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My Wish for Michelle Obama

She’s too brilliant to waste her time convincing racists of black people’s worth.

By Charles M. Blow
Opinion Columnist

e Nov.3,2019
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Michelle Obama and her brother, Craig Robinson, spoke with the journalist Isabel
Wilkerson at the Obama Foundation Summit in Chicago on Oct. 29.Credit...Scott
Olson/Getty Images

Michelle Obama is an extraordinary woman by any measure.

She is an attorney with degrees from Princeton and Harvard. She is the former first lady
of the United States, and the first African-American one. She just came off a gangbusters
book tour for her memoir, “Becoming,” which was Amazon’s longest-standing No. 1 title
since “Fifty Shades of Grey.” And, according to polls, she is the most admired woman in
the world.
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She has conducted her life with the utmost honor, dignity and grace. Every day I miss
her and her husband’s presence in the White House. Their contrast with the Trumps is
so stark that it’s painful. America downgraded erudition to indecency.

Obama owes no one anything. She has nothing to prove. It is already proven.

This is why I was saddened to hear her say at the Obama Foundation Summit in Chicago
that she “can’t make people not afraid of black people.” She continued: “I can’t explain
what’s happening in your head, but maybe if I show up every day as a human, a good
human ... maybe, just maybe, that work will pick away at the scabs of your
discrimination.”

Why should this brilliant black woman spend even a second of her time considering the
mind-set of a racist? She shouldn’t. No black person should. No person who suffers the
sting of racism should.

Obama’s intentions are honorable, but the approach is problematic. Anti-black racism
and white supremacy are not predicated on black people’s behavior. From the time
Europeans started stealing people from Africa, they used pseudoscience and supposedly
observed behavioral traits to justify their brutality, subjugation and exploitation.

Black people, in their eyes, were conversely brutish and savage or shiftless and lazy.
They were less intellectually and culturally advanced. They lacked the morality and
character to exist on the same plane as white people. White people weren’t putting black
people in an inferior position; God and nature had done that.

This behavioral rationale was used to justify and maintain slavery; to argue and fight
against reconstruction; to justify black codes and Jim Crow; to sanction racially
disparate drug policies and penalties, including mass incarceration; and now to excuse
the killings of black people by the police.

Abraham Lincoln, during the Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858, took it even further,
saying, “There is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe
will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality.”

Black people were so submerged in this behavioral orthodoxy that they absorbed it.
They, too, started to believe that if they altered their behavior, if they better assimilated,
it they rose to white people’s ideals, they would mitigate white racism.

Booker T. Washington, quite famously, subscribed to this thinking. Washington was a
brilliant man who dedicated his entire life to the betterment and uplifting of black
people. But he made the miscalculation of thinking that he could so demonstrate his
worthiness to white people that they would self-correct their racism and reward black
people with social equality and justice.

It doesn’t work that way. Racism is a pathology bound up by power.
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To the white racists, racism is heritage. In their worldview, white men created the
modern world and advanced culture. To them, whiteness is beauty and power; it is the
pinnacle of human evolution.

As such, there is nothing that a black person could do to graduate out of subordination
and into equality. Our blackness itself is the mark, and it cannot be erased.

People worried during the Great Migration that blacks behaving badly would convert
Northern whites into racists like their Southern brethren. In 1916, Kelly Miller, the dean
of the College of Arts and Sciences at Howard University, wrote a letter to the editors of
The New York Times worrying that the migrating black would “naturally enough, at
first, mistake liberty for license unless he is carefully safeguarded and encouraged in the
right direction.”

He continued:

“Should the influx of Negro laborers to the North, without proper restriction and
control, be allowed to prejudice public opinion and thus reproduce Southern
proscription in the Northern states, the last state of the race would be worse than the
first.”

But there were already white racists in the North. Their racism had nothing to do with
black people’s behavior.

Asserting that there is a behavioral cure for racism simply supports the inverse
argument: that there was a behavioral cause for it. Blaming white racism on black
people’s behavior is an intellectual violence. It’s a crime. No one should endeavor to live
their life as an exemplar for the white gaze. For the oppressed to feel any obligation to
fix the flaw in the oppressor is simply another form of oppression. Centering on the
white racism perception of you is futile, distracting and corrosive.

My wish for Michelle Obama is simple: that she never again allow herself to entertain
the thought of how she is being perceived by racists and whether or not that is changing
any of their minds.

Why should cave men be allowed to occupy space in the mind of a super woman?
The Times is committed to publishing a diversity of letters to the editor. We'd like to hear

what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some tips. And here’s our
email: letters@nytimes.com.

Charles Blow joined The Times in 1994 and became an Opinion columnist in 2008. He is
also a television commentator and writes often about politics, social justice and vulnerable
communities. @CharlesMBlow Facebook
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EVERYDAY BIAS: IDENTIFYING AND NAVIGATING UNCONSCIOUS JUDGMENTS IN OUR DAILY LIVES

Chapter 7
Shifting to Neutral

How We Can Learn to Disengage from Bias

Until you make the unconscious conscious it will direct your life
and you will call it fate. We cannot change anything until we accept
it. Condemnation does not liberate, it oppresses! —Carl Jung

If you notice anything, it leads you to notice more and more.
—Mary Oliver (award-winning American poet)

If you think in any way like I do, all of this research I've cited
_ thus far might seem pretty mind-blowing. As I've read through
ldentifying and Navigating Unconscious = _, ' hundreds of the studies, some of which I have mentioned in this
: book, I'm often left with a feeling that I can’t trust anything I'm
seeing in the world around me. To paraphrase the words of one of my
firm’s clients, I realize that I should no longer believe what I think!

Witty as his statement might be, there is some real truth to it. As
the mathematician and philosopher René Descartes famously said
(in Latin), “cogito ergo sum” or “I think, therefore I am.” For the
most part, all of us identify strongly with our thoughts. The notion
that our thoughts and feelings may not be “true,” but rather are
automatically programmed in our minds through our various
experiences, and influenced by some of the mental incongruities that
I've been discussing, is hard for us to grasp. It is, first of all, hard for
us to see the mind in action with any kind of objectivity because we
are looking through the very mind we are trying to look at! We have
complicated thinking patterns that are designed to self-justify the
very things we are trying to explore. Yet, the question we have to ask
is: Can we trust our own perceptions?

Judgments in Our Daily Lives




It is disquieting to think we cannot trust our own perceptions.
Most human beings tend to gravitate toward certainty. It is
reassuring to know that the world is as we think it is, and it can be
very uncomfortable to accept that things we are not even aware of
can influence our thoughts. This is one of the reasons we can feel a
sense of insecurity when we realize that we have been manipulated.
And yet, lo and behold, all of us are being manipulated all of the
time.

Advertising campaigns pull on our emotions by priming our
mind with thoughts and images, by using different sounds or colors
to make an impact upon our behavior. Political campaigns on both
sides of the political spectrum can greatly influence voters by
projecting images that call up visceral reactions. In the 1964
presidential campaign, many people were outraged by an
advertisement Lyndon Johnson ran against his opponent, Barry
Goldwater, which showed a young girl picking at a daisy, followed by
an exploding atomic bomb. The message was clearly meant to infer
that Goldwater was a warmonger. And in 1988, George H. W. Bush’s
campaign was accused of dirty tricks when it ran a campaign ad
featuring a sinister picture of one Willie Horton, a convict who had
committed violent crimes after being released on a prison furlough
program supported by Bush’s opponent, Massachusetts Governor
Michael Dukakis. However, despite the uproar both ads caused, they
also were found to have made an enormous impact on the way voters
saw the candidates.

Therefore, the question we must ask is this: Is there anything we
can do about our unconscious biases? Or, are we destined to simply
wander blindly through our lives, biases alive, intact, and
operational? What it comes down to is this: Can unconscious bias be
eliminated?

The answer is not a simple one, and is not without controversy.

Many researchers have long believed that because unconscious or
implicit biases develop at very early stages in our lives, and through
influences that we are not usually aware of, they may be virtually
impossible to change. However, recent research, and knowledge
gained from my own experience in working with thousands of people
in many different types of organizations and in many different parts
of the world, suggest that while it may be difficult to eliminate our
biases, we may be able to become aware of some of our biases. We
may be able to reframe them, or at least curb their influence on our
behavior.

Sometimes, dealing more effectively with unconscious bias
involves something as simple as just noticing the bias. One morning I
was standing in the kitchen getting ready to leave for work when my
wife simply asked me to take out the trash. Now, to be clear, I have
no conscious objection to emptying the trash. And yet, at that
particular moment, I became annoyed. But in the midst of my
annoyance, something interesting happened. As I was tying up the
bag, I had a proverbial “aha” moment. My annoyance paused, and I
found myself asking myself why I was annoyed by having to take out
the trash. On the surface this is, of course, not a profound thought.
However, and this is probably because I have spent so much time
thinking about the way the mind works, I realized I had moved from
my gut emotional reaction to a more thoughtful contemplation. In
essence, I had moved from fast brain to slow brain thinking. Why
was this simple task eliciting this response? In the next moment I
saw it. When I was a little boy, probably seven years old, I used to get
into righteous battles with my mom over taking out the trash. And at
that moment, in my projection, my wife had become my mother! I
chuckled to myself when I noticed it, but more importantly, my
whole mood changed. For at least one moment, I was free of the
automaticity of my mind. I had confronted my bias.



I don’t tell that story to present myself as some paragon of
consciousness, but just as a simple example of how our minds can
become “liberated” by the awareness of our automaticity.

What happened to me at the moment the resentment occurred
was an example of regression. There are times when something
triggers a past memory and the feelings associated with that
memory. Sometimes it is relatively innocent, as in the case of my
reaction to a simple request to take out the trash. Other times, if
something triggers a memory of a trauma, the reactions can be much
more intense. When we regress to a previous incident like my trash
memory, our emotional reactions are often similar to those that we
had at the age we were when the original incident happens.

Noticing when we regress in this fashion can be a helpful way to
identify the times when we are not reacting to the present moment,
but rather are surfacing a patterned reaction or bias of some kind or
another. If we pay attention, we can sense that we are reacting from
an earlier emotional place. Even if we cannot recall an incident, or
know what we are triggering, the very fact of sensing that we are
reacting to something from the past can help us “dis-identify” with
the reaction and create some freedom to choose a different behavior.
By dis-identify, I simply mean that we see the reaction as a reaction
and not as “the truth”!

We will never be free of all biases. As I've said a number of
times, bias is as natural to the human condition as breathing. What
we can do to deal with bias is somewhat similar to what we doin a
car. We can step on the clutch and shift into neutral. When you step
on the clutch, the engine doesn’t stop running, but for that moment
at least, the engine is not driving the car. The same is true when we
bring our awareness to our bias. The bias may still be there, but at
that moment we have some ability to manage how much it controls
our behavior.

And while we are a culture that moves quickly to “doing,” it is
important to recognize the importance of being” and awareness as a
source of transformation. In the introduction I mentioned a study
that was conducted by Justin Wolfers and Joseph Price that revealed
bias among NBA referees. In February 2014 the authors of the
original study, along with Devin Pope, from the Booth School of
Business at the University of Chicago, found that simply being aware
of the issue, even without any conscious action, had created
significant change. The authors found that the bias continued during
the three years after the initial study, but that after the study received
widespread media attention in 2007 the bias virtually disappeared.
While the NBA reported no specific actions taken (e.g., no
discussions or changes in training or incentives for referees) the
awareness and attention to the issue appear to have been enough to
create significant change. Simply having it in their span of attention
appears to have changed the referees’ behavior.

So what we need to ask is whether we can develop practices that
can help us more regularly free the mind in that way. I believe we can
do so, and I am seeing such behavior occur in countless incidents
with people in our workshops and throughout our client
organizations. Human beings have an enormous capability for
neuroplasticity, which is the capacity of the brain to form new neural
connections that allow it to reorganize itself throughout our lives. In
some cases, neuroplasticity happens because of disease or injury,
when a different part of the brain takes over for the part that has
ceased to function. And it also can happen because of a new
awareness, new experiences, new norms that develop in our cultures.
It can also happen when we develop a new narrative that offers a
more positive interpretation of the circumstance that we are
confronting. It turns out that the old expression of “you can’t teach
an old dog new tricks” (which is not true with regard to dogs), also



doesn’t apply to people.

Neuroplasticity can take place among individuals and can make
its presence felt throughout organizations. Consider the cultural
dialogue about the rights of gay and lesbian couples to marry. In
2004, the Washington Post and ABC News conducted a poll as to
whether it should be legal or illegal for gay and lesbian people to
marry. The results were strongly anti-marriage equality. A total of 62
percent of the respondents said they thought gay and lesbian
marriage should be illegal. Only 32 percent felt it should be legal. In
2013, when the same organizations asked the same question in a new
poll, the numbers had practically reversed. In that poll, 58 percent
supported marriage equality and only 36 percent opposed it,

accounting for a 26 percent shift in only nine years![2]

Any number of factors likely contributed to this overwhelming
change in attitude. Still, the important point is that our collective
“neural pathways” about marriage equality seem to have been
rewired in very short order.

It is challenging to know what standard we use for measuring
changes in our unconscious biases. There are some testing
mechanisms which have been very effective in giving us feedback as
to our positive or negative implicit responses to certain groups. But,
as I'll discuss later in this chapter, even they are not without
challenge. Anecdotal stories of change are not definitive either,
because though they can be powerful and emotionally moving, they
are often interpreted through the lens of the very mind possessing
open or hidden bias.

The results that people produce are an important metric for
sure, but results can be influenced by so many variables that they are
hard to attribute to any single behavioral change. They also must be
measured over an extended period of time to ensure sustainability.

Even behavior change is not a dependable gauge for determining

true transformational change. Think about it. How many areas of
your life can you name in which you know exactly what you are
supposed to do, and may even go through the motions of changing,
but don’t deeply embrace the change that is needed? I discussed a
personal example earlier in the book when I talked about the fact
that I have struggled with my weight for most of my life. I have
gained and lost hundreds of pounds. But even when I was heavy, I
knew everything there was to know about dieting. It’s not that
complicated: you eat less and exercise more! I can’t tell you how
many times I started and stopped, until I realized that the key was
not so much knowing what to do, but rather becoming conscious
about why I eat. It wasn’t until I experienced that shift in my way of
being about eating that I have been able to sustain a healthy diet for
an extended time.

I believe we must look at some combination of all of these things
(attitude, behavior, and results) to truly create transformation. We
have to make sure that people get the information they need to
understand what they are dealing with, and then define a clear set of
behaviors that can help move us in that direction. We also have to
shift our mind-set about how we feel about bias and difference at a
fundamental level. We must approach it with a clear awareness of the
emotional impact it is making upon us. In my experience, that
combination creates the possibility of true transformational change.

Lisa T. Eyler, PhD, Associate Professor of Psychiatry,
University of California—San Diego Healthcare System;
Clinical Research Psychologist, Veterans Affairs San Diego
Mental Illness Research Education and Clinical Center

I have known since my middle school science fair project that,
like both my parents, I was destined to be a scientist. There was
never a hesitation or question that, as a woman, I was equally



qualified to go into this field. I double-majored in biology and
psychology, completed a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, and now I'm an
associate professor of psychiatry. I have wonderful, accomplished
female colleagues and collaborators who inspire me daily. So, when I
took the Implicit Association Test, imagine my dismay when the
pattern of my responses indicated that I had a moderate preference
for associating women with humanities and men with science! How
could this be?

Later, I learned that women often have stronger anti-women
implicit biases than men, and that women scientists are just as likely
to under-rate women applicants as men who run science labs. Yet, I
still felt dismay that cultural messages contrary to my own identity
could be so ingrained in my psyche. I have tried to discover ways in
which my own unconscious bias may be influencing my actions and
the way I treat the women that I train. At faculty meetings, I now
make a point of always taking a seat at the main table, and
sometimes I'm the only woman at the table. Before I start to read
applications or grants, I bring to mind all the women scientists I
admire. When I write letters of recommendation for women trainees,
I substitute the name of a male trainee and pay attention to my use of
strong adjectives that emphasize competence as opposed to niceness.
I try to be a role model to more junior women by embracing a
feminine style of relating to others and by not hiding the rewards and
challenges of being both a mom and an academic. It’s a work in
progress, but I feel like I'm at least taking some steps to defy the
imprint of society’s expectations as I pursue work in the field that I
love.

Of course, any movement toward working on identifying and
navigating our unconscious biases begins with motivation. We have
to see that there is some greater purpose in being more thoughtful

and less judgmental, and in learning to not let our automatic
assumptions and stereotypes run our lives. This may be easier said
than done for some people. This is particularly true when we are part
of the dominant group. When we are in the dominant group, we may
not be aware of how much our biases affect those within
nondominant groups. And, since the biases that we are dealing with
generally, at least in the short term, seem to benefit us, our
motivation for change can be limited.

Hidden prejudices and biases are surprisingly influential
underpinnings to all the decisions we make, affecting our feelings
and, consequently, our actions. And there are times when not
recognizing this influence on our choices and decision making can do
great harm.

Ultimately, there are two major motivators for learning to
navigate our unconscious biases. The first comes from a commitment
to engaging in healthy interactions between people, equity in our
communities and organizations, and justice in society. These are
noble reasons and they seem valuable enough to most anyone. But
even if you are not inspired by those reasons, it just makes sense for
us to make more conscious decisions so we don’t hire somebody
because he reminds us of a kid we played ball with in fourth grade, or
spend more for a car because the salesperson is of a certain race, or
buy a bottle of wine simply because of the music that is playing in the
background in the store. Making decisions in that way will not only
harm others, but doing so also makes us very poor decision makers.
And in making such decisions, we will suffer the consequences
(which can range from mildly annoying to extremely serious) by
hiring the wrong people or buying the wrong product.

At the basic core, it is important for people to have some
information or education regarding the topics I've been discussing
thus far in this book. Understanding how much the unconscious



mind influences us and the basic concepts of how we think opens us
to the possibility that there may be things going on that are unknown
to us. That doesn’t mean that people have to become psychologists or
neuroscientists. However, knowing not to believe everything you
think is a good start toward managing bias. This is where
participating in some kind of unconscious bias education can be
helpful.

Social psychologists Gordon Moskowitz of Lehigh University
and Jeff Stone from the University of Arizona study the impact of
bias on medical decision making, an issue that contributes greatly to
the continuing patterns of health disparities that negatively affect
African Americans and other blacks, as well as Latinos, Native
Americans, women, and LGBT people. “Workshops or other learning
modules that help medical professionals learn about non-conscious
processes can provide them with skills that reduce bias when they
interact with minority group patients,” said Moscowitz and Stone.
“Examples of such skills in action include automatically activating
egalitarian goals, looking for common identities and counter-
stereotypical information, and taking the perspective of the minority

group patient.”[2]

Once we are aware of the dynamics of unconscious bias, we can
begin to engage in some practices that seem to make a difference.
After decades of work in this area, I have come to believe that there
are six major areas of focus that can help us work on our individual
patterns of bias. They are:

1. Recognize that bias is a normal part of the human
experience.

This first area is by the far the most important. You have bias,
yes you do, and so do I. We can’t run away from it. Denying we
possess it only gives it a greater chance to affect us. As a matter of
fact, we can’t live without it. Bias is part of our fundamental survival

mechanism. All human beings have bias. If we understand that
concept, it allows us to bring compassion to others and to ourselves.
It means that we need to discard the historic “good person/bad
person” paradigm of diversity work and recognize the humanity in
us.

If you would like to briefly examine this phenomenon within
yourself, take a moment to do this quick exercise. Don’t worry about
being politically correct in your responses, because nobody will see
the answers but you. Take out a piece of paper and write down a list
of different identity groups that come to mind (e.g., white people,
black people, Latinos, Asians, gays, lesbians, transgender, teenagers,
elderly, baby boomers, attorneys, doctors) Make the list as long as
you like.

Once you have drawn up the list, look at each item and honestly
consider how you feel about people in this group. Look for both
biases toward people in the group, and biases against people in the
group. Just notice the biases. Check both your thoughts and the
emotional feelings. Who do you feel more or less comfortable
around? Sometimes it is helpful to look at pictures as well.
Obviously, the things we notice will be on a conscious level, but
because we are not always present to them, the things we notice
often occur as unconscious motivators.

It also is important for us to remember that some groups of
people have definitely suffered a great deal more at a societal level
because of the institutionalized systems of bias that have negatively
affected groups such as people of color, women, LGBT people, people
with disabilities, and the like. At the same time, such realization does
not stop each of us from having issues we must face and work on. I
am Jewish, and I know Jews who rail against anti-Semitism but then
make questionable comments about race. I know African Americans
who rail against racism but then make questionable comments about



sexual orientation. I know LGBT folks who hate homophobia but
have questionable attitudes about immigrants.

Do you know anybody who doesn’t have some reaction to
somebody? If you're honest in your answer, you’ll know that
everyone has some reaction to everyone else.

When we believe that having bias makes us a bad person, our
minds move either to self-recrimination, denial, or self-justification,
none of which moves us closer to being fully present to those with
whom we interact. Guilt is a pretty dysfunctional emotion. It causes
contraction and separation. Think about it. When somebody makes
you feel guilty, are you more or less likely to want to be with that
person? There is an important difference between feeling guilty and
taking responsibility. I once heard that guilt is what you feel because
of what you did, but responsibility is what you take because of the
kind of person you want to be.

The distinction between guilt and responsibility is not simply a
theoretical moral or linguistic distinction. It is a distinction that quite
profoundly affects the way we deal with the issue at hand. When we
feel guilty we usually feel powerless. We feel violated, either by our
own abandonment of our values, or because somebody else “made us
feel that way.” That’s why we often attribute our guilt to others
(“Why are you always making me feel guilty?”). Guilt often leads to
defensiveness, anxiety, and shame, and because we feel blamed,
either by others, or ourselves, it also may lead to retaliation. This is
one of the reasons there is such strong white male backlash around
diversity and inclusion issues. White men are reacting to being
blamed and “made” to feel guilty for things they often don’t realize
that they're doing, or for privileges they don’t realize they have had
for longer than any of them have been alive. I want to be clear that
I’'m not suggesting that there are not a lot of white men who have
done things, and do things, that have harmed others. On the

contrary. However, for many, these behaviors occur without people
ever realizing they are engaging in the behaviors.

On the other hand, when we take responsibility for our actions,
we empower ourselves. We can bring compassion to ourselves and to
others for our blind spots. We are, by the very nature of the word,
“able to respond” to the situation at hand. We can be motivated to
grow, to develop, to improve ourselves and transform our ways of
being. We have an opportunity to correct our mistakes and move
forward and, we hope, improve the situation. In doing so, we can
remove the “good person/bad person” stigma, and instead deal with
each other as human beings, with all of us trying to figure out how to
get along in this world.

Again, I want to be very clear: I am not in any way suggesting we
avoid dealing with people who are overtly hostile or biased. We have
to establish a zero tolerance policy for that kind of behavior. But the
evidence is very clear, and it is that, overwhelmingly, most bias is
unconscious. When we treat people who don’t know they are
demonstrating bias in a way that suggests there is something evil
about them, we not only put them on the defensive, but we also lose
the ability to influence them because they have no idea what we are
focused on.

Once we understand that we have bias, we have to develop a
practice to learn to identify our biases. This becomes much easier
when we do not see ourselves as bad people for having them. There
are a number of ways to begin to identify some of our personal
biases. One is by using the IAT discussed earlier in this book. It is a
free, computer-based test you can take yourself by going to
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/. The website includes a
number of different tests that allow you to compare your associations
between different groups (e.g., white versus black, male versus
female, Christian versus Jewish). It will give you feedback as to



which group you associate with in more positive or negative ways.

The IAT is based on a testing model called Stroop testing, which
was originally developed by John Ridley Stroop, a psychologist who
was one of the pioneers in the study of cognition and interference.
The Stroop test is based on the notion that we unconsciously make
associations much more quickly than we consciously make
associations. In fact, modern technology has since proven Stroop
right time and again. For example, the conscious mind takes about
three hundred milliseconds to process an image. But when people
are observed through functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)
machines, we can see that the unconscious reaction in the brain is
much faster, about eighty milliseconds. That means that before our
conscious mind has noticed something, the unconscious mind may
already be in action in response to it.

In the classic Stroop test, participants are shown a series of
letter combinations that are simply mixtures of random letters that
are printed in different colors. Participants are then asked to quickly
state the color they see. They are then shown a second set of words
and asked to perform the same task, except this time the letters form
the names of colors that are different from the color of the text (e.g.,
the word “red” in green ink). The inevitable response is a slight
hesitancy that makes the second test seem to run slower than the
first. The unconscious mind can’t help but respond to the word “red,”
because we have been conditioned to read automatically. The
conscious mind hesitates for a moment before realizing it is
supposed to say “green.”

The IAT shows the participant images of people and related
words. The unconscious mind quickly associates the words with the
images. Positive words are more quickly associated with the people
we feel more positively toward. Negative words are more quickly
associated with those about whom we have negative biases. Because

the reactions are slightly slower when the words are different than
our unconscious biases, the test can identify them by measuring the
time it takes to answer each match.

The IAT has been used in hundreds of studies to measure bias,
and as such, it has made an enormous contribution to the study of
unconscious bias. However, the test is not without its critics. Most of
the challenges to the IAT come with the caution that the results may
not be as definitive as they suggest. Some researchers have
contended that it is not clear what is being measured by the IAT.
Other critics maintain that the people who administer it may
influence the test. For instance, a participant may respond slightly
differently if a white male, or an African American woman, proctors
the test. Others have suggested that the test can be influenced by the
environmental influences of the time. Negative responses toward
Muslims, for example, rose after September 11, 2001, and negative
responses toward African Americans diminished immediately after
Barack Obama was inaugurated (although they returned to their
previous levels shortly afterward). In addition, many people find that
when they take the test at different times they get different
responses.

My personal experience has been that the test is valuable when
used as a directional pointer to explore one’s blind spots. In that
framework, it has contributed tremendously to our ability to study
the impact of unconscious bias. The danger can often be not in the
test itself, but in how it is used. For example, I have heard people
suggest that potential employees should take the IAT as part of an
interviewing process. To me, this would be a very bad idea. I say this
because the IAT is a measure of implicit associations, and is not
always a measure of behaviors. As I described in an earlier chapter,
many people test more positively regarding people in groups other
than their own, especially if the groups are nondominant ones that



have historically been negatively stereotyped. The key is not to take
the IAT result as a “report card on your soul,” but rather to see it as a
helpful pointer that can give us some insight into our unconscious
“programming.”

There are a number of other tools that have emerged in more
recent years that have brought awareness to our unconscious biases.
British psychologist Pete Jones has created a tool, Implicitly[],
which claims to be the first commercial online test of unconscious
bias that reliably measures an individual’s risk of exhibiting biased
behavior at work. Helen Turnbull, another American psychologist,
has created yet another test called “Cognizant,” which is similarly
claimed to have the ability to measure unconscious biases. Once
again, the key in using any of these tests is to use them for
exploration and not as a “report card.”

Another way to begin to obtain clarity regarding some of your
own biases is through the narrative tradition. Each of us has a
narrative that makes up our lives, a collection of stories and
experiences that have contributed to the way we see and experience
the world. Our narrative creates the background filter through which
we process what we encounter. This creates a perceptual identity

through which we see the world.[3]

Our perceptual identity functions as a lens that is greatly
influenced by four major areas. The first is the culture or cultures
that we grow up in. We are influenced by culture more than we
realize because much of that influence is preverbal. Even as babies
we see, feel, smell, hear, and generally sense what is “right” or
“wrong” to do. We also are exposed to things that have happened to
people like us, so we develop a second lens that is based on our group
identity. Women, for example, need not have been victims of rape or
sexual violence for them to think about those things when they are
walking alone at night, because such things have happened to

enough other women. Our natural tendency to associate with those
like us (remember our mirror neurons!) causes us to internalize
those concerns. We also have gone through hundreds of personal
experiences throughout our lives that shape our perceptual lens, as
well as the different institutions to which we have belonged in some
way or another. All of these things dramatically affect what we see
and how we react to what we see.

When we set aside time to reflect on our narrative, we often can
find that we have taken certain elements of the past and constructed
an entire framework based on those elements. Of course, the
challenge for us is that our memories are not nearly as accurate as we
think they are, no matter how “vividly” we think we remember
things. In fact, we remember things quite selectively and we often
make assessments about things based on that limited information.

Identifying where our narratives about different people originate
is important. The closer we get to the root of our bias, the more we
can create a new narrative that disarms it. The story I mentioned
earlier about the African American woman who was told that she
“had to be twice as good as white people” is a good example. Once
she reframed that narrative, she reported experiencing immense
freedom to be herself and appreciate herself.

Timothy Wilson, the Sherrell J. Aston Professor of Psychology at

the University of Virginia, has studied this extensively.4] He has
found people can “redirect” their subconscious narrative by being
exposed to alternative narratives. For instance, a person who has
developed an entrenched negative bias about certain racial groups of
people can have that narrative transformed by being exposed to
people or stories about people who have lived, worked, and loved
together across the divide between their own group and the group
against which they harbored the bias. People who are experiencing
challenges in their lives can transform their relationship with that



challenge when they are exposed to other people who have overcome
those challenges.

This method is far more successful than the way we have usually
tried to approach changing our narratives through more fear-based
methods. Here’s a good example. In the 1970s, many juvenile
detention programs began to institute “Scared Straight” programs,
based on a program that was initially created at Rahway State Prison
in New Jersey. The idea was to have young people meet with
convicted criminals who would supposedly frighten them back on
track by telling them the horrors of prison life. At some level there is
logic to this kind of negative deterrent. The only problem is that it

hasn’t worked.[5! The results indicate that more, not less, of the
young people exposed to “Scared Straight” get in trouble. It seems
they are stimulated by the strength they see in the anger of the
convicts and they, in a somewhat bizarre sense, become unconscious
role models to the students. The internal narrative of the students
shifts to “maybe I should try that too.”

A similar pattern also can be true when people in a dominant
group (e.g., white men) are exposed to diversity programs in which
they are confronted by the anger of another group (e.g., white women
or men and women of color), and told how much they have been
hurt, harmed, or abused by the people in the dominant group. This
method was a fundamental part of a lot of diversity training
programs, and is still used in more subtle forms today. The release of
anger may be understandable, and the cathartic impact it makes
upon the person releasing it may be very powerful. However, the
impact on the member of a dominant group may be regressive in that
it leaves them feeling more different from, more afraid of, and less
empathetic toward the member of the nondominant group. In fact,
studies of approaches to mitigating unconscious bias now

demonstrate that this technique is one of the least effective![¢]

The key lives in our willingness to explore our own personal
narrative. If you are interested in doing this kind of self-exploration,
you might want to ask yourself a few simple questions:

o What things did you learn from your culture of origin that
affect your values and behaviors today? How are they different
from what others may have learned? How do those differences
affect your relationships with others?

. Was there a time when you recalled feeling “different”
from those around you? How did it make you feel? How did it
affect your behavior?

. What institutions were you a part of that influenced your
values and behaviors (e.g., religious institutions, Boy/Girl
Scouts, schools, clubs)?

When we remove the self-criticism about our biases and take on
the task of self-exploration, it can be a very illuminating experience.

Our ego is not permanent. It is constantly shifting and evolving,
influenced by the narrative we are in at the moment and the
integration of the experiences we are encountering. A lifetime
narrative can be rewritten. I will never forget a story I once heard
someone tell. It went something like this:

I was a pretty good baseball player when I was younger. I played
all the way through college, but it was an especially important part of
my life in high school. I was one of the best players on my team. One
of the things that used to really upset me was that my father never
came to see me play. He was much older when I was born and was an
immigrant, very old world. We never talked about it because he
seemed to be always working. He died when I was in college. A
number of years later I went back to my fifteenth high school
reunion. My old baseball coach, who was a real mentor to me, was
still at the school and so, of course, I went over and talked with him
for a while. We chatted a bit and then he asked me about my parents.



I told him that my father had passed away (my mother was still
alive). The coach said, “that’s too bad. He was a very nice man.” I was
a bit stunned. I didn’t know that my coach had ever even met my
father. I was so nonplussed that I didn’t say anything, but the next
morning I called my mother and told her what happened. For a
moment she was silent. Then she told me something I never knew. It
turns out my father was very sensitive about being so “old world” and
was afraid my sister and I were embarrassed by him and his ways. He
didn’t want that to bother me while I was playing. So he would come
and watch my games from behind the stands. He apparently almost
never missed a game. And then while I was showering, he would
sometimes slip in to talk to the coach. I never knew. At first I felt
terribly sad, but over time I saw it for what it was: a father’s deep
love for his son. My whole relationship to my father throughout my
life changed. Even though he was dead, we had a whole new
relationship!

2, Develop the capacity for self-observation.

To refine our ability to “see ourselves in action,” we have to
work to develop the capacity of self-observation, or, as my friend
and colleague Michael Schiesser likes to say, to “turn the flashlight
on ourselves.” We generally are looking outward at the world, with
very little attention to the filter that is interpreting what we are
seeing. When we observe ourselves, we are activating our
metacognitive ability and activating our prefrontal neocortex. We
become more thoughtful. We have the ability to observe ourselves in
action.

When we do that, we become less reactive. Our amygdala can
begin to “relax” a bit. The more we name what is going on with us,
the quieter the amygdala becomes, and we are less likely to be
hijacked by the amygdala’s automatic reaction. And when we share
with others what is going on with us, it softens even more. Scientists

who are discovering this are just now catching up to what the
Buddha observed almost 2,500 years ago when he said, “that which
can be observed, I am not.”

So, when we consciously observe ourselves, we have the
opportunity to step on the clutch and “shift into neutral” by dis-
identifying from the automatic reactions that usually dominate our
thinking.

We can learn to observe ourselves at several different levels. For
the most part we focus on behavior, what we are saying and doing. I
also have been discussing our metacognitive capability, or the
capacity to watch what we are thinking. In my experience, one of the
most powerful ways to observe ourselves is by learning to observe
our somatic responses, or the way our reactions show up in the
physical body.

For the most part, our thoughts are not focused on the present
moment. They are stimulated by what happens in the present
moment, but mostly they quickly then reference either a memory
from the past that frames how we interpret what is going on and puts
it into a context for us to process, or a fear about what might happen
in the future. Our biases clearly engage both aspects of this response.
The memory of the past leads us to our beliefs about the person or
people we are dealing with, and then informs our concern about our
future interactions with those people. How might it be possible to
become more aware of these patterns of thinking?

Over the course of the past couple of decades there has been a
broad expansion of our awareness of the mind/body connection.
Herbert Benson, a cardiologist and founder of the Benson-Henry
Mind Body Institute at Massachusetts General Hospital, is one of the
people most widely credited with bringing this phenomenon into the
mainstream, primarily through his 1975 best-selling book, The

Relaxation Response.[7] In the book, Benson explained the role that



cortisol plays in our stress response.

Cortisol, or hydrocortisone, is a steroid hormone that the human
body releases during times of stress. Among other things, cortisol
combines with adrenaline to help create memories of shorter-term
emotional events. These have been called “flashbulb memories” or
snapshots of key moments for which we retain vivid memories.
Think about exceptional moments from your past. Where were you
when the attack on September 11, 2001, occurred? Or, if you are old
enough, when President Kennedy was assassinated? Not hard to
remember, is it? And yet, despite our capacity for vivid
remembrance, we have a hard time remembering something from
just a few days ago.

High cortisol levels also have been shown to be associated with
social fear responses, avoidance, and social anxiety disorder, all of

which can contribute to the fear-related aspects of bias.8] Benson
has shown that various mindfulness and meditation practices reduce
the level of cortisol that is released into the body, quieting the
nervous system response.

You can experiment with this yourself. Find a picture of
somebody or a group of people who you generally don’t feel
especially comfortable being around. Look at the picture and then
observe where in your body you feel a reaction. Tightness in the
abdomen or throat? Increased respiration or heart rate? There is no
reason to change whatever sensation you observe, you simply notice
it. Then close your eyes for five minutes (you may want to set a
timer) and draw your breath a little bit more deeply than usual,
focusing into the area of the body that you identified. After the time
is up, look again at the picture. Often the visceral reaction to the
person or people will be significantly reduced.

Various forms of meditation or other contemplative practices
can be very helpful in this regard. Over time they help to quiet the

incessant chatter of the mind and bring a sense of deeper calm and
reflection that moderates the ability of the amygdala to hijack our
perceptions and behaviors and encourages more prefrontal activity.
From that quieter place, it is often easier to “see ourselves in action”
and adjust our behavior accordingly.

Contemplation and self-observation, like so many other things
in life, is a habit that becomes strengthened with practice. Very few
people sit down and meditate for the first time and find it to be a
simple task. Mostly what we see is how busy our minds are, filled
with judgments, self-correction, and seemingly mindless chatter. The
more we actively work on developing the capacity to slow down our
thinking and watch it, the easier it becomes and the more self-
observant we naturally become. Our willingness to be vulnerable to
what we see also is important. If we can refrain from judging
ourselves too harshly, and instead just work on observing, it is far
easier to disengage from the automaticity that our internal narrative
creates.

3. Practice constructive uncertainty.

Taking these sorts of breaks in our thinking can disable the
stress-bias reaction in our brain and help us be more present to what
is going on right now. To do that, we have to develop another
practice that is very important in navigating our unconscious bias by
creating what I like to refer to as constructive uncertainty. I realize
that is an odd term—constructive uncertainty—but here’s what I
mean. We live in a culture that loves certainty. Have you noticed that
more often than not it is the person who is the most certain about
their point of view (and not afraid to show it!) that wins the
argument? We don’t have much patience for thoughtfulness. It often
seems like we are happier when we quickly get to the wrong answer
than we are when we have taken too much time to ruminate over the
right one.



Our biases are generally fast, reflexive reactions that emanate
from our limbic system. The automaticity of these responses usually
puts us in reaction to them without any questioning. To move to a
more thoughtful conscious state, to start engaging the prefrontal
neocortex in metacognitive thinking, we need to pause. The
existentialist psychologist Rollo May once said that “human freedom
involves our capacity to pause between the stimulus and response
and, in that pause, to choose the one response toward which we wish
to throw our weight. The capacity to create ourselves, based upon
this freedom, is inseparable from consciousness or self-
awareness.”[9]

Thus, observing ourselves gives us the opportunity to evaluate
the circumstance we are in. We even use the word “PAUSE” as an
acronym to remind us to:

o Pay attention to what’s happening beneath the judgments
and assessments.

J When we slow down and look at what’s happening
we have an opportunity to distinguish between an event
and our interpretation of that event. For example, say
somebody shakes your hand softly. Do you have a visceral
reaction and association with weakness as many people in
the United States do? (“Limp!” “Cold fish!”) What
happened is that they used less pressure in the handshake
than you are used to with most people. The rest is your
interpretation, which leads us to the next step.

o Acknowledge your own reactions, interpretations, and
judgments.

. This is where you have an opportunity to identify
your interpretation as an interpretation. You might say
something to yourself like, “I can see that when he shook
my hand softly, I interpreted that as weakness.” As soon

as you notice an interpretation as an interpretation, you
have moved to a higher level of consciousness. You have
given yourself the freedom to which Rollo May
referenced. From there you can move to step three.
o Understand the other possible reactions, interpretations,
and judgments that may be possible.

. There may be any number of other reasons for the
behavior. In the case of the handshake, the person may
come from a different culture (because a significant
percentage of people in different parts of the world shake
hands more softly than we do in the United States), or
may have an injury, or be recovering from an injury. Or
they may have arthritis, or—whatever! Looking at all the
possibilities reinforces the dis-identification from our
initial reaction and opens up the possibility to:

. Search for the most constructive, empowering, or
productive way to deal with the situation.

. What makes the most sense? Should I assume that
the person is weak because of my initial reaction to his
handshake, or should I get to know him a little better
before I make a definitive assessment? What should I
say? What is the best way to handle the circumstance?
Once you have a plan in place, then you can:

° Execute your action plan.
J Act consistently with what makes the most sense.

Constructive uncertainty leads to better thinking. We would be
far better off if we turned many of our exclamation points about
things into questions marks and didn'’t feel the need to be so sure of
ourselves all of the time. In fact, the other benefit of constructive
uncertainty is that it makes us far more open to the ideas and
perspectives of other people. When you know that you are dealing



with an issue or situation in which you find yourself definitively sure
of yourself, it can be very helpful to seek out a healthy skeptical point
of view. As opposed to cynicism, which can be quite toxic, skepticism
can help us see things we may have missed in our certainty. Often
when I am working with teams who are excited about a new direction
they want to head in, I will ask the team to be consciously skeptical
about the plan so that in their enthusiasm they don’t miss possible
roadblocks that may derail their efforts.

All the same, I do want to be clear that I named this
“constructive” uncertainty for a reason. I am not advocating paralysis
by analysis, or long, drawn-out navel gazing. I'm simply saying that a
pause can help us be more thoughtful and help disengage some of the
automaticity of our biases.

4. Explore awkwardness or discomfort.

Another way to work on your personal biases is to be open to
exploring those incidents that occur when you feel awkwardness or
discomfort around certain kinds of people or certain circumstances.
Putting political correctness aside, there are times when we notice
that certain types of people trigger feelings of discomfort within us.
Our standard response at times like that is to slip into some kind of
“fight or flight” reaction. We either will tend to withdraw or get
defensive. Times like this can often be valuable learning
opportunities for us. If we are having a strong emotional reaction,
some fear is being stimulated, and it is usually another sign that we
are reacting from our past. At those moments, when possible, we can
learn a lot about ourselves by asking a few questions:

. Am I reacting to what is happening now, or is this person
or situation currently threatening to me?

. Is there any immediate action that needs to be taken?

. How do people or situations like this affect my behavior on
a regular basis?

. Is there somebody with whom I should talk about the
circumstance?
5. Engage with people in groups you may not know very
well, or about whom you harbor biases.

One of the most effective ways to begin to dis-identify with our
biases is through exposure to people and groups we harbor biases
against. Gordon Allport is often credited as the “father” of the
“contact hypothesis” of race relations. Allport, a Harvard
psychologist, postulated that, under the right circumstances, contact
between conflicting groups, was an effective way to diminish
prejudice and stereotyping.[10]

More recently, a team of researchers led by Calvin Lai and Brian
Nosek, social psychologists at the University of Virginia, analyzed
eighteen different strategies to see which are the most effective for

addressing unconscious bias.[22] They found that some of the
traditional strategies for addressing bias have not proven to be all
that successful. For instance, exhaustive efforts to get people in the
dominant group to understand the plight of people in nondominant
groups can often create a greater sense of difference between the
groups and, as I noted earlier, reduce the sense of connection and
empathy to the “out group.”

Lai and Nosek’s study did reveal that one of the most effective
ways to begin to “reprogram” our biases toward certain groups is to
expose people to counter-stereotypes or exemplars of the particular
group in question. When we are exposed to examples of people who
have been successful, or are appealing to us from the group in
question, our generalized negative biases toward that group seem to
begin to diminish. This may occur through creating an environment
in which we are reminded through pictures or other artifacts about
the contributions of a particular group. It also is why events such as
Black History Month (February), Women’s History Month (March),



Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Pride Month (June), or
National Hispanic Heritage Month (September 15—October 15) can
be helpful to expose people to some of these counter-stereotypes. Of
course, it is even more helpful when these exemplars are exposed to
us on a regular basis every month of the year!

In our own environments, we can begin to expose ourselves
through the pictures we have on our walls and computers; by reading
stories and learning about people from other groups besides our
own; attending cultural festivals; studying another culture’s stories
and literature, etc. The bottom line is, the more we get to know
people for who they are, the less we treat them like what they are (or
at least what they appear to us).

6. Get feedback and data.

The final individual intervention I want to point out is getting
feedback and data. Data can be especially important because
information can point us in the direction of concerns to which we
may have become unconscious. For example, imagine you are a
supervisor who has to write performance evaluations for ten
employees, five men and five women. After you finish the reviews
you rank them from strongest to weakest and find that four out of the
top five scores are women. Does this mean that you have a bias
toward women? Not necessarily, but at the very least it should
encourage you to explore the question.

Data are also important because all too often we judge the
success or failure of our efforts based on how much they “make
sense” or on how they feel to the participants, rather than on a real
sense of producing empiric results. I recognize that not everything
can be measured, but measurement can be helpful to assist us in
questioning how successful we are being. One of my clients instituted
a mentoring program that was specifically designed to assist female
lawyers and young associates of color to successfully adapt to their

culture. It was well intended, and the people who participated found
it valuable. But the numbers showed that less than 30 percent of the
people who were eligible participated, because the rest were
concerned that participation was an acknowledgment that they
weren't as capable as the white male associates. Only after the
communication about the program and its structure were changed
did it begin to produce results.

To get these kinds of data and feedback on a regular basis, we
have to find ways to create environments around us that allow people
to be willing and able to engage in the question. In the next chapter, I
will “shift out of neutral” and take a look at the structures we can
develop to create more conscious organizational communities.
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Caged Bird by Maya Angelou

A free bird leaps

on the back of the wind
and floats downstream

till the current ends

and dips his wing

in the orange sun rays

and dares to claim the sky.

But a bird that stalks

down his narrow cage

can seldom see through

his bars of rage

his wings are clipped and

his feet are tied

so he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill

of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill

for the caged bird
sings of freedom

The free bird thinks of another breeze

and the trade winds soft through the sighing trees
and the fat worms waiting on a dawn bright lawn
and he names the sky his own

But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams
his shadow shouts on a nightmare scream

his wings are clipped and his feet are tied

so he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill

of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill

for the caged bird
sings of freedom.



Race by Elizabeth Alexander

Sometime | think about Great-Uncle Paul who left Tuskegee,

Alabama to become a forester in Oregon and in so doing

became fundamentally white for the rest of his life, except

when he traveled without his white wife to visit his siblings—

now in New York, now in Harlem, USA—just as pale-skinned,

as straight-haired, as blue-eyed as Paul, and black. Paul never told anyone
he was white, he just didn’t say that he was black, and who could imagine,
an Oregon forester in 1930 as anything other than white?

The siblings in Harlem each morning ensured

no one confused them for anything other than what they were, black.

They were black! Brown-skinned spouses reduced confusion.

Many others have told, and not told, this tale.

When Paul came East alone he was as they were, their brother.

The poet invents heroic moments where the pale black ancestor stands up
on behalf of the race. The poet imagines Great-Uncle Paul

in cool, sagey groves counting rings in redwood trunks,

imagines pencil markings in a ledger book, classifications,

imagines a sidelong look from an ivory spouse who is learning

her husband’s caesuras. She can see silent spaces

but not what they signify, graphite markings in a forester’s code.

Many others have told, and not told, this tale.

The one time Great-Uncle Paul brought his wife to New York
he asked his siblings not to bring their spouses,

and that is where the story ends: ivory siblings who would not
see their brother without their telltale spouses.

What a strange thing is “race,” and family, stranger still.

Here a poem tells a story, a story about race.

Sorrow Home by Margaret Walker

My roots are deep in southern life; deeper than John Brown or Nat Turner or Robert
Lee. | was sired and weaned in a tropic world. The palm tree and banana leaf, mango
and coconut, breadfruit and rubber trees know me.

Warm skies and gulf blue streams are in my blood. | belong with the smell of fresh
pine, with the trail of coon, and the spring growth of wild onion.

| am no hothouse bulb to be reared in steam-heated flats with the music of El and
subway in my ears, walled in by steel and wood and brick far from the sky.

| want the cotton fields, tabacco and the cane. | want to walk along with sacks of seed
to drop in fallow ground. Restless music is in my heart and | am eager to be gone.

O Southland, sorrow home, melody beating in my bone and blood! How long will the
Klan of hate, the hounds and the chain gangs keep me from my own?



The Work of Christmas by Howard Thurman

When the song of the angels is stilled,
When the star in the sky is gone,

When the kings and the princes are home,
When the shepherds are back with their flocks,
The work of Christmas begins:

To find the lost,

To heal the broken,

To feed the hungry,

To release the prisoner,

To rebuild the nations,

To bring peace among people,

To make music in the heart.

O God, | Need Thee by Howard Thurman

| need Thy sense of time

always | have an underlying anxiety about things.

Sometimes | am in a hurry to achieve my ends

And am completely without patience. It is hard for me

To realize that some growth is slow,

That all processes are not swift. | cannot always discriminate
Between what takes time to develop and what can be rushed,
because my sense of time is dulled.

| measure things in terms of happenings.

O to understand the meaning of perspective

That | may do all things with a profound sense of leisure —of time.

Knowledge Shall Vanish Away by Howard Thurman

There is a sense of wholeness at the core of man
That must abound in all he does;

That marks with reverence his ev’ry step;
That has its sway when all else fails;

That wearies out all evil things;

That warms the depth of frozen fears
Making friend of foe,

Making love of hate,

And lasts beyond the living and the dead,
Beyond the goals of peace, the ends of war!
This man seeks through all his years:





