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ARC Statement of Honorable Intentions
Our purpose is to provide a joint analysis with organizers of color 
in the Justice Institute which can result in a set of shared beliefs in 
guiding our anti-racist organizing work.

We  are white anti-racist activists who come together to further anti-
racist organizing among progressive white activists in the St. Louis 
area. 

We are affiliated with the Justice Institute for the purpose of 
developing ongoing accountability to progressive people of color.

We do not want people of color to do our work for us, nor do we 
want to be a vehicle for consolidating white power.

We hope to become a force for mutual work among whites doing 
anti-racist organizing in our ongoing progressive multiracial, multi-
national movement building.

Justice Institute Mission
The mission of The Justice Institute is to build a network of leaders, 
teachers and students in St. Louis to motivate and empower 
grassroots activists through political education and training. The 
vision of the Institute is to ensure economic, political and social 
justice for working class people through local organized struggle.
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Introduction: White Supremacy  
and the Costs of Privilege

By any measure the United States is the richest country in the 
world, yet is plagued with great and deepening social and economic 
inequality. The tiny ruling class that sits atop of the income distri-
bution is almost entirely comprised of white males. The US is the 
only developed country without a national health program.  Its 
literacy and infant mortality rates compare unfavorably with several 
underdeveloped countries and consistently lag far behind those 
of the rest of the developed world.  The U.S. has the highest incar-
ceration rate in the world.  Ours is also an extremely militaristic 
country, and is increasingly viewed worldwide as an environmental 
terrorist.

These facts inspire us to organize for justice, and demonstrate the 
need for revolutionary transformations of our communities, of 
ourselves, and indeed of the entire world. In this spirit we must 
honestly ask, 

Why are our movements and organizing work for social and eco-
nomic justice still on the fringes of U.S. and international political 
discourse and action—and more specifically why are they margin-
alized in Missouri, and within St. Louis itself?

It is our belief that 

1. In a city that has a majority people of color, the “white-ness” of 
the movement has a LOT to do with this; and that

2. one of the central reasons is discussed thoroughly by Chip 
Smith in his book The Cost of Privilege:

Land was the bait used to hook poor Europeans into sup-
pressing the Indian peoples and enforcing the slave system. 
Usually it was not even very good land, since that had been 
monopolized by the ruling elite. For 300 years and with na-
tive people’s land and the slave system as the foundation, sys-
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tematic racial advantages have worked to prevent a combined 
popular challenge to the ruling establishment.1

A study of Smith’s book led the formation of our present Anti-
Racist Collective (ARC) which is affiliated with the Justice Institute. 
The mission statement of ARC is as follows:

•	 WE are white anti-racist activists who come together to fur-
ther anti-racist organizing among progressive white activists 
in the St. Louis area.

•	 WE are affiliated with the Justice Institute for the purpose of 
developing ongoing accountability to progressive people of 
color.

•	 WE do not want people of color to do our work for us, nor 
do we want to be a vehicle for consolidating white power.

•	 WE hope to become a force for mutual work among whites 
doing anti-racist organizing in our ongoing progressive mul-
tiracial, multi-national movement building.

A number of white activists have approached people of color in the 
Justice Institute to facilitate the process of self-education, dialogue, 
and analysis that white activists must learn to undertake ourselves. 
In this sprit we are offering this paper as a project of ARC. We do 
not intend to present this paper as “the answer,” but as an honest 
attempt to engage with other white activists who seek, as we do, to 
overcome the “white blindspot,” in our organizing work.2

We have failed to place white anti-racist organizing at the center of 
our work.  Due to this failure we continue to build organizations 
that are primarily white, and to engage in struggles that are discon-
nected from communities of color as well and the advanced orga-
nizing work that is occurring within these communities.

In order to overcome this failure, we hope to advance white anti-

1. Chip Smith, The Cost of Privilege: Taking On the System of White Supremacy 
and Racism (Fayetteville, NC: Camino Press, 2007), 1.

2. Ted Allen and Noel Ignatin, “White Blindspot.” Marxists Internet Archive. 
http://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ncm-1/whiteblindspot.pdf.
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racist organizing, which we understand as work that engages white 
activists, under the leadership of people of color, in:

•	 Organizing work with a strategic focus on dismantling white 
privilege and supporting struggles of key importance to people 
of color;

•	 Developing within ourselves, and the work we do accountabil-
ity to people of color, especially to those who are engaged in 
advanced organizing work;

•	 Joint work with other white anti-racist activists in an ongoing 
process of transformation, both of ourselves as individuals, and 
of our organizations and communities.

Three Essential Concepts
We believe that the three following concepts are essential for build-
ing a movement capable of achieving the kind of change that is so 
urgently needed both in our organizations and in society at large:

1. Strategic Focus       

Only justice and equality can bring unity! Any activists who want 
to build a movement or organization that seeks to unite people of 
color with white folks must put a strategic focus on fighting for jus-
tice and equality. This means engaging in concrete struggles to dis-
mantle racism and white privilege. It also means organizing around 
those struggles that are important to oppressed communities, and 
supporting transformational organizing in those communities.

2. Accountability

What you say you are going to do, you must do! Otherwise, there is 
no accountability within an organization. Lack of accountability is a 
persistent pitfall of volunteer organizations; and there are no “silver 
bullets” on how to deal with it. But if we are not accountable – to 
each other and to people of color -- we cannot be successful. 

For example, in an area such as the City of St. Louis where a major-
ity of the population is people of color, and a higher percentage is 
female, social justice organizations should have at least 50% people 
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of color, and 50% women, in leadership (and staff) positions. If not, 
where is the accountability to the communities that we are trying to 
serve, and to organize?

3. Transformation

If we are to be successful in building a movement to transform the 
world (or some part of it), we must also work daily to transform our-
selves! Privilege and oppression are two sides of the same coin. We 
must struggle against white, male chauvinism and all other forms 
of privilege. These struggles require continual political education, 
as well as on-going reflection on how we are effective, or ineffective, 
in our relationships with people of color in our organizations. This 
process of honestly accounting for our strengths and weaknesses, 
in hopes of achieving more effective practice, is sometimes referred 
to as “criticism, self-criticism, and rectification.” Whatever we call 
it there needs to be an intentional process of actually transforming 
ourselves.
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Practice: Lessons from Our Work

A positive example of white anti-racist organizing,  
from here in St. Louis
The following discussion will draw upon the authors’ personal 
experiences in fighting against white supremacy within broad social 
justice movements.  Regrettably there are few unambiguously posi-
tive examples of the kind of white anti-racist organizing that we ad-
vocate, indeed, the authors were able to find only one such example 
from our work in St. Louis.

In the early 2000s the authors of this paper were actively helping 
to build the organization now known as Missouri Jobs with Justice 
(JwJ). During this time an intern at JwJ surveyed the leadership of 
JwJ’s member organizations to gauge their impressions of how well it 
was doing with regards to its mission of achieving economic and so-
cial justice for all in our community. Most of those surveyed agreed 
that JwJ was not doing enough at that time to fight for racial justice.

In light of this finding, JwJ created an Anti-Racist Committee, that 
was made up of several key white leaders as well as the few people 
of color activists who were then in leadership positions with JwJ. 
The committee drafted a proposal for addressing racial justice is-
sues that was subsequently adopted by JwJ. In this proposal ARC 
asked JwJ to:

•	 Place a priority on organizing around struggles of key impor-
tance to the African American community and to other com-
munities of color.

•	 Practice affirmative action in internal leadership development 
and recruitment to ensure that no less than half of JwJ leader-
ship and staff is comprised of people of color and women.

•	 Implement a regular program of popular education focused on 
racial justice, gender justice, and full democracy.

JwJ agreed to take on the concrete struggle being waged by the Co-
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alition against Police Crimes and Repression (CAPCR) to establish a 
civilian review board to monitor and oversee the St. Louis Metropol-
itan Police Department. CAPCR was an organization led by African 
Americans and deeply rooted in the African American community. 
Its work was already being supported by authors of this paper who 
were working in the Anti-Racist Committee (ARC) of CAPCR. 

When Aldermanic Black Caucus Chair Terry Kennedy introduced 
a bill to establish a civilian review board in 2005 JwJ and CAPCR’s 
ARC worked to build and mobilize support for the bill in the city’s 
white-majority Southside wards. We held public forums, lobbied 
white Alderpeople, conducted one-on ones, produced flyers, and 
canvassed Southside wards in order to build multi-racial support 
for Alderman Kennedy’s bill. Thanks to JwJ’s support, we were able 
to place special emphasis on contacting JwJ members and contacts 
who lived in targeted Southside wards. As a result of these efforts 
we were able to pass the civilian review bill in the Board of Alder-
men. Unfortunately the bill would be vetoed by Mayor Francis Slay 
after its passage.

The success that white anti-racist activists experienced in build-
ing support for civilian review in the white community and among 
white Alderpeople coupled with the strategic focus created within 
JwJ, means that our city is now well positioned to make the goal of 
civilian review of its police department a reality. That JwJ remains 
committed to the goal of meaningful civilian review is evidenced 
by its adoption of a new solidarity plan to support current efforts to 
pass such a bill in the Board of Aldermen. 

JwJ-ARC’s popular education recommendation became the Bread 
and Roses program, which initially focused on issues of intersec-
tionality and expanding democracy. JwJ continues to pay close 
attention to affirmative action, striving to ensure that half of its 
staff and leadership is comprised of people of color. JwJ’s continued 
commitment to issues of importance to communities of color, as 
well as its strategic commitment to fighting to ensure basic eco-
nomic justice and worker self-organization demonstrate the possi-
bilities of white anti-racist organizing work.
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Problems and Challenges from Efforts  
at Anti-Racist Organizing
While the Left has long argued the centrality of fighting against rac-
ist discrimination, it has demonstrated great difficulty in develop-
ing our approaches to effectively combat it. What follows are some 
examples of these difficulties, drawn both from the organizing work 
of the authors, and from other’s experiences.

1) Our Self-Criticism: Problems & Lessons from our Work

Not coincidentally, the same JwJ intern whose survey initiated the 
anti-racist work in JwJ co-created RESIST!, a queer zine created and 
led by women of color. For five years RESIST! provided a forum for 
writings about white privilege and white supremacy and a platform 
for lesbian, bi-sexual, and intersexed women of color to share sto-
ries, poetry, and political analysis on their own terms. It also served 
as a vehicle for organizing among young queer women in our 
community. RESIST! developed some dedicated anti-racist activists, 
including one of the authors of this document, who remain active 
in such struggles today. But the project did not lead to significant, 
sustained anti-racist advances within the broader queer commu-
nity. 

Another author of this paper was a teacher at a suburban middle 
school. This school had people of color serving as its top adminis-
trators, and an overwhelmingly African-American student body, 
but still operated as though it were a private school for its white 
students who made up a majority of the students in honor classes. 
Since classes were built around curriculum tracks, students were ef-
fectively segregated by race on the basis of honor class entry criteria 
that had an adverse impact upon students of color.

It was difficult to make race a part of the school’s dialogue, or to 
demonstrate that supposedly neutral scheduling criteria was be-
ing used to obscure ongoing racial bias. As a result of consistent 
struggle a group of teachers were gradually able to voice their con-
cerns collectively and ultimately to formulate ad hoc proposals for 
change. Over time new criteria were issued to enable greater access 
to honors courses for students of color—but even after these chang-
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es white students remained over-represented in honors programs. 
While real progress was made in this instance, this progress was far 
from adequate. These struggles failed to lead to permanent organi-
zation, to develop a white anti-racist core, or to develop sustained 
leadership for people of color. Due to these failures much of the 
progress that was made in combating discrimination at the school 
has been undone.

2) …and Some Critical Observations

A persistent mistake made by “white progressive” organizations and 
activists is the failure to place substantial strategic focus on fighting 
white supremacy. All too often this failure leads to a deeper failure 
of many white activists to place themselves, and their work within 
a relational context with people of color. In our view such strategic 
focus is a necessary first step for any meaningful white anti-racist 
project. Even within multi-racial contexts, it is critical for white 
anti-racists to intentionally seek out and build relationships with 
people of color that are based upon full equality in order to do the 
work of dismantling white privilege. 

Without prioritizing the development of such relationships with 
people of color, white activists often find themselves wondering 
“where are the people of color?,” or “needing to find a black per-
son,” to round out a panel discussion. The white anti-racist frame-
work we propose compels us to educate ourselves on the connec-
tions between the issues that we organize around and the issues that 
are priorities to communities of color. Ultimately white activists 
need to acknowledge that the absence of people of color reflects 
a weakness in our framing of issues, and our failure to connect to 
communities of color.

For decades many activists have supposed, or hoped, that unity in 
the broad social justice movement would come from focusing on 
the immediate economic concerns that are shared by all workers 
regardless of their racial identity. At times groups have tried to dig 
deeper, building campaigns against particularly nefarious corpora-
tions such as Peabody Energy or Monsanto. Such campaigns seek 
to attack the root cause of economic injustice. While this approach 
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may sometimes be capable of building multi-racial coalitions, it 
is not the sort of white antiracist organizing that is necessary for 
building the long-term multiracial coalitions needed for the type of 
transformational social change that we envision.

Until white workers unambiguously embrace struggles against 
racist discrimination and white privilege, enduring multiracial 
unity will remain an elusive dream. White workers and activists 
must come to acknowledge that racism and discrimination are not 
private matters between individual employers and their employees 
of color. And public discrimination, such as that exercised by police 
departments against communities of color has an adverse impact 
on all communities. We must come to understand deeply that when 
racial discrimination is challenged and eliminated that all work-
ers benefit, that when our community achieves meaningful civil-
ian oversight of the police department, we will all benefit, and that 
when discrimination is eliminated in public schools all students 
benefit.
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Three Essential Concepts for White  
Anti-Racist Organizing

Moving from practice to its underlying theory, we have chosen to 
focus on three essential concepts: 1) the strategic focus of our orga-
nizing, 2) accountability within and outside the collective or organi-
zation, and 3) the transformational nature of such work “from self-
awareness through organizational culture to movement building.”3

1. Strategic focus means that anti-racism work is at the forefront 
of any social justice work being done. Failure to adopt such a focus 
often sabotages well-intended work in progressive venues.

Progressive white activists too often create a climate that effectively 
serves to marginalize people of color, especially when whites allow 
the urgency of an issue to override the need for inclusion and lead-
ership of people of color in building a movement powerful enough 
to win our goals. As a result, people of color often find it impossible 
to sustain a presence within the membership of white-led progres-
sive organizations. 

Two Aspects of Strategic Focus

For white activists, the primary focus must be on organizing con-
crete struggles to dismantle white privilege. There are concrete steps 
that can be taken to move in this direction: 

• Become aware of privilege and internalized oppression. Hold a 
workshop, or training, that deals with racial privilege and how 
it is linked to gender and class based oppression. 

• Take an inventory of activism in the community. Look around 
to see who the grassroots activists in the community are – and 
then plug into the organizing work that is going on. Orienting 
oneself in this way, allying with the existing grassroots activists 
of color rather than jumping out to start “your own thing” pro-

3. Jamala Rogers, “Transformation” (adopted by The Justice Institute, 2012).
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vides a base from which to reach out and organize other white 
people in a positive and anti-racist direction. 

• In urban communities, such as St. Louis, people of color are 
generally in most communities and most workplaces. One 
way for white activists to engage with people of color is to start 
working to build campaigns against discrimination. 

• Reach out humbly and respectfully to build relationships of 
equality with activists of color who are engaged in similar work. 
White activists must be willing to accept the leadership of 
people of color, and must also struggle to encourage revolution-
ary and transformative movements of people of color.

An additional aspect of strategic focus on fighting white supremacy 
is to do whatever we can to help build the Black Liberation move-
ment and other movements of people of color for economic and so-
cial justice, democratic and human rights. Anti-racist white activ-
ists should do everything we can to encourage the activists of color 
we work with to learn about, participate with, and join these and 
similar revolutionary, transformative organizations led by people of 
color, including the Justice Institute.

2. Accountability is an essential concept and practice that can 
make our strategic focus of anti-racism work central to our spe-
cific organizational issues, rather than merely being a part of such 
work. Accountability is a fundamental weakness for most volunteer 
organizations. Most organizations do not have an accountability 
statement or consistent accountability discussions by which mem-
bership can grow into and be empowered by the honest, principled, 
sustained struggle. Without orienting ourselves and our organiza-
tional membership toward accountability, our work is far less effec-
tive. Accountability means refusing to “let things slide,” because we 
do not know how to introduce and carry on a principled effort to 
hold each other accountable. 

Accountability increases productivity and effectiveness while 
decreasing conflict and confusion. Within JI, while we take task 
completion and deadlines seriously, we encourage members to be 
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proactive and to either ask for or be willing to give help as needed. 

Perhaps more importantly, in the Justice Institute we are clear with 
each new member that it is not the sole responsibility of an op-
pressed group to educate the collective on behaviors that are hurt-
ful. Everyone should strive to recognize the various manifestations 
of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, ageism, and all other 
forms of group-based oppression. When problems or disagree-
ments occur, we ask each person to provide self-criticism as well as 
be open to constructive criticism from others. 

However, to be reflective or self-critiquing or even to graciously ac-
cept constructive criticism is meaningless if it becomes a perpetual 
cycle. The break with behaviors that undermine achieving full 
democratic participation and transformation needs to be radical 
and taken very seriously. We must use strategies to help hear our 
language and observe our privileged behavior: How many times 
have I spoken? Have I interrupted others? Frequently? Who am 
I interrupting? Why did I just feel so uncomfortable? What did I 
say? What am I reacting to? One must always strive to balance self- 
awareness with staying on task at a meeting, but if that becomes 
difficult then maybe all should pause, and check in with each other, 
and identify what is obstructing the democratic process of the group. 
In time such nuanced yet strategic behavior becomes easier and 
makes the process and work more effective. Such practice may take 
a bit more time initially, but the long term benefits are immense.

3. Transformation is an evolving process that encompasses spe-
cific changes on personal, organizational, and broader movement 
level to create democratic spaces. There is nothing assured about 
this transformative experience rooted in the commitment to social 
change and justice unless we are open daily to challenging ourselves 
and others and being challenged in turn when confronted with the 
“-isms” that promote privilege and oppression, and destroy the ef-
fectiveness of the very organizations developed to ensure economic, 
political and social justice for multiracial, working class people. 

The Justice Institute believes that transformation is a continuous 
act that is critical for building of a counter-hegemonic force capable 
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of challenging the status quo. Capitalism features built-in divisions 
that promote and normalize privilege and oppression. Radicals 
and progressives must be conscious of these systems and must be 
willing to engage in theoretical study to deepen our understand-
ing of these divisions, as well as the underlying capitalist system 
that promotes them. We also must examine the ways in which 
various social and liberation movements have waged their respec-
tive struggles. We must be open to challenging others and being 
challenged whenever these built-in divisions rear their ugly heads. 
These divisions (or “isms”) all serve as mechanisms for the mainte-
nance of capitalist hegemony.

Transformation is important for the very reason that we are ex-
posed to the hegemonic culture of capitalism and we all have inter-
nalized some of the beliefs, values and behaviors that it promotes. 
We risk normalizing these values and behaviors unless we are 
conscious of them, and unless we work consistently to resist, un-
learn and replace them with beliefs, values and behaviors that allow 
all people to reach their fullest potential. Only through a process 
of developing and practicing such values can we hope to create a 
society where people can live, play and work wherever they choose 
and to love whomever they choose. 

Our social movements have failed to develop the necessary inten-
sity of struggle against the effects that capitalist hegemony has on 
ourselves because: 

• we often lack consciousness of our own complicity in systems of 
oppression, 

• we are impeded by an unwillingness to engage in genuine self-
criticism or to raise constructive criticism of others, and 

• all too often we permit individualism to dictate our lives.

Genuine transformation is a counter-hegemonic act, one that un-
dermines our willing (if unconscious) acceptance of the hegemonic 
ideology. Only once we have confronted and eliminated these ideas 
within our own minds, can we hope to build the powerful organiza-
tions that are needed to transform our society.
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Next Steps and Suggested Actions

Where do we go from here? We have outlined some of the theoreti-
cal understanding we have learned and have given some examples 
of successes and lessons learned in our own anti-racist organizing 
work. We feel that these constitute a first step towards learning 
how to become more self-critical, authentic and effective anti-racist 
organizers in the multiracial movement for social justice.

But what are the concrete steps we need to take to move forward? 
First, we must engage in the struggle for social justice. Next we 
have to come together and be willing to scrutinize and unlearn the 
obstacles we have created that continue to undermine our unity 
with people of color in the community. The Anti-Racist Collective 
(ARC) can serve as such a vehicle. 

We propose meeting on a regular basis to deconstruct our current 
approaches, build more effective organizing strategies rooted in 
anti-racist analysis, and develop meaningful and effective guiding 
principles in building anti-racist organizations. We feel this can 
only be accomplished with our ongoing accountability to people of 
color, and this is why we are grounded in the Justice Institute.

The Justice Institute is led by progressive people of color whose 
mission is to develop critical thinkers and effective organizers 
through political education and analysis of our current conditions. 
Every quarter, we offer workshops focused on two main areas: 
intersectionality and capitalism. It is imperative that we understand 
ourselves and our communities in order to build a transformative 
multiracial movement for social and economic justice.

Finally, we need to show up when people of color call upon us 
to promote anti-racism principles in our communities. We must 
learn to listen, respond, trust, and support the knowledge and lived 
experiences of people of color who have a radical vision for change. 
This doesn’t mean that we follow anyone without question, but that 
we can trust the experiences of those in our community who have 
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demonstrated a commitment to a more just world. After all, when 
immigrant, queer, working class women of color are free, aren’t we 
ALL free?

The Justice Institute urges you to consider committing or recom-
mitting to the above principles that we have outlined, so that 
together we might truly build the “beloved community”4 we all 
envision. There is a way forward and we can only hope to find it 
together!

4. The term “beloved community” is borrowed from bell hooks, Killing Rage: 
Ending Racism (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1995).
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Definitions

Racism
Prejudice plus institutional power.
Challenging White Supremacy (2006)

White supremacy
Historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of exploita-
tion and oppression of continents, nations, and peoples of color 
by white peoples and nations of the European continent, for the 
purpose of maintaining and defending a system of wealth, power, 
and privilege.
Challenging White Supremacy (2006)

White privilege
An institutional set of benefits granted to those who by race 
resemble the people who dominate the powerful positions in our 
institutions. 
Challenging White Supremacy (2006)

Oppressed Nationalities
National minorities who share common bonds of historical sub-
jugation and cultural dominance by white supremacy.
Smith, C. The Cost of Privilege (2007)

Capitalist Hegemony
The ideological dominance of capitalism as a system of thought 
and practice.
Gramsci, A. (1929)



Capitalism
Capitalism is our social-economic system where the tools (in-
struments) and the raw material (subject) used to create com-
modities are privately owned.  The owners of these means of 
production buy the labor power of those who do not own the 
means of production (the working class), and use it to increase 
the value of their property (capital).
http://www.marxists.org/glossary/terms/c/a.htm

Intentionality
The fundamental property of consciousness.
Friere, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1962)

Intersectionality
Intersectionality is understanding the importance of the intersec-
tions between forms or systems of oppression, domination or 
discrimination. The term emerged from black feminism, which 
argues that the experience of being a black female cannot simply 
be understood in terms of being black and of being female, con-
sidered independently, but must include the interactions, which 
frequently reinforce each other.  Intersectionality also includes 
class, gender, gender identity, and sexual orientation oppressions 
as well as race and sex.




