Federal policy is increasingly marginal to economic processes as cities compete one-to-one for

business on an international level. It’s not U.S. policy versus Brazilian policy. San Francisco is
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competing directly with Sao Paulo. Although there are international, quasi-official formations (like

WTO) that play some role, many of these deals/policies are made by local commissions appointed

by local elected officials with no accountability to the public. Little has been done to intervene in

this process at the local level. In fact, local governments discourage public access to the process

because part of the value they hope to deliver to companies is non-interference. We must identify

concrete strategies/campaigns to turn this around.

How will value be shared? The old economy was already unfair, to say the least, but the increas-

ing gap between those who supply the labor and raw materials and those who add the “brand” and

value to products is growing even more. People picking cotton in Fresno or sewing patterns in

Chinatown should have a greater share in the value of their labor when it becomes a Hilfiger or

Karan “creation.” Given the fact that many of these companies contract out and disavow any knowl-

edge of the oppression associated with production, and even the standard, legal compensation is

meager, what would a policy infrastructure look like that brings about greater equity in how profits

are shared?

People of color (including Asians) are the first to get hurt by shifts in the economy and the last

to recover when times are better. People of color have always been victims of changes in the econ-

omy. However, rapid changes mean more suffering and more often. What does workforce develop-

ment and job training mean in an economy that will see major shifts in what jobs are available

every 10–20 years? Public education is becoming more “vocationalized” in communities of color. By

vocationalized I mean education that is narrowly focused on a particular job like math for bank

tellers as opposed to algebra or geometry, or making college preparatory classes available, etc.

How will our kids fare in an economy that requires life-long learning, flexibility,, and access to the

social networks that create and assign value (and therefore jobs)? What use are workfare interven-

tions like specialized job training focused on today’s growth sectors in keeping folk employed long-

term? This makes demands for four-year education for recipients and other supports for post-

secondary education even more critical.

Private sector shifts are forcing sweeping changes in the education system. Universities are

changing (as they always have) to adapt to these new realities. The result is that colleges and uni-

versities are collaborating even more with corporations to provide the knowledge and specialized

training the private sector needs. Other forms of knowledge that take up resources but do not

serve the private sector’s interests, like ethnic studies, religious studies, and philosophy, are even

more de-emphasized. Schools are combining or eliminating courses, majors, and specializations in

these areas and expanding course offerings that meet private sector and job demands. The private

sector is becoming increasingly vocal about K-12 education as well. They are working hard to

remake schools to meet their present-day business needs with, generally, little concern for the

development of our children.

These shifts will also mean changes in the geographic centers where jobs (that don’t require

very low-wage workers) are located. If trends hold true, jobs on the domestic front will continue to

go to predominantly white areas with good public infrastructures (schools, roads, universities, hos-

pitals, etc.) that are seeking replacements for job sectors that have become obsolete. As the move

to suburban industrial parks has already shown, proximity to urban centers doesn’t mean as much

to business in this period.

In fact, a company’s location is now part of its public perception value. In advertising and pro-

motion, there are companies leveraging the whiteness of their location in order to associate their

brand with the “positives” of being far from the colored urban center. Gateway’s use of cow
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imagery to leverage its location for branding is just one example. This increases the value of white-

ness even more with regard to a company’s location. Discrimination against urban centers in the

location of businesses is considered logical, standard business practice. To compete in this envi-

ronment, communities of color are dropping their wages, standards, and regulatory infrastructure.

Businesses that respond to these incentives are too often the kinds of industries that thrive on less

public infrastructure (e.g., sweatshops, liquor stores, low-end retail, etc.). There must be another

policy frame that begins to address these issues and goes beyond tax credits and incentives. 

The private sector and public sector have united to break/remake all of the previous covenants

about employment and responsibility. To support and nurture these new economic formations,

government has waived the “new deal” agreement with business that some taxes would be used to

(meagerly) maintain the low-wage labor pool as a surplus, to keep employer selection up and

wages down. Further, the implied agreement that, through taxes, government would pay the cost of

low-wage workers’ benefits with programs like Medicaid is also off. This appears to be a move to

reallocate billions of dollars in social spending and make the money available for private-sector

investment through:

1. direct federal spending as research and development grants and tax incentives;

2. assuming liability for new technologies (for example, the federal government is carrying

billions of dollars of insurance if anything goes awry with genetic technology); and

3. increasing the circulation of money for loans and capitalization of business by cutting the

deficit so the money supply will not be increased (and supposedly creating value and infla-

tionary pressures).

We can’t let them have it both ways—low taxes, low wages, and no safety net for those left to

their whims. We have to figure out how to more creatively demonstrate that the economy sucks for

too many of us (regardless of the Dow); and that most service-sector jobs that are being created

require government subsidy at least (health insurance, food and housing support) if workers are to

survive. Of course, the fight for better wages and benefits from employers must continue if people

are to make it beyond the bare necessities. 

We can’t depend on their data and their interpretation of the conditions. The disconnect “regu-

lar people” feel from the rosy picture of near full employment on TV belies the reality. There are

poor whites that feel abandoned by the economy and are creating militant formations (since they

are under less surveillance than most communities of color) that manifest their fear and anger.

Their targets are often “ethnicized” (Jews, immigrants, people of color with managerial jobs, gays,

etc.), but it’s clear that they understand at some level that the economy is not working in their

interest—and they are right. 

In communities of color, policies designed to control and incarcerate the increasing numbers of

unemployed or marginally employed are proliferating. It feels like there is a chute from high school

to prison in many of our communities—and it’s increasingly difficult to tell the difference between

the two.

We have to do a better job of tracking the economic relationship to the oppression with real

data and information. Then we have to translate that information into stories of righteous indigna-

tion, injustice, and concrete ideas (policies) for turning it around.
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IDEAS FOR POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Get the Department of Labor (Statistics) to develop a bi-annual report that tracks poverty,

race, and opportunity. The parameters for this report would be developed by a progressive,

diverse advisory group that includes people from organizations with low-income members

and leadership.

2. Develop a model “sunshine” law for “local trade commissions” that requires public disclo-

sure of their activities and some sort of impact/analysis of deals they make with our issues

(wages, security, tax revenues, hiring practices, etc.) in the foreground.

3. Support initiatives that provide state-supported higher education (four year and beyond) for

low-income and displaced workers as a job preparedness strategy without penalty with

regard to benefits or entitlements.

4. Link with other corporate accountability groups to advance greater regulation of the private

sector.

5. Enact regional tax base sharing so that suburban communities share their revenues across a

region to support the cities they benefit from.

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE: 
A Quick Overview of Technological 
Trends We Cannot Ignore

There are some major technological breakthroughs (both recent and coming) that will have a

major impact on our work. Here are few to consider:

Nanotechnology. This is the technology of making things very, very small. Most of the hype

around it has focused on making very small circuitry for computers, but there is other research

looking into the creation of products from atoms. It’s hard to conceive but experts predict that we

are ten years away from “growing” complex products like guitars, containers, paper, building mate-

rials even food from atoms. In this process, a technician literally drops the atom-sized mixture into

a prepared environment and within a short time, these atoms “grow” into the product. Of course,

this could have positive effects on the environment in some cases. It will also radically alter the

“relevance” of most of the world to the global economy as the need for certain raw materials and

the labor to create products from them are eliminated.

On the more ominous side, nanotechnology is also being developed for weaponry use. Atom-

sized weapons that, combined with biogenetic technology that will be able to target only certain

kinds of people, cause mutations in a wide range of organisms and animal life (including humans).

Policy is way behind in this arena as there are few international agreements or rules about the

development and availability of this technology. 

Surveillance technology. Our communities are increasingly under surveillance. Cameras on

street corners, the capturing and sharing of personal data are all part of a larger infrastructure that

enables the monitoring of people like never before. More and more people of color are amassing

arrest records due to oppressive laws and a reinterpretation of the Constitution that enable arrests

and detainment with little or no evidence. These records, available to police and others with a click

of a mouse, will increasingly color interactions with law enforcement, employment prospects,

schools, and others. 
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Today (in most towns) if a kid is pulled over, the first thing a cop will do is check to see if he has

an arrest record—whether or not it led to detainment or conviction. Journalists are advised to

check if (usually working class) sources have criminal records (the databases are public) and use

that information in their stories. And arrest (not conviction) records have been admitted as evi-

dence in criminal proceedings if the charge was “relevant” to the matter before the court. 

As schools in communities of color remake their disciplinary structure in the image of police,

more kids will have arrest and conviction records for what used to be only disciplinary code infrac-

tions. Schools are having kids arrested, handcuffed, and taken to juvenile facilities (sometimes on

campus) by uniform police officers in front of their peers as official discipline policy. Dress code vio-

lations receive the same level of intervention as fighting. In short, what used to be “teaching

moments,” where adults would instruct kids and then continue the educational process, are now

crimes with real penalties resulting in increased negative personal data, surveillance, and restric-

tion of freedom for kids of color. 

DNA and gene work. Related to surveillance are standards of evidence for conviction. People are

now getting convicted on DNA evidence alone. Fighting such “evidence” will require more than a

public defender. Defendants will need scientific experts and serious cash. And guess who gets tried

more often and has neither?

This technology also has profound implications for the food we eat, child policy, adoption, white

supremacy, standards of beauty, and more. Think about this: Companies are copyrighting entire

gene pools of blond, blue eyed people (like one company “owns” the gene pool of the entire coun-

try of Iceland) to be able to supply whites with the start-up ingredients for “more desirable” blue-

eyed babies. There are pharmaceutical companies that “own” the entire gene pools of certain small

human, “animal,” and plant communities in the Amazon and other parts of the Third World for the

making of drugs. The ethical issues are astounding. The issues of economic exploitation are com-

plex. Of course, there are way more issues to think about, like genetically modified food sources or

biological and/or gene-based weapons as described above. It all just boggles the mind. Yet, one

handle to consider is that there is little organizing to hold the academy (universities) and corpora-

tions accountable for this mess they are creating. 

Virtual reality, artificial intelligence, and robotics. The virtual reality of tomorrow will be much

more advanced than the quirky graphics of today. Virtual reality environments are currently being

tested for shopping, hiring (they try you out in the virtual environment and make that your inter-

view), job training, and more. The worlds being created for habitation in cyberspace (especially in

the entertainment sphere) will likely reinforce the stereotypes and exacerbate the “digital divide.”

Unfortunately, the depictions of people of color (and women for that matter) and their treatment as

characters in this world will not advance at the same pace as the technology. 

Artificial intelligence is based on the intelligence that those who do the programming believe is

important to “download” into the machine/computer/device that will use it. There are real issues

as to what constitutes the “intelligence” being programmed. Most of the cultural information that

has been given value is (surprise) decidedly Eurocentric. In other words, in these devices the domi-

nant world as we know it is re-created except there is no alternative in that sphere like there is in

the “real world.” Further, techniques like racial profiling and other biased probability approaches to

law enforcement, credit approval, etc., are key tenets of this technology.

It is estimated that by 2025, “smart robots,” or robots capable of independent or “human”

decision-making and information processing, will be a reality. Not only will this new generation of

beings have the capacity to take on complex tasks, they will be able to reproduce themselves, their
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experience, and their intelligence at a rapid rate—and even surpass our ability as humans to mas-

ter complex tasks soon after. These devices are created mostly to take on jobs currently held by

humans at mid-level management or lower—precisely where most people of color break out of

poverty and move into the middle class. They are also designed to take on traditionally low-wage,

repetitive jobs (garment work, telemarketing, janitorial and factory work) where chances of injury

are high and the need for accuracy is great another segment of the labor force with significant num-

bers of people of color. In addition, serious moral questions are being raised about a new class of

“beings” with the capacity for independent thinking, although not flesh and blood, that are

required to work without compensation or have free will. (Yes, there are folk studying these issues.

One could only wish they put as much energy into studying the oppression of human beings...) 

THE END OF WORK AS WE KNOW IT
All of these coming trends and more raise a critical challenge for those of us organizing against

poverty: If one’s livelihood is tied to employment, meaning, if we must earn our living through

work, then what will become of us who cannot work? 

If we as a society answer the question as we’ve always answered it, we are in serious trouble.

Millions more will suffer if we don’t figure out how to mount a successful movement to make basic

needs (safe housing, food, clothing, quality education, services, etc.) a right and not simply a con-

sumer good for those who can afford it. It is time for all of us undertaking some aspect of anti-

poverty work to identify ways that collaboratively take this fundamental question on. This will

require:

1. willingness to develop a systemic analysis of the economy and why poverty exists; 

2. clear view of racial and gender dynamics (historically and in the present) that explains why

poverty is racialized and gendered and avoids stereotyping and victim blaming; 

3. understanding of globalization, migration patterns, and the distribution of wealth; 

4. consistent monitoring of technological trends and their impact on our constituencies; and

5. commitment to long-term planning that projects at least 25 years ahead.

This project will not fit neatly into regular three-year funding cycles. This project must be proac-

tive because reacting will come too late. This is a project of self-examination and stocktaking in

which each of us and our organizations must participate. We must understand what’s at stake. And

we must let the “powerful others” know that we will not allow them to forge our future without us. 

Makani Themba writes on issues of race, media, and public policy. Her latest book is Making

Policy, Making Change: How Communities Are Taking Law Into Their Own Hands available through

Chardon Press.
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TRIPLE BURDEN
Cultural identity, 
natural resources and 
community self-rule of tribals in India1

JOHN SAMUEL
National Centre for Advocacy Studies (India)

“How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land? The idea is strange to us.” That was

how Chief Seattle commenced his letter to the President of the USA in 1854, when the US govern-

ment wanted to take over the common property resources of the indigenous people of America.

And though his words were spoken 150 years ago, and have been repeated so often, they are still

the most touching response to the dehumanising tendencies of a modernised world.

The organic relationship between cultural identity, the ecosystem, natural resources and com-

munity self-rule is most evident in the lives of tribal communities. There is an inherent contra-

diction between the communitarian value system of the adivasis (the first settlers) and the

individualistic value system of modern power structures.

In India, tribal communities account for almost 8 per cent of the total population with a rich,

creative and diverse socio-cultural spectrum. But these communities have been condemned to

remain in the backyard of Indian history as kiratas, girijan or vanvasis. Such an erroneous percep-

tion of tribal communities as savages and wild people was perpetuated by the mainstream. It

helped them displace tribals from their systems of livelihood. The government of India is yet to

recognise the indigenous status of tribal communities, although historically they have been con-

sidered the first settlers of the subcontinent. The middle class response to tribal communities is

either to romanticise their traditions or to attempt to “civilise” them.

So on the one hand, we have a set of academicians and activists who eulogise the great virtues

of the tribal traditions and imply that tribals should remain in splendid isolation as museum pieces,

and on the other, we have activists and organisations that patronise the struggles of adivasis.

Over the last 20 years, there has been a growing political self-awareness among the adivasis of

India as they struggle to reclaim their human dignity, habitat and political space. There is a new

resurgence among the people on the periphery to assert their cultural identity and to negotiate

change based on cultural autonomy and self-rule. Their struggle for survival and dignity is crucial

at a time when the state is trying to mortgage or sell natural resources like forests, land, minerals

and water to big corporations and international financial institutions.

It is the adivasis who bear the brunt of most big industrial, mining and development projects pri-

marily meant to ensure the comfort of the middle class. The modern development paradigm has

not only robbed them of their dignity but also eroded the very basis of their livelihood: resources

such as forests, land, minerals and water. The striking convergence between tribal areas, forest

1 This article first appeared in Humanscape Magazine under the title “Triple Burden” as part of John Samuel’s

Straight Talk column, www.humanscapeindia.org.  Reprinted with author’s permission.
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cover and poverty-stricken areas of India is not an accident of history. When adivasi communities

are thrown out of their natural habitation the name of industrialisation —sanctuaries, forest pro-

jects and big dams— the very fabric of their socio-cultural life and political identity is fragmented.

The multiple displacement from land, livelihood and culture forces them into the wretchedness of

bonded labour or the miseries of urban slums. While cutting off their lifeline, the establishment

ironically chooses to showcase tribal songs, dance and dress codes. 

The government doesn’t seem to realise that the cultural identity of the adivasi communities is

intrinsically linked to the natural environment and historical context. The political identity of adiva-

sis cannot be divorced from their cultural identity and control over natural resources. Usurping

their rights over natural resources jeopardises their culture and very survival.

The questions of cultural and political identity can be better understood in the historical con-

text. The relationship between the adivasi communities and the more dominant stream of society

changed with the changing character of the mainstream political system. Up to the medieval peri-

od, adivasi communities living in vast tracts of relatively inaccessible forest area co-existed with

established states and empires. Populations with different levels of material development and cul-

tural perception could live in harmony without impinging on each other’s territories and resources.

The adivasi communities remained outside the caste-based mainstream Hindu society and there

were no organised efforts to integrate adivasi communities into mainstream Hindu society.

However, wherever there was more interaction between adivasis and the outside world, there were

instances of them gradually being co-opted into caste-based society. The untouchable castes

Cherumar and Panyar in north Kerala are examples of such co-option of adivasi communities into

the lowest strata of the caste hierarchy. Mainstream Hindu society did not bother much about the

social and cultural separateness of adivasis. This co-existence might have been facilitated by a lack

of population pressure and lack of any particular economic incentives in depriving adivasis of their

land and forests.

However, the centralised colonial regime extended its control over the regions endowed with

natural resources. To exploit these natural resources and earn revenue, the British established an

administrative machinery that existed in sharp contrast to the socio-cultural ethos and livelihood

pattern of the adivasis. In the virtually unadministered areas, traders and moneylenders estab-

lished local vested interests under the protection of the British administration. Along with these

traders and moneylenders, new settlers succeeded in acquiring large tracts of common property

resources and the lands of adivasis. The active marginalisation of tribals by an oppressive state

machinery and an exploitative trade-moneylender-feudal nexus began in the first half of the 19th

century and was accelerated after the British left India. Recommendations for reforms in numerous

reports prepared by British civil servants and later the government of India could neither arrest the

rampant violation of their dignity and rights nor stop the growing alienation of the adivasis from

their livelihood systems and cultural identity.

The response of the diverse adivasi communities has varied from local resistance against the might

of the colonial forces to a meek withdrawal into the deep forests and hills. As the adivasis we re forc e d

to give up their subsistence patterns, they we re reduced to landless labourers bonded to the new

u p p e r-caste settlers. In the Dhanbad area of Bihar, adivasis we re reduced to bonded labourers in the

first half of the 19th century. The British mining companies made their situation worse. Moneylenders

became suppliers of adivasi labour to the tea gardens in Assam and mining companies in central India.

In the North-East, where the British did not have immediate interests in the compara t i vely inaccessible

n a t u ral re s o u rces, they devised a system of administration that left the local adivasi communities such
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as the Nagas, Ga ros and Mizos alone to run their local affairs. The forest and other natural re s o u rc e s ,

once considered community re s o u rces, we re forcibly taken over by the British administration through a

series of legislation such as the Fo rest Act of 1865 and 1878 and the Fo rest Policy of 1894. Ove r n i g h t ,

the adivasis lost their ancestral and traditional rights over fore s t l a n d s .

The resultant poverty, malnutrition and indebtedness paved the way for the earliest resistance

to the colonial powers in India. Amongst them were the resistance of adivasis during the Santal

Rebellion of 1855–56 against dikhus (non-tribals or foreigners), the Bhil Rebellion in Khandesh,

and the Rampa rebellion in East Godavari district. Various Mizo and Naga tribals went on head-

hunting raids against the hegemony of the alien state machinery.

Though there was some sympathy from Christian missionaries and British civil servants, the

incremental reforms were always overshadowed by the British interest in exploiting natural

resources. The efforts of missionaries like Lievens and John Batist Hoffman and anthropologists

like Verrier Elwin helped to highlight the problems of the tribals. But they were not enough to make

a substantial impact on the well-entrenched process of marginalisation and exploitation.

After Indian independence, the marginalisation of adivasi communities continued, notwith-

standing the lip service and token developmental programmes of the government. The Nehruvian

policy towards tribals was strongly influenced by Verrier Elwin. The Tribal Panchsheel became the

guiding principle for tribal development in India. The Constitution provided a framework for the

socio-economic development of tribals.

Article 46 of the Constitution required both the central and state governments to prevent the

exploitation of tribals and promote their development. Though such a policy was progressive in

spirit, the government response made little difference to the marginalisation of tribals. On the con-

trary, adivasi communities were systematically displaced in the name of industrial projects, big

dams and mining operations. The tyranny of forest officials and moneylenders increased. Though

political parties consistently paid lip service, particularly in states like Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and

Orissa that have a substantial adivasi population, the adivasi communities were systematically

uprooted from their land and forests.

The diversity of adivasi communities spread across six regions and the fragmentation of their

cultural identity stood in the way of the emergence of a pan-Indian political mobilisation of adiva-

sis. Unlike the more politically organised dalits, therefore, the adivasis have no political bargaining

power at a national level. This situation is fast changing with a new political awareness and a sense

of solidarity among adivasi communities across India. The resurgence of adivasis is being spurred

by the increasing displacement caused by the new liberalisation policies and the development

paradigm.

The process of multiple displacement has been highlighted by the recent social mobilisation

against the Narmada Dam Project in the western region, Koel-Karo, Netrahat and Subarnarekha in

the east. The struggle against land alienation in different parts of India, and local resistance

against mining in Orissa, Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh signify a resurgence against the

new forces of marginalisation. More than 90 per cent of around 500 coal mines are in the adivasi

area. The new mining projects promoted by the big transnational corporations will further

marginalise the adivasis. The various forestry projects like the Madhya Pradesh forestry project,

funded by the World Bank, will displace hundreds of thousands of adivasis from forestland. Almost

40 per cent of the displaced people in all the development projects are adivasis. As a result of the

new bout of alienation, adivasi communities across the country are increasingly realising the need

for social and political mobilisation.
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The work of social action groups in the last 20 years has helped build a sense of dignity and

social consciousness among the adivasi communities. Some of the best examples of voluntary

social action initiatives in the last 20 years are among the adivasi communities. The attempt of

social action groups to build up awareness and solidarity, coupled with people-centred advocacy to

influence public policies, brought the adivasis’ struggle for survival to the centre of political dis-

course. Successful advocacy campaigns and grassroots mobilisation succeeded in advancing the

New Forest Policy, the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe Atrocities (Prevention) Act of 1989 and

the implementation of the Bhuria Committee recommendations for tribal self-rule. The positive

impact of non-party political processes is manifested most in the emerging resurgence and solidar-

ity among the adivasi communities across the country.

Tribes living in an extremely underdeveloped stage
Andhra Pradesh Lingadhari Koya, Chenchu, Yenadi

Assam Mikir, Abore

Bihar Birhor, Asur, Korwa, Kharia, Sauria, Paharia

Karnataka Kadu-Kuruba, Jenu Kuruba, Koraga, Irular

Kerala Kadar, Irular, Paniyan, Kattunayakan, Vishavan

Madhya Pradesh Pahari Korwa, Baiga in Baigachuk, Abuj Madia (Bastar),

Birhor, Sehariya, Binjhwar

Maharashtra Katkari, Hill Gond (Chanda district)

Orissa Birhor, Bonodo Proraja, Juang, Kotia-Khond, Hill Bhuiya of

Bhuiya Pirh, Lanjia Saora, Koya, Paidi Bhuiya of Bonai

Rajasthan Sehria

Tamil Nadu Kadar, Irular, Paniyan, Malayali

Uttar Pradesh Raji

West Bengal Asur, Birhor, Sauria Paharia, Toto, Rabha, Lepcha

Andaman & Nicobar Jarwa, Onge, Sentinelese, Shompen

Islands

LEGAL AND CONSTITUTIONAL 
PROVISIONS RELATING TO TRIBALS

The colonial policy of non-interference in the life and thinking of tribals kept tribals away from

the prevailing trend of socio-economic development, resulting in a wide gap between tribals and

non-tribals in the economic and cultural aspects of their life. After India’s political independence in

the light of the spirit of the Constitution, Jawaharlal Nehru laid down five fundamental principles to

be followed in relation to the development of tribals in India. These principles, popularly known as

the Tribal Panchsheel, guide the government in matters relating to tribal administration.
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Tribal Panchsheel
1) People should develop along the lines of their own genius and we should avoid imposing

anything on them. We should try to encourage them in every possible way to develop their

traditional arts and culture.

2) Tribal rights in land and forest should be respected.

3) We should try to train and build up a team of their own people to do the work relating to their

administration and development. Some technical personnel from outside will no doubt be

needed, especially in the beginning. But we should avoid introducing too many outsiders

into tribal territory.

4) We should not over-administer these areas or overwhelm them with a multiplicity of

schemes. We should rather work through and not in competition with their social and cultur-

al institutions.

5) We should judge results not by statistics or the amount of money spent but by the quality of

human character that is evolved.

Constitutional Provisions
The following are some of the constitutional provisions relating to tribals:

• Article 14 ensures individuals equality before the law and equal protection of the laws in the

country, hence nobody, including tribals, can be deprived of any protection or benefits under

the law.

• Article 15 prohibits discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth.

Thus, it ensures that there will be no discrimination against tribals. Article 15 (4) permits the

State to make any special provisions for the advancement of Scheduled Tribes (STs) in addi-

tion to other socially and economically backward classes of society. Seat reservations for STs

in matters relating to education fall in this category of provisions.

• Article 16 deals with equality of opportunity in matters of public employment. It does not pro-

vide anything specially for STs, but clause 4 of Article 16 permits the State to make laws relat-

ing to matters of public employment for members of the STs if they are not adequately repre-

sented in that category of employment.

• Article 19 ensures freedom of speech, expression, assembly, and movement to the citizens of

India. However, under clause 5 of this Article the State can impose reasonable restrictions on

the general public with the objective of protecting the STs.

• Article 23 prohibits traffic in human beings and forced labour including bonded labour. This

provision is important from the point that many tribals are living as bonded labourers.

• Under the Dire c t i ve Principles of State Po l i c y, Article 38 places a duty on the State to strive to

s e c u re a social order minimising inequalities in status, facilities and opportunities to individuals.

• Article 39A ensures free legal aid. The inequalities arising out of access to justice can be elim-

inated by free legal aid.
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• Article 46 guides the State to promote the educational and economic interests of STs and pro-

tect them from social injustice and all forms of exploitation.

• Article 330 and Article 332 ensure to the STs reservation of seats in the Lok Sabha and in the

legislative assemblies of the states respectively.

• Article 342 ensures incorporation of tribes or tribal communities as Scheduled Tribes. The

Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes Orders (Amendment) Act, 1976 provides for

inclusion or exclusion of tribal communities from the list of SCs and STs.

• Article 244 provides for administration of Scheduled Areas and Tribal Areas. The Fifth

Schedule and Sixth Schedule are to be read with this Article.

• Article 275 of the Indian Constitution ensures that the states will receive grants-in-aid from

the Union to meet the costs of such schemes of development that will promote the welfare of

the STs in that area.

Legal Provisions
The Bonded Labour Systems (Abolition) Act, 1976 provided for the identification, release and

rehabilitation of bonded labourers. 

With the amendment of the Constitution in 1990 the National Commission for SCs and STs was

constituted. This Commission investigates and monitors all matters relating to the safeguards pro-

vided for them. The Commission has the authority to conduct inquiries, write reports and make rec-

ommendations as to the measures for the effectiveness of the implementation of the safeguards.

The Commission enjoys all the powers of a civil court. The union and every state government must

consult on all major policy matters affecting the SCs and STs.

The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 provides for

special courts for the trial of offences committed against members of SCs and STs. The Act imposes

a duty on the government to ensure effective implementation of the Act.

The National Forest Policy evolved in 1988 has specific provisions relating to the rights of the

tribals living in forests.
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