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What is it like for a small group people to study and dialogue about racism together over a three-month 
period?  “Empowering.”  “Life-changing.”  “Liberating.”  “The hardest work I ever did.”  And 
“Transformative.”  Over and over again, “Transformative.”   
 
These are the responses of people who have been members of ASDIC Antiracism Study-Dialogue 
Circles, a program based on the West Side of Saint Paul. 
 
But how can this be?  Don’t we “know” that talking about racism in settings that include both People 
of Color and white people is fraught with offense, accusations and bad feelings?  Don’t we “know” 
that there are impossible differences of opinion around this issue, and that relationships fall apart if we 
discuss them openly? 
 
Something happens when people are able to come together “just as we are” to look at “how we are” 
without judgment or preconditions.  Coming together we first agree on how we shall begin to be in 
conversation together.  What kinds of understandings do we need in order to think, wonder and reflect 
aloud, to express emotions openly?  How do we wish to keep company with each other as each of us 
engages in openness and vulnerability? 
 
Something happens when people come together to speak the truth about their responses to a common 
reading or video, or to share a righteous anger over injustice, or share a fear, a loss or a hunger.  
Something happens when people try to see social realities through other people’s eyes and feelings.  
Something happens. 
 
Little by little it happens.  Not necessarily in the first session, or even the second or third.  But 
somewhere around the fourth session there is a decided shift from being individual learners to being a 
community of learners that, together, is recognizing the complexity and poignancy of what racism is 
about.  The realities of racism begin to matter for everyone because the issues are enfleshed in the 
people sitting together in the Circle.   
 
The particular experiences that influence our understandings of ourselves and the world become 
clearer.  We appreciate that, through no fault of our own, each of us was born into a setting already 
structured by a particular history of racism and colonialism and by their present-day operations.  
European-American members begin to see that, just as particular historical events, politics and group 
experiences have shaped the identities of, say, Indigenous Americans or African Americans, so too 
particular events and political decisions have created shared experiences among the people assigned 
“white” identities in this society.  We examine the every-day realities of the white experience and the 
ways of thinking, feeling and behaving that develop under those realities.  Those of us who are white 
begin to perceive how we are reflecting whiteness in the ways we think and act and are able to talk 
about this within the small community of our Circle.  Those of us who are white grow in our felt 
understanding of the ways whiteness is problematic for People of Color.  We perceive more clearly 
what is problematic, both in our personal behaviors and in the assumptions, policies and norms that 
govern everyday life in the wider community.       
 
As all of us gain clarity as to how our current realities came to be and how they are reproducing 
themselves on a daily basis, we may experience a sense of outrage.  We may have a need to mourn and 
grieve.  The Circle we have formed is able to hold all of this.  Those of us who are People of Color 



witness our white peers engaged in hard personal work, acquiring new abilities to identify and address 
the issues, and developing the strength of their moral convictions.  For many of us who are Persons of 
Color, this is the first time we have witnessed such a significant transformation by white people. 
 
Then, as a group’s time comes to an end, what is needed?  A “knowing” of where our responsibilities 
lie, Personal Action Plans, a network of support – these stand behind us as we build new relationships 
and together work to interrupt systemic racism in the immediate contexts of our lives.  White members 
appreciate that People of Color, because of their location in relation to racism, have perspectives about 
what needs to be done that may differ from their own.  Those of us who are white know we need to 
take this into account – we need to stay in communication and community as we engage in the work.  
We need to continue examining our own white behaviors and styles of interaction, and then our 
involvement can be welcomed as part of a shared effort, a shared vision, and the basis of a new 
community.    
 
Okogyeamon, PhD, Mdiv (Herbert A. Perkins) and Margery K. Otto, JD, are Co-Directors of the 
ASDIC Antiracism Study-Dialogue Circles program, www.asdic-circle.org.  They have been named 
the 2010 Facing Race Ambassadors by the Facing Race Initiative of The Saint Paul Foundation, in 
recognition of the contributions the ASDIC program made to antiracism transformation over past years 
in the East Metro area.   
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