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“ W * undamentally, it is our collective respon- 
sibility as radical black people and people 
of color, and as white people, to construct 

I  models for social change. To abdicate 
that responsibility, to suggest that change is just 
something an individual can do on his or her 
own or in isolation with other racist white peo­
ple is utterly misleading.... It is our collective 
responsibility as people of color and as white 
people who are committed to ending white 

supremacy to help one another.”
—from Killing Rage by bell hooks

I have a confession to make. In 
spite of my progressive sympathies 
and my ever-evolving socio-politi­
cal consciousness, I’m racist.

I’m not a cross-burning, white- 
hooded Klan member, but after 
much soul searching, I’ve realized 
I’m racist.

Because I am a white, gay man 
from a working-class family who 
grew up in a small, extremely 
WASPy mill town in southwest 
Washington, this isn’t shocking.
But no one likes to identify with 
such an ominous label. Especially 
someone who is educated, angered 
by social injustice and committed 

to making some difference in this world of ours.
But I’m afraid it’s true.
About a year ago, I was driving down 1-84 

in the hot September sun with a friend, return­
ing from passing out condoms and safer-sex 
information to naked men at Rooster Rock.

Excited about the ticket he had gotten for 
the Prince concert that evening, he was talking 
about his plans for the night when I unexpect­
edly said, “I hope I don’t make you late. If I 
did, you’d scalp me.”
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The 'terrible monster inside'
Portland’s queer community should wake up and 

smell the white privilege—and do something about it
Dead silence.
In any situation, this 

comment would be ugly, 
insensitive and racist.
But in front my friend, a 
Native American with 
whom I’ve engaged in 
an articulate analysis of 
our country’s problems 
with race and class, it 
was even worse.

He looked away 
from me, out the win­
dow onto the Columbia 
River, silent, betrayed.
Another white person 
full of anti-racist talk, I 
stumbled and fell, skinning open more than my 
knees. I felt myself sliced open, exposing this 
terrible monster inside me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, after a few minutes of 
painful tension passed, sliding by with the 
mileposts as we neared the city. “Where did 
that come from? Why did I say that.7”

“I don’t know,” he answered quietly.
I heard the distance in his voice and 

cringed, my head flooding with apologies and 
excuses. I stopped myself and merely said, “You 
know I’ve never used that word before. As stu­
pid as it sounds, it just slipped out. All I can do 
is say I’m sorry.”

“I know.”
Thankfully, my blunder didn’t ruin our 

friendship. But it did change it, as all mistakes

do. Within an hour we 
were back to laughing, 
gossiping, talking about 
race and class and the 
correct political analy­
sis of it all. We even 
laughed together later 
when we told his 
friend, Monica, about 
it.

She looked at me in 
half-horror and half­
jest and said, “You 
know that’s the worst 
thing you can say to an 
Indian!”
I know. I knew it then, 

too. Even my mother gasped when I told her 
about it. Then why did I say it? Where did it 
come from?

I’ve come to no certain conclusions, but the 
reality of my life and that of many other white 
people is that we’re oblivious to people of 
color. We walk around blindly, immersed in 
whiteness, thinking everyone perceives the 
world the way we do.

And as gay men, we’re not immune to this. 
Our alternative sexuality doesn’t automatically 
erase years of racist conditioning. We’ve inher­
ited this white supremacy from our country’s 
plagued history, and even as some of us try to 
resist it, this brainwashing remains deeply 
ingrained in our psyches. It’s a sickness we must 
heal from, and like any major illness, getting

well takes time and a great deal of rehabilita­
tion.

Since last summer, my friend has moved to 
Pittsburgh, and we talk less frequently. But in 
our occasional phone conversations, we don’t 
avoid the difficult questions. In December, 
when I started dating a new boyfriend, he 
asked, “Is he white?" I said, “Yes.” He respond­
ed, “That figures.”

None of the conversations I have with him 
are easy, for him or for me. Yet our friendship 
has always been based on attempting to resolve 
the tensions between us as two gay men of dif­
ferent races.

Ending white supremacy isn’t easy, nor is 
educating ourselves to think critically about 
race, even— or especially— for gay men.

When I hear about how many talented and 
intelligent gay men of color come to Portland 
to enjoy our “progressive” city and then leave a 
few years later, disgruntled and burned out from 
doing our work for us, 1 know that we as a 
community have much to learn about racism.

This work is terribly difficult and fraught 
with many tense dynamics that we cannot 
resolve in isolation. As a white man, I can’t 
expect people of color to do my work for me. 
Yet at the same time, I’ve learned the most 
about my racism from the conversations and 
arguments I’ve had with people of color. I’ve 
come to recognize it, understanding my own 
white privilege and seeing my own culture.

I’ve also realized that I can’t fix this prob­
lem alone, no one can. We must work together, 
people of color and white folk, with patience 
and good faith. It’s a lot to ask. But what else 
can we do?

■  G eoffrey Bateman is a  member o f Portland 
Gay M en Wntrng, a  group of independent writers 
who contribute monthly to “O utW ord."
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Opera

Portland O pera has earned 
an enviab le  reputation  for 
production s w hich please 
both eye an d  ear. U

Derek Mills,
( )pçni News Critic

Subscriptions Designed Specially for You!
1. The Full FiveIt's now easier than ever before 

Just give us a call, and well 
design a subscription 
to meet your needs!

Your ticket to the complete opera season! 
Prices begin as low as $125

2. The Big Four
You pkk your four favfwtte productions!For the Very Best Seatserv »

LT O
Prices begin as low as $ 100

DAY!CALL
3. The Trio Pack
You pick the three you want! 
Prices begin as low as $75

(503)  241-1802
guarantee you'll be in on all the excitement

SUBSCRIBE NOW!

“Portland Opera ... tackles adventurous repertory“
— The New York Times

Verdi

RIGOLETTO
Sept 26, 28, 30, Oct 3, 1998
Raw emotion, delivered as only Verdi can! From 
Gilda's haunting love song and Rigoletto’s 
agonizing vow of revenge to the shocking, 
surprise ending, this is a night in the theater 
that you'll never forget!

Donizetti

DON PASQUALE
Nov 7, 9, 11, 14, 1998
He's single, wealthy, and ... how should we 
say? ... a bit past his prime? The age when 
strange things happen in a m an’s mind! An 
evening of resounding laughter that'll have 
you chuckling the next morning.

Gounod

FAUST
Feb 13, 15, 17, 20, 1999
An evening of temptation! Who could blame 
Faust for trading frustration and old age for 
youth and the beautiful Marguerite? An 
astonishing musical and theatrical experience 
that affirms our faith in goodness and 
redemption.

Handel

JULIUS CAESAR
Mar 27, 29, 31, Apr 3, 1999
The stage will be filled with sand to create an 
incredible desert atmosphere in which the 
world’s legendary lovers—Julius Caesar and 
Cleopatra—unite their kingdoms and their 
hearts.

Jerome Kern's classic
SHOW BOAT

lune 1, 2, 5, 12, 1999

A special bonus for opera subscribers! This historic 
National Broadway Tour is the perfect addition 
to an opera series—a treasure trove of musical 
favorites, including "CM' Man River,” "C an ’t Help 
Lovin' Dat M an,” and "Only Make Believe."


