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In mid-17th century Virginia, there was a multiracial society of indentured and free people. Poor 
blacks and whites worked together, played together, and partnered. The society was ruled by 
wealthy plantation owners, while poor whites and blacks had limited opportunities even when 
they were freed from indentured servitude or slavery. They wanted to push west into American 
Indian territory to gain their own land. The governor did not want a war with the Native 
Americans and would not allow the expansion, as well as denying other demands. In 1676, 
Nathaniel Bacon, a wealthy newcomer who was charged with treason for inciting violence 
against the Native Americans, roused a large group of white and black rebels to attack the 
ruling government, eventually burning Jamestown to the ground. Bacon’s Rebellion, as it was 
called, was eventually squashed, but the effects were lasting.  
 
The now fearful ruling class responded by dividing the poor along racial lines. White Europeans 
were given rights, while black Africans were relegated to permanent hereditary slavery. Blacks 
were prohibited from possessing weapons or congregating. The first anti-miscegenation law 
was passed, forbidding marriages between whites and blacks or whites and Native Americans. 
White mothers who had a child with a black father were banished from the colony and the child 
put into slavery. This was the beginning of the “one drop rule,” stating that a person with any 
black heredity was legally considered black. The hierarchy and separation of the races was 
established. 
 
The resulting economic system relied on the subjugation and abuse of black people as a slave 
labor force. In 1650, Virginia had 300 slaves, but by 1700 had 13,000. The abhorrent system of 
slavery was dependent upon a psychology of otherness that has had a lasting legacy in our 
national psyche. That “one drop rule” turned the rich, beautiful mixing of people from different 
places and cultures into an ideology of contamination. The differences in culture were 
denigrated, rather than honored. In the name of subjugation, there was endless harm of 
objectification that we as a country have found difficult to reverse. 
 
Today, evidence shows that people of color are treated differently in the classrooms, 
courtrooms, workplaces, roadways, and neighborhoods. My close friend Colin’s brother, Karl, 
who is black, was driving through Rhode Island in his mother’s car several years ago. He was 
pulled over by a state policeman, who instructed him to get out of the car. He followed 
directions and put his hands on the car, asking, “Can I ask what I did wrong?”  
 
The officer did not answer, but began searching the car and after opening the glove 
compartment, stood up with a plastic bag containing a white substance. The patrolman barked, 
“What’s this?”  
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Karl answered, “I don’t know. Did you put that there?” The officer stuck a finger in the bag and 
put it to his tongue. It was salt. Karl’s mom had left a bag of salt in the car. The officer gave Karl 
a fake summons and drove off.  
 
It was a horrifying story that we could see as ridiculous only because it did not end with a 
deadly shooting, as it did for Daunte Wright, Andre Hill, Rayshard Brooks, Philando Castile, 
Gabriella Navarez, and countless others pulled over by the police. The legal rights you have as a 
black citizen may be different than they were a hundred or three hundred years ago, but you 
are still seen and treated as the “other” who is less than. There is a pervading trauma to all of 
this, to not be respected and safe in your own skin.  
 
I remember when we were at my parents’ house a few years ago and my biracial teenage 
nephew, Elijah, was going out to roll the garbage can to the end of the street on a cold night. 
He put on his warm hoodie and my brother exclaimed, “You can’t go out like that.” It was just 
after Trayvon Martin, a black seventeen-year-old boy, was shot for walking down the sidewalk 
in a predominantly white neighborhood in a hoodie. Suddenly, it was every black boy’s 
responsibility to take off their sweatshirts because, as a society, we wouldn’t dare disarm our 
violent white men. It is the black boys and men that have been stereotyped throughout our 
history as the dangerous, violent, criminal. In 1901, author George T. Winston wrote what was 
common thought: 
 

When a knock is heard at the door [a White woman] shudders with nameless horror. The 
black brute is lurking in the dark, a monstrous beast, crazed with lust. His ferocity is 
almost demoniacal. A mad bull or tiger could scarcely be more brutal. 
 

We may be taken aback hearing such words today, but the ideology is seared into our collective 
culture. It is behind the criminalization and outsized incarceration of black males today. 
 
The objectification is not limited to males. In a recent op-ed in the CT Mirror, Ayana Platt 
describes a time when as an eight-year-old in school she is confronted by the dean for wearing 
a “violent,” inappropriate” headband. When Ayanna later sees white girls wearing the same 
headband without being reprimanded, she thinks, “Maybe the rules have changed.” She wears 
her headband again and the dean singles her out, asking why she is wearing the forbidden item 
and calls her a “very disrespectful young woman.”  
 
Of course, she was neither disrespectful, nor a woman. She was an innocent eight-year-old girl. 
In her editorial, Ayanna goes on to talk about the adultification of young black girls. In a 2017 
study, parents responded that black girls were “less innocent” than their white classmates. 
Black girls are seen as more mature, almost adult-like. The 2017 report on “Suspensions and 
Expulsions in Connecticut,” found that black girls were five times more likely to be suspended 
or expelled than white girls across all districts. The results, of course, contribute to achievement 
gaps and other issues. 
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Recently, my biracial niece, Arielle, described her own experiences in a variety of schools. In 3rd 
grade she transferred into a predominantly white school after having been in a predominantly 
black school. Her family was excited about the opportunity this school would provide. The 
bullying she faced was incessant. Arielle couldn’t understand what was happening. She thought, 
“I have a loving family like you; I dress like you; I talk like you; I think like you. Why are you 
picking on me?” She left after one year and then attended a racially diverse school. She said it 
felt incredibly normal.  
 
Later, when Arielle moved again to a wealthy, white town, where there were all of 2.5 black 
kids in the school (“I was the .5” she explained.), she tried to live up to their expectations of 
whiteness. She exaggerated whatever was perceived as “white,” straightening and lightening 
her hair. She made friends who were really nice to her during the school day, but never invited 
her to their parties. Arielle would hear about those on Monday morning, realizing that there 
was an unspoken barrier that would not allow her to be fully accepted.  
 
The early experiences in her life caused my niece to downplay her blackness and to reject 
whatever connection she had to a culture outside of the predominant white one. It wasn’t until 
she was an adult that she considered the other part of herself and what it meant to subjugate 
it. The internalization of racism is something black people have to live with, when the culture 
inundates them with the same explicit and implicit messages about race that we hear as white 
people. We are all seeped in it. As black activist and professor, Dr. Cornell West, said when he 
spoke at a Unitarian Universalist General Assembly, “…when I look in the depths of my soul, I 
see white supremacy because I grew up in America. And if there's white supremacy in me, my 
hunch is you've got some work to do too.” 
 
We all have work to do because we are living the effects of almost four hundred years of racist 
structures and ideologies. These do not disappear in sixty years simply because Civil Rights laws 
were passed. We remain mostly segregated in our lives today. We will break down and change 
the institutions that have perpetuated the inequality when we see them as an impediment to a 
better way of living. Maintaining systems of oppression debilitates us all. 
 
Dismantling racism is about pulling apart the layers that were placed on top of that foundation 
laid soon after Bacon’s Rebellion. It is recognizing that we unconsciously hold this lie created to 
separate us and dehumanize people. The dynamic will shift when we embrace and honor 
differences. We will begin to create a new reality when we think of diversity as a welcome 
expansion of who we are and invite people into our spaces because we want to hear their 
voices, not have them amplify our own. 
 
In his I Have a Dream speech, Martin Luther King, Jr. hopes that “one day the sons of former 
slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of 
brotherhood.” That “little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white 
boys and white girls as sisters and brothers.” Our redemption is through relationship. In his 
sermon Paul's Letter to American Christians, MLK explains that segregation “substitutes an ‘I-it’ 
relationship for the ‘I-thou’ relationship,” referring to Martin Buber’s differentiation between a 
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relationship of objectification and one of deep understanding. It is only through understanding 
and respect that we can change the underlying premise of racism.  
 
My niece told me that she thinks it’s been difficult for us, her family, to see what she has faced 
as a biracial woman because we just see her as “Arielle,” our family member. Nobody knows 
the trouble she’s seen. I was aware of some of it as a witness, but through our conversations, I 
understand more. I see her more fully and commit to being an ally, not just an uncle. 
 
Let us break free of preconceived notions and answer the knock on the door, not with fear, but 
a welcoming embrace and an open mind to hearing the stories. It is the recognition of each 
person’s full humanity that will save us all. 


