Truth and Reconciliation: Rites of Passage and Shadows on the Sun

I announce myself with gasping screams 

Before supremacy heisted my innocence 

I was living out life behind the picket fence…

It’s a disgrace from hell

Fell face first into the self-hate

-Brother Ali, “Picket Fence”
These paintings and photographs are the physical evidence of my grappling with a history of oppression that haunts me.  How can we escape the prejudice, the bile, the injustice, the contented elective unawareness?  Is it impossible to escape callousness without blunt confrontation and purposeful acceptance of our culpability?  Can we just bath ourselves in enough tears to be clean?

Growing up in North Carolina, one of my early memories of interacting with my extended family is of driving home from a visit with my grandmother, who lived in rural eastern North Carolina.  My mother was telling me that even though Grandma used certain words to talk about people with dark skin, those words are impolite, I must never ever say them. Even as a child, I knew that I would be held responsible for the past.  A responsibility that I later identified as the burden of the sins of my ancestors.  

We as heirs of prejudice are forced constantly to confront ingrained and unconscious bigotry that might have crept into our thinking.  We do not want to continue the pattern, to embody these prejudices, to pass this thinking on to our children.  However, the violent legacy of slavery, colonialism, oppression, and racism follows us all; its foreboding morbidity hovers behind us, haunting and influencing us.  

Rather than turn a blind eye to the actions of my community, I turned to the writing of Archbishop Tutu and his experiences with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to try to figure out how to forgive the ignorance of my family, friends, and myself, and how to release my own attachments to this social ideology.  Other authors and artists, such as Mark Mathabane, Coco Fusco, Jane Alexander, and Berni Searle, have been addressing these same issues and influenced the direction of my thoughts.  While working in the studio, I listened to a lot of Brother Ali and Atmosphere, rappers who deals with discrimination and the frustration over dichotomous ideas of race.

Because race is an imaginary construct that is also a social fact with political ramifications, the act of making it visible entails generating believable fictions and demonstrating the effect of that credibility.

-Coco Fusco, “Racial Time, Racial Marks, Racial Metaphors,” Only Skin Deep, 26

I started this project by attempting to separate myself from the issues at hand by focusing on the theory behind racial representation.  I looked at how artists represent themselves to the world.  I studied the inherent deficiencies of different media in depicting a range of skin tones.  I looked at the canon and how persons of all colors have been depicted and how the canon has been critiqued and analyzed (into oblivion).  I read so that I didn’t have to address anyone else.  If I surrounded myself with theory, then perhaps that would legitimate my concerns, my feelings.  But all this research did was separate me from my original intentions.  My insecurities about political correctness and my frustration over articulating my thought process became barriers to myself.  It became a research project distanced from its original function as a personal journey to cleanse myself and discover a voice to talk to my family and friends about a history that has fallen into the background.  A history which has not been addressed but has festered and ached until we can no longer look at it or touch it for fear that it will explode and destroy us.

The fear of the aforementioned potential economic effects informs the presumption that behind any discussion of race lurks an accusation of racism waiting to spring forth.

-Coco Fusco, “Racial Time, Racial Marks, Racial Metaphors,” Only Skin Deep, 16
I am not trying to assign blame or divide society into “victims” and “oppressors.”  No one I know would intentionally hurt someone because of his/her appearance.  There are, of course, the select few, such as the Ku Klux Klan and Neo-Nazis, who cling to the violent need for power and hunt down others just to make a show of the exertion of their “control”.  However, the existence of these fringe elements points to the deeply rooted foundations of our community in social hierarchies such as patriarchy, prejudice, and generalization.  As a culture focused on expansion and the pursuit of effortless success (Manifest Destiny and neocolonialism), our self-ascribed power relies on the diligence of poorly paid workers.  This work was been relegated to the undesirables so that “we” (the white, Christian “we”) can enjoy our luxury and distance ourselves from the reality of the work that is involved.  

Racial thinking is not experienced or enforced exclusively through repressive means.

-Coco Fusco, “Racial Time, Racial Marks, Racial Metaphors,” Only Skin Deep, 19

As a little girl, I grew up in a small apartment complex in a poor neighborhood.  Although most of my friends of my friends were of Hispanic or African-American descent, skin color never really entered my frame of reference.  However, when I moved to a suburb after entering elementary school, children with different skin tones all of a sudden lived in separate neighborhoods.  I don’t remember any unkind words being said.  Just quiet separation.  Just blind generalizations of how “other people” are.  After several years as a part of this social structure, I just stopped noticing.  

We cannot escape recognizing appearances (and all imagery) as racialized, whether overt racism is present or not.  We are taught to perceive race as a biological difference.  We are encouraged to embrace “multiculturalism” and “acceptance,” but we are still expected to recognize differences.  With this immediate categorization and inherent division ingrained in us, how can we create a unified community?  

One behind the next in line
It's inspection time let me check your design
Your pedigree don't hold up next to mine
I'm a thoroughbred of the most excellent kind

-Brother Ali, “Pedigree”
Whiteness can also be articulated as the capacity to masquerade as a racial other without actually being one.  Whiteness emerges most clearly when it can mold others into imitations of itself.

-Coco Fusco, “Racial Time, Racial Marks, Racial Metaphors,” Only Skin Deep, 38

Until going to college, my “whiteness” was not a part of my self-identification.  However, after being away from “home” for a few months, I returned and was jolted by the lack of diversity.  Why in a church of over 2,000 people, were there only two African-American families?  Why was the majority of the African-American population relegated to a small area of about four square-blocks, literally “across the train tracks”?  Why was I constantly hearing that “those Mexicans” were gonna steal my job?  

The breaking point in recognizing the implications of my “whiteness” came when I was listening to the people I adore discuss persons of color as though they had to be taken care of.  “Those poor people.  They just don’t know.”  “We need to provide for their bodies so they will accept Christ.”  “Let’s adopt those poor kids because no matter what, they are going to have a better life with us.”  While I understood that this stems from a history of “taking care of” slaves, and then underprivileged communities of minorities, and is shrouded in the missionary “duty” of Christianity, I struggled to understand the logic behind thinking that someone’s ideas for their own survival and success are less valid than an imposed set of guidelines given by a detached community.

My guilt over paternalistic oppression became overwhelming.  I cried and fumed.  And I knew that there was little I could say to point out “whiteness” to my family and friends when they live in a world where “whiteness” and its imitation is the unquestioned norm.  So here I am.  Trying to sort through my own culpability and frustrations in an attempt to find a voice to talk to my own community about their anxious unawareness to the social and institutional forces that uphold their lifestyles.
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