An Exercise in Confronting Color-blindness
developed by Sara Freedman, New England Regional Turning Points 

Text: “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” by Patricia J. Williams, in Seeing a Color-Blind Future: The Paradox of Race and published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

(Copy available for Xeroxing from Sara Freedman.)

Time needed: At least an hour.

Group: Can be done with large or small groups.

As educators, we all rejoice when we find a resource, a book, an object, or a picture that we know will work extremely well in the classroom – the “just right” tool that will open up a new understanding in a way more powerful than we had been able to do in the past. 

It was just this “aha” feeling that I had when I first read the essay “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” written by Patricia J. Williams and published in her book of essays titled Seeing a Color-Blind Future: The Paradox of Race published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. I have used these activities and reading with many different groups comprised of diverse communities. Each time the response is powerful, each time it is different. 

In each setting, the essay provides a terrific springboard for examining the concept of 

· “colorblindness” as a bulwark of white privilege and 

· the way it is used to suppress rather than redress racism within our society as a whole and our schools in particular. 

In developing these activities for use with the reading, I want to acknowledge that who introduces it is critical. I am a white middle aged woman, and my reading the text affects people’s response to it, which of course, is one of the points the author wishes to make. Other readers will evoke other responses.

**********************************************************************

I generally introduce this reading and the accompanying exercises after the group has some familiarity with its members, although that can happen within an hour or so of the group’s meeting. I also make sure that the group has gotten used to responding in writing and sharing their writing (not their oral reflections) in small groups and in the larger group. Again, this can be done very soon after the group assembles. Writing, I explain, slows down time, gives everyone a chance to reflect, and provides a way of ensuring commitment – what we write is far more definitive than what we say, even if the writing itself is speculative and wandering. 

The exercises incorporate the strategies of Mosaic of Thought – prediction, accessing prior knowledge, talking back to the text, making connections with the text, using the text as a springboard for writing, sharing with partners and within small communities. It is important to note this explicitly – to name the approaches to learning that are part of the activity and the ways they are grounded in a constructivist, meta-cognitive approach.

At this point, it is worthwhile to openly acknowledge that everyone, as a group and as individuals, should come to this reading with a fresh ear and eye. You can therefore tell them that you will take them through a number of steps that will help them do just that. I chose this tack because doing so allows folks to recognize the prior assumptions and unconscious and conscious approaches they have toward color blindness and toward any open discussion of the continuing power of racism to affect all of our work. 

Here are the steps:

1. Tell the group that you are going to read the first paragraph of a text that is connected to the issues we have been discussing and that we will be practicing Mosaic of Thought learning strategies in discussing it and understanding it.

Tell them that you will read the first paragraph of the essay (without their having the text), ending just before the last word in the paragraph. Don’t tell them the title of the text or of the book from which it comes. After you have finished, tell them you want them to write what they think the last word in the paragraph is and then to write to write the next paragraph – what they think the author would have written for the last word in the first paragraph and the very next paragraph. 

Be sure to emphasize that there are “no right answers,” that the expectation is that people will respond in many different ways and that that diversity of response is a strength of the exercise. Tell people that they will have the opportunity to share their responses but that everyone can say “I pass.”

My son used to attend a small nursery school. Over the course of one year, three different teachers in his school assured me that he was color-blind. Resigned to this diagnosis, I took my son to an ophthalmologist who tested him and pronounced his vision perfect. I could not figure out what was going on until I began to listen carefully to what he was saying about….. [color]. Don’t say the “color,” the last word in the paragraph.
You can ask people if they would like you to read it one more time, and most people appreciate that. Give people enough time so that almost everyone feels that s/he is finished. 

If the group is small, ask everyone to read his/her response to the group as a whole, with the proviso that “I pass” is perfectly acceptable. If the group is large, break people into small groups of about eight to do the community sharing. Tell anyone who is not reading from their text to read what they have written, rather than simply talk extemporaneously. Explain, again, the power of writing and the way it helps us clarify and make clear our commitment to our choices. Ask them just to read, going around the circle, and not to discuss at this point. Let them know that they will have ample time for discussion in the next few steps.

2. Once everyone has read his/her choices, read the first paragraph again, including the first word and the next few paragraphs included in the box below.  


As it turned out, my son did not misidentify color. He resisted identifying color at all. “I don’t know,” he would say when asked what color the grass was; or, most peculiarly, “It makes no difference.” This latter remark, this assertion of the greenness of grass making no difference, was such a precociously cynical retort, that I began to suspect some social complication in which he was somehow invested. 

 


The long and the short of it is that the well-meaning teachers at his predominantly white school had valiantly and repeatedly assured their charges that color makes no difference. “It doesn’t matter,” they told the children, “whether you’re black or white or red or green or blue.” Yet upon further investigation, the very reason that the teachers had felt it necessary to impart this lesson in the first place was that it did matter, and in predictably cruel ways: some of the children had been fighting about whether black people could play “good guys.” 


My son’s anxious response was redefined by his teachers as physical deficiency. This anxiety redefined as deficiency suggests to me that it may be illustrative of the way in which the liberal ideal of color-blindness is too often confounded. That is to say, the very notion of blindness about color constitutes an ideological confusion at best, and denial at its very worst. I recognize, certainly, that the teachers were inspired by a desire to make whole a division in the ranks. But much is overlooked in the move to undo that which clearly and unfortunately matters just by labeling it that which “makes no difference.” The dismissiveness, however unintentional, leaves those in my son’s position pulled between the clarity of their own experience and the often alienating terms in which they must seek social acceptance.

3. Ask them to take a few moments and just continue their free write – what response do they have right now, immediately after they hear the last word in the first paragraph and the next few. This is not meant to share, simply to record how they are reacting to their first hearing the larger piece.

4. Hand out the entire text. Ask them to read up to the top of page 7 silently, continually marking the text with questions, reflections, comments, etc. Tell them they will have a chance to discuss it with a partner once they have done so.

5. Ask them to share their questions, reflections, comments with a partner. This generally takes a quite a bit of time and needs that time.

6. Call them back together as a group and ask them to do another free write, this time writing a letter directly to the author of the piece, Patricia Williams, telling her what they would like to say to her as educators, as former K-12 students and as parents or community members now that they have read this piece and responded to it in a number of ways. This has always led to amazingly strong responses – and quite different ones in tone and content. 

7. End with a community sharing, following the format of the first community sharing. Encourage them to read the rest of the essay. If the group has some way of continuing to share their written responses, suggest ways for them to do so – especially ways that the reading has affected their work in schools.

