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BEFORE: Field of power (15 minutes)
Ask students if there are any changes they want to make to the goals and facilitate discussion accordingly. 
Post the goal posted publicly for the remainder of this unit as you will need to refer to it. 

Distribute the Field of Power worksheet to your students and have them read it from first base to third base. 
Make sure they understand the following points:

First Base: Raise Awareness About Your Issue. •	 This is where your class educates the public and 
raises awareness for their issue. Make sure their research is complete—they need to know their issue 
well enough to be able to talk to many people about it. Also, it has to be interesting and compelling in 
order for others to jump on board!

Second Base: Demonstrate Support. •	 This step requires your group to agree on clear goals and objec-
tives (we’ll do that in the next lesson) in order to create a strong, united front. Also, this is the step that 
lets you prove just how many supporters you really have.

Third Base: Directly Asking a Decision Maker. •	 Be it a private meeting or a public forum, your stu-
dents will need to lobby a decision maker in order to effect change. This is effective only if you have a 
strong network of people who know your issue and support it.

Issues to address with students:

Can you build public support without educating the public about the issue? NO!•	

Is it effective to approach a public official and request change without knowing if the public supports •	
the change? NO!

Can you make change without at least consulting with the key decision makers? NO!•	

You need to TOUCH EVERY BASE before you can score a HOME RUN—MAKING A CHANGE!•	

Don’t forget about pinch running!! Another batter (group) may have already educated the public and 
demonstrated support. Your group can pinch run and move right to asking the decision maker. But some-
one has to have gotten to second before you. 

On the other hand, your group may only have time this year to get to first, but that’s OK if they set up a good 
project—another group can always “pinch run” and move around the bases so that the issue gets addressed.

DURING: The Activist’s Toolbox (10 minutes)
Distribute the Activist’s Toolbox handout. Have students underline or highlight as they read ideas that spark 
their interest or seem like they would work well you’re your issue. Make sure the class takes special note of 
the fact that the chart is by no means a complete list of tools. Have students read through Spice Up Your Action 
for additional ideas.

AFTER: Ideas for action (20 minutes)
Divide the class into their small groups and assign each group a base on the Field of Power. Using the Activ-
ist’s Toolbox to help them, have each group come up with a few actions that the class can take for their base 
in order to reach their class goal. Have groups share their ideas with the rest of the class. Draw a baseball 
diamond on a sheet of butcher paper and record students’ ideas in the appropriate bases.

CLOSER: Check in (2 minutes)
Insure that every group has at least 1 action from the toolkit that matches their “base.” This is essential 
moving forward so if they do not, they must complete this for homework .
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Field of Power
Using the Activist’s Toolbox and your own ideas, map out your path around the bases. Remember, each 
base represents a different type of action, so gear each action to match its intended consequence.

What do I need to 
do to get to third 

base? 

Second Base: 

Demonstrating Support 
 

Make sure your peers know your 
topic and have shown their support 

before you move on! 

 
 
 
 

What do I need to do 
to get to second base? 

Third Base: 

Directly Ask a  
Decision Maker 

 
Make sure people are 

aware of your issue and 
you have plenty of 

support before touching 
this base! 

 

First Base: 

Raise Awareness 
About Your Issue 

 
Make sure you have an 

important issue, and make 
sure you know it well 

enough to educate your 
public. 

 

Home Run: 

Rewrite Your GOAL Below 
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The Activist’s Toolbox
You’ve done your research. You have goals. You understand levels of government. Now it’s time to 
think about what to do about it.

On the following pages are some common strategies used by activists as part of their larger campaign 
to push for structural change. Consider the tactics and how they might fit into your own project. 
Some of these tactics might look like they would be a lot of fun, but they might not be the most 
effective for your project. With that in mind, remember that the most important consideration in 
choosing what action your group will take is what will get results. Below are a few key questions you 
should also be thinking about while looking at the chart:

What is our group’s goal? Which tactics would be most effective for our particular goals? •	

How much time do we have to prepare?•	

What resources do we have available? What resources do we need?•	

Do we have money to spend? If not, how much do we need?•	
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The Activist’s Toolbox:  
(1) Raise Awareness about Your Issue
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The Activist’s Toolbox:  
(2) Demonstrate Support
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The Activist’s Toolbox:  
(3) Directly Ask a Decision Maker
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The Activist’s Toolbox:  
(4) Spice Up Your Action!

Creative Action
In today’s busy world, how do you get people to stop and take notice? Creative action can be a great 
way to get attention and help to educate others about an issue. 

Tips:

Focus your creative action on a specific target and message.•	

Creative actions do not have to be theatrical; you can make a banner, billboard, or anything visual.•	

Research history—the Civil Rights Movement (Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.), non-violent ac-•	
tions (Gandhi), apartheid (South Africa)—to learn more about direct action techniques already 
taken, including challenges and successes.

Here are some examples:

100 Chairs•	  – To demonstrate the growing wealth divide in the U.S., line up 100 chairs in a high-
traffic place on campus. Ten people spread out over 70 chairs (lying down, stretching out) while 
90 people have to fit on the remaining 30 chairs. This shows that 10 percent have 70 percent of 
the wealth, while all the rest (90 percent) have only 30 percent of the wealth. You can modify 
this activity using 10 chairs and 10 people, or use this concept to demonstrate other statistics. 
Source: United for a Fair Economy 

Human Bar Graph•	  – 100 students line up to represent the president’s salary, while one person 
represents a janitor’s salary. A sign or spokesperson explains what is represented. Source: United 
for a Fair Economy: The Campus Living Wage Campaign

Interactive Theatre•	  – Create a short (5 minute) skit on some issue (for example, hunger, home-
lessness, racism, sexism). Make the skit controversial. Go through the whole skit once for your 
audience. Then repeat the skit, allowing the people in the audience to say “stop” at any point. 
The person stopping the skit then replaces a character they choose and changes the play. Hold a 
discussion at the end. 

Guerrilla Theatre•	  – Create a dramatization that highlights your issue. For example, when George-
town University students were protesting sweatshop labor in the production of campus wear, they 
staged a fashion show in a high-traffic area of campus. Students donned clothes with the university 
logo, and as they strutted down the walkway, the emcee talked about the sub-standard wages paid 
to workers who assembled the clothes. Guerrilla Theatre was used in the 1980s to dramatize death 
squad abductions in Central America. Students would stage an “abduction” in the cafeteria. This 
creative action engaged many students to join in Central American solidarity work. 

Invisible Theatre•	  – Create a situation that will draw on-lookers into a discussion about an 
important issue. Example: Two people go into a clothing store where sweatshop labor is being 
used to manufacture the clothes. The cell phone of one person rings. “Hello. Yeah, I’m here shop-



Know Your Options    297

ping at the (Name of Store). What? You’re kidding! They use sweatshop labor to produce their 
clothes? Hey (to other person, in a loud voice so that others can hear), did you know that (Name 
of Store) uses sweatshop labor to make their clothes?” Draw the other shoppers and staff people 
into a discussion on living wages as a human right. Reference: Global Exchange, globalexchange.
org, for current campaigns on living wages and other issues. 

Demonstrating Inadequate Shelter•	  – Build shantytown housing on campus to demonstrate 
how people not earning a decent wage are forced to live in many countries. Sleep out in your 
quad to demonstrate homelessness in the U.S. References: ruckus.org for on-line training manuals 
(media, scouting, climbing); faireconomy.org for information on campus living wage campaign; 
globalexchange.org for updates on boycotts and demonstrations; coopamerica.org for listings of 
ethical companies and boycott.

Design a T-Shirt (clothing campaign)•	  – Sell or give away to people. Simple message, simple 
design, mass produce.

Songs/rap •	 – Generate songs or raps about your issue, or have a song writing contest about your 
issue. Put them on the school’s announcements (public television).

Art contest•	  – Art can be used in posters advertising actions.

Organize a Teach-In			 
Visualize young people gathering in a church or a community center in the 1960s to listen to Dr. 
Howard Thurman and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., teaching how to organize and describing the un-
derlying issues of racism. They were doing teach-ins, and probably the most successful teach-ins of 
the last century. It’s your turn now!

Decide what you want to do. This will depend upon your audience and how ambitious you are. •	
You can show a movie, invite a speaker, have a forum of students and professors, or do a work-
shop on a specific skill or topic. You can even do all of these over a few days and call it a confer-
ence. The student group STARC (starcalliance.org) likes to host a two-part series: (1) show a 
video, and then (2) host an interactive workshop on direct action tactics.

Plan and prepare! Reserve a room, confirm the speakers (have a back-up plan in case they do not •	
show), check to make sure you are not competing with a concert or other popular event, get a vi-
sual aid (video, flip charts), make (or order from a national organization) educational pamphlets, 
and get food and drinks.

Get the word out! Why bother organizing a teach-in if no one comes? Set an attendance goal. Put •	
up posters or write the information with chalk on sidewalks or chalkboards. Gather up your friends. 
Go to other meetings where people might be interested in the topic and tell them about the teach-
in. Ask professors to give extra credit for attending the teach-in and writing a paper for class.

Create your agenda. Make your teach-in fun and interactive. Do a fun icebreaker to get the teach-•	
in started.

Do the teach-in! Get people’s contact information to keep them informed on next steps. Have at •	
least one way they can immediately take action. For example, send on-line faxes before they leave 
or check out the Letter Writing section.
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Other Forms of Teach-Ins:

Open mikes and speak-outs •	 are great ways to maximize young people’s voices on controversial 
issues and to encourage them to exercise their rights to free speech. Common areas like the caf-
eteria are the perfect setting (find out if your campus has a “free speech zone”). The downside to 
this activity is the lack of control. Having a clear message will help, but remember that you want 
people to express their views. Keep in mind the noise you will create and make sure you are not 
disruptive to others.

Debates and panel discussions •	 get both sides of the issue represented, so include young people 
from all walks of life. Make sure you truly have all points of view equally represented. For both 
open mikes/speak-outs and debates/discussions, be respectful of opposing views. 

References: starcalliance.org is STARC’s web site for upcoming actions and research on corpora-
tions, and protest.net has background information on activism and international action updates.

Cyber Activism
With today’s technology, getting the word out to hundreds of people is a lot simpler than it used to 
be. Below are some ways to take advantage of the internet as you take action.

Webpage •	 – Create a webpage to go with your event, and make sure your webpage is always up to 
date! Create your own webpage for free, through members.freewebs.com and www.hotdoodle.com. 
Your school might also provide free web space.

Virtual Communities •	 – MySpace, facebook.com, and other virtual communities are great 
places to reach a lot of people at once. Create an account or group for your project/event; post 
events, photos, and messages; and invite friends and community members to join your cause!

Email •	 – Make your emails short, and use hyperlinks to direct people to the web for more details. 
Keep in touch regularly through email.

Listserv/Electronic Mailing List•	  – Find a service provider that will allow people to easily 
subscribe to your listserv (try groups.yahoo.com or groups.msn.com). A listserv is a single email 
address that actually contains your “list” of email addresses. Listservs are a way to discuss issues, 
organize, and share ideas and resources with a group of people. You can create your own (for 
your particular event/cause), as well as join existing ones to keep up on the issues. Make sure 
to actively collect email addresses at all of your events, and use your listserv to keep activists 
informed and connected. One great listserv to check out is SURGE (Students United for a Re-
sponsible Global Environment), which is for young activists who see the connections between 
social, environmental, and economic justice campaigns and efforts. Subscribe at dmarkato@
email.unc.edu. 

Find out more by looking at these cyber-activist web sites with resources for virtual organizing: 
netaction.org.training/, afj.org (Alliance for Justice: E-advocacy for Nonprofits), organizenow.net, 
ruckus.org, cco.org, surgenetwork.org, intranets.com for information about creating “virtual offices,” and 
risingsun.org/tech.html for advice on creating a virtual community. 
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Create connections •	 – The internet is also a great way to create connections among the local ac-
tivists in your city/town, which can be an important way to sustain you in your work. Check out 
idealist.org to search for the activists near you. Get together and support each other in your work. 
This can be a great social network as well!

Lobbying your representative online •	 – Even though most representatives have email addresses 
and even web-pages, legislators usually respond better to the traditional lobbying tactics of visits, 
letters, phone calls, faxes, and postcards. It is best to experiment with a variety of tactics to see 
what works with your representative(s). When you send an email to your representative, always 
include your mailing address in your email. Many emails will only be taken seriously if you in-
clude your address because that is the only way a legislator knows you are in his or her district.

Use these web sites for information on how to contact your federal, state, and local representatives:

U.S. Senate:•	  senate.gov 

U.S House of Representatives: •	 house.gov

Library of Congress: •	 thomas.loc.gov

Vote-smart.org is a non-partisan organization that tracks voting records, campaign finance informa-
tion, issue positions, performance evaluations, and contact information.
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Why Should I Care? 
Designed by: The Mikva Challenge

Narrative Summary: This activity is meant to start a conversation among your students about whether 
or not they should be trying to make a difference in their communities. It can be very important to start 
a project addressing violence, or any other issue, with a discussion on how students feel about taking 
action on these issues.

Grade Levels
High School

Time allocation
2 days (class periods)

This lesson is part of a larger course, Democracy in Action. The lesson is arranged in a BDA format: 

Bellringer: a quick activity to get the class ready for the day’s lesson•	
B•	 efore: Builds off the bellringer and acts as a transition to the days lesson
D•	 uring: Consists of new knowledge or skill acquisition
A•	 fter: Has students apply their knowledge in some way
Closer: provides closure for the lesson, and can consist of giving homework or assessing students •	
understanding of the activity. 

Overview
This lesson introduces the idea of social responsibility and the potential consequences of inaction.

Student Objectives 
Reflect and respond to quotes on social responsibility•	
Employ Active Reading Strategy during the reading of article•	
Participate in Socratic Seminar•	
Reflect on facilitation skills•	

Vocabulary 
Duty

Assessment 
Close read of article•	
Socratic seminar participation•	

Materials Needed
Stand and Declare signs: Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree (posted on four corners •	
of the room)
Markers•	
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Chart paper with quotes posted around the room•	
LCD projector to view streaming video from internet•	
Copies of •	 Gawkers Idle After Grisly Hit and Run
Seminar Rules •	 and Seminar rubric handouts

Before the class enters the room (or while they are doing the bell-ringer), please prepare for the activity by doing 
the following:

Write Stand and Declare signs on chart paper and post on four corners of the room•	

Post quotes from thought museum on chart paper around the room•	

BELL-RINGER: Journal (3–5 minutes)
Have students copy the definition to duty in their vocabulary journals:

duty: something that you’re expected to do by moral, legal, or other obligation 

Have the statement: It is my duty to help everyone around me to the best of my ability written on the 
board. Tell students to write their thoughts in response to that statement in their journals. 

BEFORE: Stand and declare: obligations (10 minutes)
Explain to students how Stand and Declare works: 

Directions for Participants

I’ll read a statement.1.	

After the statement is read, you should decide whether you strongly agree, mostly agree, mostly dis-2.	
agree, or strongly disagree with the statement. 

You should then go to the sign that represents your stance. 3.	

After everyone’s chosen a corner, you’ll have a minute to discuss with the others in your corner why 4.	
you’re there. You should also choose one representative.

Each corner representative will then have 1 minute to explain to the class why their stance is the best 5.	
one.

After every representative speaks, everyone will have a chance to rebut each other’s arguments. Argu-6.	
ments must be kept to 30 seconds or less so that everyone gets a chance to participate.

Speakers should try to persuade others to move to his/her corner. If you feel persuaded at any point in 7.	
the game and change your stance, you should move to the appropriate corner.

Be sure to listen to whomever’s talking and voice your opinion respectfully. The point is for everyone’s 8.	
voice to be heard and challenged in a rational manner.

Once everyone understands how the activity works, go through steps 1–7 with this statement: I have an 
obligation to help other people. 
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DURING: Thought museum (20–25 minutes)
Equipped with a pen, students should SILENTLY walk around the room, read the quotes posted on chart 
paper and write a comment or reaction to the quote (or a reaction to their classmate’s comments) on the 
paper. (True silence makes the activity work better because students are forced to write what they think 
instead of saying it aloud. It is meant to be a silent conversation where students talk to each other through 
their comments). After 5–10 minutes, have students go back to the quotes they already commented on and 
read what others wrote. They may then comment back to other people’s comments. 

After 5-10 minutes have students return to their seats and debrief the activity. Which quote spoke to you? 
Confused you? Do you feel differently about our Stand and Declare Statement after completing this activity?

AFTER: Prepare homework (5–10 minutes)
Set a purpose for the students’ reading of “Gawkers Idle After Grisly Hit and Run” using an Active Reading 
Strategy such as Close Reading or Double Entry Journals (see teaching strategies). If this is the first time 
introducing these strategies, be sure to spend some time explaining the process.

Direct students to find details from the article to answer the question: “What sense of duty did the people of 
Hartford feel towards Angel Torres?” 

Day 2

BELL-RINGER: Introducing Socratic seminar (5–10 minutes)
Have students silently read one of the handouts on the guidelines and expectations of Socratic Seminar to 
introduce the process and the rubric you will be using to assess them.

After they have read silently, field any questions they may have about the process. Stress that it takes prac-
tice to get good at and that they will have lots of practice in this course. Let them know that they will have 
the opportunity to facilitate future seminars during the course. 

BEFORE: What would you do? (10 minutes)
Watch one of the clips from ABC news: What Would You Do?, available at http://abcnews.go.com/
WhatWouldYouDo/. (Recommended episodes include March 17th on hate crimes and http://abcnews.
go.com/video/playerIndex?id=4432044 on domestic abuse).

Have students respond to the clip on a double entry journal. 

DURING: Socratic seminar (20–30 minutes)
Facilitate seminar around the Stand and Declare statement “I have an obligation to help other people,” us-
ing the quotes, article, and video clips. You can substitute the word “duty” or “responsibility” for obligation 
to see if it changes the conversation. Tie the discussion to Mikva Challenges’ phrase “Democracy is Not a 
Spectator Sport.” 

During the seminar you may want to pause the discussion and draw attention to your facilitation. (Re-
member: part of the goal here is to model good facilitation so step out of your teacher mode and try to 
facilitate in a neutral, non-judgmental way). 
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AFTER: Reflection (10 minutes)
Have students reflect on the process either in writing or orally. Some questions may include: 

What worked? What didn’t work? •	

What did you notice about my facilitation? •	

How did we do as a group? •	

What would make our next seminar better?•	

We encourage you to make Socratic Seminar a regular part of your class and practice a gradual re-
lease of responsibility, allowing pairs of students to facilitate seminars in a few weeks, thus giving 
students the opportunity to practice facilitation.

CLOSER: Exit Ticket (3 minutes)
If you were to facilitate a seminar what would be challenging for you? What do feel you would be good at?

NOTE: By the end of seminar you should have a pretty good sense whether your students are embrac-
ing the concept of social responsibility. If your class is not sold on the importance of social responsibility 
check the supplementary readings for additional readings you may want to use with them including: Letter 
from a Birmingham Jail and Civil Disobedience and Not in My Town. All of these readings can be found at the 
end of the unit. 
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Quotes for Thought Museum
Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere
— Martin Luther King, jr. 

Inaction may be the greatest form of action.
— Jerry Brown

If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything.
— Steve Bartkowski

You are either part of the solution, or part of the problem.
— Eldridge Cleaver

Better to die on one’s feet than live on one’s knees.
— Emiliano Zapata

Without struggle there is no progress.
— Frederick Douglass

In Germany they came first for the Communist, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Commu-
nist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came for 
the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist. Then they came for the 
Catholics, and I didn’t speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for me, and by that time 
no one was left to speak up.
— Martin Niemoeller 
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Gawkers Idle After Grisly Hit-And-Run
HARTFORD, Conn., June 6, 2008

(CBS/ AP) A 78-year-old man is tossed like a rag doll by a hit-and-run driver and lies motionless on a busy 
city street as car after car goes by. Pedestrians gawk but appear to do nothing. One driver stops briefly but 
then pulls back into traffic. A man on a scooter slowly circles the victim before zipping away.

The chilling scene—captured on video by a streetlight surveillance camera—has touched off a round 
of soul-searching in Hartford, with the capital city’s biggest newspaper blaring “SO INHUMANE” 
on the front page and the police chief lamenting: “We no longer have a moral compass.”

“We have no regard for each other,” said Chief Daryl Roberts, who on Wednesday released the video 
in hopes of making an arrest in the accident that left Angel Arce Torres in critical condition.

However, Roberts and other city officials backtracked on Thursday. After initially saying he was un-
sure whether anyone called 911, he and other city officials appeared at a news conference in which 
they said that four people dialed 911 within a minute of the accident, and that Torres received medi-
cal attention shortly after that.

But what seems like witnesses ignoring an emergency situation on the video can be explained by 
something psychologists call bystander syndrome.

“In a nutshell (bystander syndrome) is when people witness an emergency, when they witness an acci-
dent or a crime, the more people that witness, the less likely any one of them is going to do something to 
help,” Dr. Marisa Randazzo, former U.S. Secret Service Chief Psychologist told CBS’ The Early Show. 

“It’s counter intuitive, but what we know is that there are three steps that any bystander, any witness 
goes through when they see something happening and they’ve got to go through these three steps 
before they do anything,” Randazzo said.

“They have to notice it’s an emergency,” Randazzo said. “What happens is when something like this 
happens people start to look around at others and see what their reaction is, and if the other people 
aren’t immediately reacting with alarm, pulling out their cell phones, calling the police, maybe calling 
for help, yelling, it’s easy for us to misinterpret and say, no one else looks so alarmed so maybe it is 
not what I think it is. 

“They have to feel like they have the skills and the competence to do something. If there was a nurse 
or an EMT, they would have gone in because they’re trained to do that. Everyone else assumes ‘I 
don’t have the training to do that,’” Randazzo said.

City Council President Calixto Torres said viewers of the 1½-minute videotape might mistakenly 
believe that no one helped.

“I think this moved too quickly,” he said. “I think it moved too quick and we were putting informa-
tion out that was incomplete. What I think was missing is the fact that this happened in a very short 
period of time.”
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Roberts said his initial angry reaction was based on what he saw in the video. “The video was very 
graphic and sent a very bad message,” the police chief said.

The hit-and-run took place in daylight last Friday at about 5:45 p.m. in a working-class neighborhood 
close to downtown in this city of 125,000.

In the video, Torres, a retired forklift operator, walks in the two-way street just blocks from the state 
Capitol after buying milk at a grocery. A tan Toyota and a dark Honda that is apparently chasing it veer 
across the center line, and Torres is struck by the Honda. Both cars then dart down a side street.

Nine cars pass Torres as a few people stare from the sidewalk. Some approach Torres, but no one gets 
any closer than a couple of yards and no one attempts to stop or divert traffic until a police cruiser 
responding to an unrelated call arrives on the scene after about a minute and a half.

“Like a dog they left him there,” said a disgusted Jose Cordero, 37, who was with friends Thursday not far 
from where Torres was struck. Robert Luna, who works at a store nearby, said: “Nobody did nothing.”

One witness, Bryant Hayre, told The Hartford Courant he didn’t feel comfortable helping Torres, 
who he said was bleeding and conscious.

The accident—and bystanders’ apparent callousness—dominated morning radio talk shows.

“It was one of the most despicable things I’ve seen by one human being to another,” the Rev. Henry 
Brown, a community activist, said in an interview. “I don’t understand the mind-set anymore. It’s 
kind of mind-boggling. We’re supposed to help each other. You see somebody fall, you want to offer 
a helping hand.”

Gov. M. Jodi Rell said the video is “beyond chilling.”

“There seems little question that the driver of the car that struck Angel Arce Torres on May 30 knew 
what happened,” she said in a written statement. “Almost as chilling is the reaction of some passers-by 
who did little in the moments after the crash to assist Mr. Torres.”

The victim’s son, Angel Arce, begged the public for help in finding the driver.

“I want justice for my father,” he said. “He’s a good man. He’s in pain. The family is in pain.”

The hit-and-run is the second violent crime to shock Hartford this week. On Monday, former Dep-
uty Mayor Nicholas Carbone, 71, was beaten and robbed while walking to breakfast. He remains 
hospitalized and faces brain surgery.

“There was a time they would have helped that man across the street. Now they mug and assault him,” 
police chief said. “Anything goes.” 

Watch the video of the hit and run at: www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/06/06/national/main4158744.
shtml
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Socratic Seminar
What is Socratic Seminar?
The Socratic method of teaching is an art developed by Socrates in which the teacher guides the 
student toward a greater understanding of the issues in a text or work of art through a series of ques-
tions. It is also a technique that requires practice to get good at. The seminar requires participants to 
carefully listen, consider and evaluate what has been said. The Socratic method stimulates thinking 
that leads to true understanding rather than mere acquisition of facts.

How does a seminar work?
After reading a text (such as poem, a short story, novel speech, play, essay, historical document), or 
examining a work of art, the seminar leader will ask an opening question that can be answered in a 
variety of ways depending on individuals’ interpretation of the text. During the seminar, participants 
develop a dialogue with each other, the leader and the text. Participants may change their point of 
view based on another participant’s contribution. Unlike a lecture or typical group discussion where 
the leader determines the conversation, the participants take control of the seminar conversation. 
The goal of the seminar is to give the participants a greater understanding of the text. The seminar 
facilitator simply helps keep the conversation going by posing questions and keeping order.

There are no “wrong” answers in seminar, but participants are responsible to support their answers 
with evidence from the text. Participants should speak to each other during seminar, not simply to the 
facilitator. 

What are the guidelines for an effective seminar?

Everyone should speak at least once.•	

No one person or persons should dominate. If you have spoken three times, wait at least five •	
minutes before talking.

Address your classmates by name. Make eye contact with your peers, not the teacher.•	

Your grade is based on: listening, preparation, contributions and reference to the text.•	

Be aware of people who are trying to jump in but are having a difficult time.•	

Ask thoughtful questions that clarify and expand ideas.•	

Keep an open mind -- be willing to qualify or abandon your initial opinions if you are persuaded •	
by others that you need to do so.

Be comfortable with silence.•	

Seminar may raise more questions than they answer. There is no “answer” we are working to •	
figure out. We are examining our own understanding of the text and making new meaning of it. 

Socratic Seminar Rules & Guidelines
A Socratic Seminar is meant to be a place where you can talk and discuss a reading with your peers so 
as to gain a deeper understanding. Seminar is not meant to test your knowledge of a certain reading. 
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You are expected to come prepared for seminar by having read and highlighted the text. You should 
bring any questions you may have had about the reading (things you didn’t understand, things you 
are curious to know how others felt) and ask those questions to one another during seminar. As you 
go into the seminar, keep the following guidelines in mind:

Refer to the text when needed during the discussion. Your goal is to understand the ideas, issues, •	
and values reflected in the text. To that end, it is important to refer to the text directly.

It’s OK to “pass” when asked to contribute, but your participation is expected.•	

Ask for clarification if you don’t understand something in the text or something one of your •	
peers is saying.

Stick to the point currently under discussion. Make notes if you have an idea you want to come •	
back to.

Take turns speaking. Allow others a chance to participate. Try not to dominate the conversation.•	

Listen carefully.•	

Address the group when you are speaking, not the teacher or facilitator.•	

In seminar, we agree to disagree. It is a discussion, not a debate. •	
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Rubric for Socratic Seminar
Use this rubric during seminar to keep track of student participation through a series of + and - marks. 
Preparation can be assessed by checking student papers for annotations and highlights (or if you asked 
them to prepare by answering or writing questions); Participation should not be based solely on quantity 
of participation but on quality as well; Textual evidence is the direct references to the text; Active listening 
allows quiet students who are following along to get some recognition. 

Student name Preparation Participation Textual evidence Active listening
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Baby at the Door Steps:  
Taking Action to Address Social Problems

By Melissa Spatz

Purpose: to have participants, through personal reactions and experience, begin to understand the dif-
ference between the two types of social action-social service and organizing. This lesson plan will be 
useful in helping participants to develop solutions to root causes of violence.

Materials
Newsprint and Markers

Time
1 hour

Activity
Facilitator: tell the story to make the participants imagine the time and mood of the day.

Remember not to give to many details; they need to imagine it themselves without you affecting their imagination 
too much. Note if the story below is not relatable to the group, create a story that everyone can relate to and it has 
a certain need for urgency to take care of the box (see below).

Story: Imagine yourself on the day before Christmas and a fresh four inches of snow has just fallen on the 
city’s sidewalks. Everyone including you is getting ready for Christmas by looking forward to the lots of 
food, gifts and spending time with the family. It’s the early morning when the doorbell rings… Who could 
it be? You are not expecting anyone and everyone else except your mom is at the stores buying last minute 
presents and groceries.

You open the door in your pajamas after you notice no one is there except for a small brown box that looks 
slightly open. You yell out to your mom describing what you see and she yells back at you to get the box 
since she is expecting a package from a relative. 

As you open the door and go to pick up the box, a cry comes from inside the box. Is it your imagination or 
could a baby’s cries be coming out of this box? You take the box inside. It is indeed A CRYING BABY! You 
have heard of this happening on TV but....

Facilitator: on a clean sheet of paper draw a (T) across the entire sheet of paper. You will divide the paper in two 
columns on which you will separate the answers based on social service versus the more profound questions that 
address the problem of someone dropping a newborn baby at their doorstep. Engage the group by asking the fol-
lowing question, and then write their responses on one of two columns:
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What are you going to do now that you have the baby inside? 

Reactions on the service side of the column Reactions on the deeper questions of the problem
Scream for mom•	

Feed the baby•	

Cover the baby with new warm blankets•	

Take it to the police station•	

Call 911•	

What circumstances occurred to make someone •	
drop-off their baby at a stranger’s home?

Who let this happen?•	

Why? •	

How often does this happen?•	

Facilitator: discuss that when confronted with similar problems in our community, there are similar ways to ad-
dress it. One, we (community, institutions, and individuals) create ways to address the immediate need. 

But organizing goes beyond servicing the problems and asks the tough questions that make people question the 
structures of the problem and those who can solve the problem (worse, those who want that problem to con-
tinue) to ultimately reach systemic solutions. 

Most of the participant and people in general respond first to a service, yet unless we ask the tough questions, (use 
examples below or pick someone to give a problem in their community) communities or young people will never 
empower themselves to create true social change that impacts people and communities broadly. This is the founda-
tion of what organizing does—address the tough questions to create social change.

Problem Questions
Youth violence•	 Not enough youth jobs? Why? •	

Why are there not enough youth programs?•	

Who is responsible to create those jobs and stop •	
the violence? 

Facilitator: ask the group if they have any questions regarding the exercise.

Understanding how to go about organizing:

Facilitator: Explain to the group five (5) steps needed to organize. The steps should be listed out and then 
briefly explained. They are:

Identifying and understanding the problem 1.	
What is the specific problem? Why is it such a big problem? What should be done about it?

Figuring out who your allies are / who agrees with you 2.	
Who else might think it’s a big problem? Who should you reach out to?

Figuring out who has the power to solve the problem 3.	
Is there a public official or someone out there who should be working to solve this problem? Can you 
identify that person, or those people?

Figuring out how to get to the people with the power 4.	
How are you going to get the people with power to listen to you? What strategies could you use to get 
their attention, and to get them to meet with you?
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Putting your plan into action 5.	
It’s not enough to just plan out the steps – you have to actually go out and do them! How will you get 
started? 

Activity #2
After reviewing the 5 questions, take the participants through figuring out how they would answer each 
of the 5 questions to come up with a plan of action for addressing a particular issue that they would like to 
address.
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Introductory Violence Activities
This series of exercises are opportunities for youth to explore the meaning of violence, the forms that 
violence takes, the concept of nonviolence, and the root causes of violence. Offered as individual units or 
combined for a longer workshop, these are useful introductory exercises.

Activity: Defining Violence (10–15 minutes)
Purpose
To examine the forms that violence takes

Materials
none

Let’s talk a little about “violence.”

What are different kinds of violence that we can name? [If youth can’t come up with any, use the fol-1.	
lowing prompts.]

Between 2 people? murder, hitting, yelling, shooting, theft, rape, murder, crime, battering, degrading a.	
remarks.

Within a family? hitting, child abuse, wife beating, incestb.	

Between/against religious, ethnic, or racial groups of people? skinhead violence, gang violence, anti-c.	
Semitism, racial violence, hate crimes, homophobia

At school? gang fights, vandalism, sexual harassmentd.	

Within your community (neighborhood, town, city, state, or country)? tagging, vandalism, rape, riots, e.	
drunk driving, drug dealing, police violence, organized crime, corruption in government or business

Within/between countries? Apartheid, “hit squads,” war, terrorism, political oppressionf.	

Historically against entire populations? African slave trade, Holocaust, Spanish Inquisition, Geno-g.	
cide of native Americans, Japanese Internment.

Activity: Interpersonal and Systemic Violence Activity (30–45 minutes)
By Cyriac Matthew

Purpose
To explore difference between interpersonal and systemic violence.

Materials
Enough copies of the worksheet for all participants.

This activity can be used after “Defining Violence” Activity above.

After giving examples of violence at different levels (see “Defining Violence” activity), ask students a.	
what seems to be the common thread between all of the examples.

Ask students to come up with a definition of violence by looking at the examples, and try to reach b.	
consensus on a definition
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Share the following definition of interpersonal violence: “An act by one or more people that physically c.	
or mentally hurts or damages another person or people.”

Explain that there is another type of violence that we see all the time but may or may not think of as d.	
violence. This is called systemic violence.

Share Martin Luther King, Jr.’s definition of violence: “Violence is anything that denies human integ-e.	
rity, and leads to hopelessness and helplessness.”

Ask if students can think of an example of violence that fits this new definition, but that would not fit f.	
within the definition of interpersonal violence.

After discussion, share the following definition of systemic violence: “Conditions in society that pre-g.	
vent people from developing their full human potential.”

Ask if students can come up examples that fit this definition. Discuss and make sure there is a basic un-h.	
derstanding of systemic violence. The worksheet activity is designed to clarify the distinction between 
interpersonal and systemic violence.

Pass out worksheet, which asks students (either in groups, pairs, or individually) to decide if examples i.	
of violence are either interpersonal, systemic, or both, and explain why. 

After students complete the worksheet, review the worksheet together and discuss how students cat-j.	
egorized the examples. Be sure to discuss the examples that students did not agree on.

Debriefing/Reflection Questions

Which type of violence do we hear more about in the media? Why do you think that is?•	

Many people don’t think of the examples of systemic violence as violence. They might say that those •	
things are wrong, but don’t consider them as violence. Do you think that systemic violence should be 
considered violence? Why or why not?

If we wanted to end systemic violence, what kinds of things would have to change?•	

Activity: The Wind is Blowing (10 to 15 minutes)

Purpose
To give students the opportunity to start thinking about the places where they see violence in our world. 

Materials
none

The Facilitator will read off statements beginning with “the wind is blowing for any one who believes …” if 
you agree with the statement, you must get up and move to another part of the room. Following each state-
ment will be a discussion about why students did or did not move. The most important part of this activity 
is getting youth to explain WHY they agree with a particular statement. The goal is to get participants to 
listen to one another and to challenge their own beliefs.

Note to facilitator: If you are constrained by space or other issues, every person who agrees with the state-
ment can then: stand up, raise their hand, move to another seat, or move to one side of the room.
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Statements: 

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes we live in a violent society.•	

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes that schools are violent places.•	

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes the media influences or contributes to violence in our •	
society. 

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes that if a parent hits a child, they are teaching that child •	
that violence is acceptable. 

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes that if someone hits you, then you have to hit them back. •	

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes that some people get so angry that they cannot stop •	
themselves from hitting someone.

The wind is blowing for anyone who believes that violence occurs in very few teen-dating relationships.•	

Activity: Violence in My World Activity (20 minutes)

Purpose
To explore and contextualize the forms of violence that youth experience 

Materials
Pens or pencils•	
Copies of “Violence in My World” questionnaire for all participants•	

Pass out “Violence in My World” questionnaires and pens or pencils to participants.1.	

Ask the participants to fill out the sheets ANONYMOUSLY (no names, no marks—anywhere!).2.	

Tell them to circle the response that is correct for them, and to please be as honest as they can in their 3.	
response.

When they are finished filling out the questionnaire, the facilitator collects the questionnaires.4.	

After all of the questionnaires have been collected, redistribute randomly.5.	

Each student will have a filled out questionnaire in front of him/her.6.	

Explain that they are now representing the questionnaire in front of them and they should stand up for 7.	
every question circled “yes” as the facilitator reads the statement.

Facilitator reads each statement and pauses for a minute for the group to look around at the number of 8.	
people standing (if there are accessibility you can ask participants to just raise their hands).

Read the fact or statement that goes along with each statement in the “Violence in my World: the Facts.”9.	

Discussion:

What are your reactions to this activity?•	

Did any of the responses scare you, surprise you?•	

Facilitator can say: Violence is constantly visible around us. We see it on TV and movies. We hear it in 
music. And sometimes we see and experience it in our schools, homes, and communities.
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Violence in My World—Participant Sheet
I have witnessed abuse or violence in my family.

YES				    NO

I know someone who has died as a result of domestic violence or an abusive relationship.

YES				    NO

I or someone I know has been physically bullied.

YES				    NO

I know someone in my age group who has been raped.

YES				    NO

I know someone who has hit, punched, or kicked the person they were dating.

YES				    NO

I know someone who is in or has been in an abusive relationship.

YES				    NO

I or someone I know has experienced violence because of their race or sexual orientation.

 YES				    NO

I or someone I know has seen someone get shot.

YES				    NO
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Violence in My World—The Facts  
(to be read by Facilitator)

I have witnessed abuse or violence in my family.

Fact: Studies suggest that between 3.3 to 10 million children witness some form of domestic violence annually.

I know someone who has died as a result of domestic violence or an abusive relationship.

Fact: On average, more than three women are murdered by their husbands or boyfriends in this country 
every day. In 2000, 1,247 women were killed by an intimate partner (Bureau of Justice Statistics)

I or someone I know has been physically bullied.

Fact: Thirteen percent of children and youth under age 17 in the U.S. report having been physically bullied 
in the last year (NatSCEV, 2009).

I know someone in my age group who has been raped.

Fact: Every 2.5 minutes someone in the U.S. is sexually assaulted. In Chicago, 4 rapes are reported every day 
but an additional 10 rapes are NOT reported. 62% of rape victims do NOT report the rape to the police.

I know someone who has hit, punched, or kicked the person they were dating.

Fact: One in five teenage girls has been physically or sexually abused by a dating partner.

I know someone who is in or has been in an abusive relationship.

Fact: 50 to 80 percent of teens report knowing others who were involved in violent relationships (Liz 
Claibourne).

I or someone I know has experienced violence because of their race or sexual orientation.

Fact: In 1997, 448 hate crimes were reported in Illinois. 49% of these crimes involved simple or aggravated 
assault. Seventy-three percent of these crimes reflected a racially-based bias.

I or someone I know has seen someone get shot.

Fact: One in five youth in the U.S. between the ages of 14 and 17 report that they have seen a shooting 
(NatSCEV, 2009).
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Activity: Our Experiences with Violence (15–20 minutes)

Purpose
To explore and contextualize the forms of violence that youth experience 

Materials
Marbles: enough for each participant to have 6 marbles.

Have the group gather in a circle. Hand out a bag of marbles to each participant. Explain the activity: The 
facilitator will read out a statement and if the statement is true for you, then throw a marble in the middle. 
If the statement is not true for you, just hold on to the marbles. (Note: Leave all the marbles in the middle 
until you have read out all of the statements.)

Statements:

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone who has been in a physical fight in the past 12 •	
months.

In Chicago, 39.8% of high school students were in a physical fight one or more times in the 12 months a.	
preceding the survey (YRBS 2007).

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone who has carried a gun.•	

In Chicago, 17.8% of high school students who carried a gun on at least 1 day during the 30 days a.	
before the survey (YRBS 2007).

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone who did not go to school because they would be •	
unsafe at school or on their way to or from school.

In Chicago, 12.3% of high school students reported that they did not go to school because they would a.	
be unsafe at school or on their way to or from school (YRBS 2007).

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone who has been raped.•	

In Chicago, 11.3 of high school students have been physically forced to have sexual intercourse when a.	
they did not want to (YRBS 2007).

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone who has been in an abusive relationship with a •	
boyfriend or girlfriend.

In Chicago, 13.4 of high school students have been hit, slapped or physically hurt on purpose by their a.	
boyfriend or girlfriend (YRBS 2007).

Throw a marble in the middle if you know someone under the age of 18 who has been arrested for a •	
violent crime.

Juveniles accounted for 16% of all violent crime arrests in 2007 in the U.S. (Puzzanchera 2009).a.	

In 2007, 1,350 juveniles were arrested for murder, 3,580 for forcible rape, and 57,650 for aggravated b.	
assault (Puzzanchera 2009). 

Have young people share their thoughts on the exercise.

Were you surprised by anything in this activity?•	

What does it mean that there are so many marbles in the middle of the floor?•	
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Personal Timeline of Violence in the Lives of Young People (adapted 
from an activity submitted by Kiran Nigam)

Time
30–50 minutes 

Materials Needed
pens/pencils, post-it notes (or index cards and masking tape), wall 

Purpose
This activity does a few things: 

It puts the experiences of the people present first. •	

It demonstrates that the topic is real, not theory. It grounds the group and helps it talk about 		 •	
real life experiences. 

It shows that everyone knows something about the topic, and so everyone has something to 		 •	
contribute. 

It highlights the quantity and differences of the experiences and knowledge in the room. •	

It helps build an atmosphere where people feel comfortable and willing to share with each 		 •	
other. 

Activity

Pass out pens/pencils and at least post-it notes to each person. •	

Ask each person to write down at least 3 “a-ha” moments on the subject you are covering. Sample •	
subjects include: 

When you started to become aware that this world is unfair—that not everyone has the same op-•	
portunities. 

Your first memories of awareness of violence. •	

When you first stood up for something or someone that you believed in•	

Write one moment per post-it note. Depending on the group, ask each person to also put on the note •	
either: 

The year in which the event occurred. •	

Their age when the event occurred. •	

Post up on a wall a post-it that says “THEN” and a post-it that says “NOW”. As they finish, have par-•	
ticipants stick their notes up in the appropriate places on the wall. (They’ll help organize them all.) 

Allow some time for everyone to read the entries quietly. •	

Discussion questions: •	

Did any of these stand out to you? Move you? •	

Does anyone want to talk more about one they wrote? •	

Leave this timeline up for the rest of the training so that people can return to it and read what’s 		 •	
up there. 
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Interpersonal and Systemic Violence
For each example, decide if the examples below are an instance of interpersonal violence, systemic 
violence, or both. Then, for each, briefly explain why you say that.
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The Death of Derrion Albert:  
Living and Dying in America

Written by Dr. Maulana Karenga, (Columnist),LA Sentinel on 10-15-2009

There has been a torrent of expressions of rightful outrage, profound shock and shared grief over the brutal 
and callous killing of Derrion Albert of Chicago, 16, honor student, college bound, accidental martyr and 
routine murder victim, caught up in the larger issue of the way too many young Black males live and die in 
America. But if we are not careful and continuously attentive, his savage and senseless murder could easily 
become just another item on the internet among the endless spectacles of life and death, routine shock 
and shared self-titillation the American media is internationally known for. And after all the presidential 
promises and expressions of concern, after all the local and national assemblies and calls to action and the 
media’s quick and inevitable exhaustion of interest, it could be repackaged and re-presented as just another 
day in the ‘hood-the expected and accepted, habitual and self-hating violence the dominated, deprived and 
degraded do to each other.

Even the young people, whose lives and deaths are at the center of these destructive winds of history and 
human tragedy, show signs of such expectation, acceptance and the accompanying numbing adjustment. 
Indeed, a group of young people, when asked their opinion on why this happened, replied in unison, “He 
was just in the wrong place at the wrong time”. They are trying to come to terms with the meaninglessness 
of Derrion’s murder by an accessible and simplistic saying. But unintentionally, they collaborate with their 
attackers and Derrion’s killers in denying him, themselves and other young people the right of presence 
and security of person in their own school, city and any neighborhood within this country.

Surely, Derrion had the right to security of person and to go to school and return home without fear, con-
frontation, attack or loss of life, as do all others. Thus, what was wrong in time and place was the thuggish, 
thoughtless and brutish destruction of his life, the cold-blooded erasure of his aspirations and future, and 
the absence of structures and processes to prevent this. Again, this is a question of how Black people, es-
pecially young Black males, live and die in America-i.e., devalued and without the appropriate context to 
grow up in care and security, to develop in dignity, to live and learn in peace, and to imagine and work for 
a future worthy of respect and support.

Witness the cold-hearted conversation about Derrion’s murder causing the city the loss of the Olympics 
and its embarrassing the city and the country. But it’s not about losing the Olympics or about embarrass-
ing the city and country, but about the ruthless and routine destruction of human life. And if there is any 
embarrassment, it should be on the part of the city and country for such a crude and inhuman conception 
of its interests and priorities, placing games over life, and for doing so little for so long in promoting life and 
learning and in preventing death, desperation and self-destruction among young Black males and Black 
people, and other peoples of color.

This many-sided problem does seem overwhelming and in the most terrible of times, might seem unsolv-
able. But there is no space in our lives and history for loss of hope, self-pity and surrender, regardless of the 
odds and understandable apprehensions. To triumph over this and the other real and random tragedies we 
will face, we must correctly define the issues which are not just about youth violence, but also about the 
social conditions in which this violence is produced and promoted.
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Let me rush to reassure those ready for total blame of society, this is in no way my intention. But society 
is neither innocent nor accidentally involved. On the contrary, it is central to the cause and solution of the 
problem. For conditions create consciousness and conduct, even as correct consciousness and conduct 
can and does create improved conditions. Let’s face it, to live and die in America for too many young Black 
males is to live and die in a context which produces psychic dislocation, constant danger and early death. 
It’s to live in a context of paralyzing poverty, faltering and fragile families, hovel-like housing, under and 
unemployment, constant lumpen lures and coercion, and an educational process which produces disabil-
ity, disrespect for learning, pessimism about life and conceptions of self negative to self-respect and equal 
regard for similar others.

It is this structural injustice and systemic violence that spills the first blood, teaches callousness and lack of 
care and slowly empties the light and joy of life from the eyes, hearts and minds of young people. Clearly, 
being poor and oppressed is no excuse for cold-blooded killing or conduct unbecoming a human being, 
and the unrestrained must be restrained. But studies show the impact of positive home and social family 
environment on human development, especially at an early age and the need for societal support. Without 
these, conscious many youth will continue to suffer, self-destruct and eventually cross the tracks.

Clearly, it is on us, as a people, to provide for, protect and guide our children, hold society accountable for 
its failures and force it to do justice. This requires more than episodic rallies and celebrities sending mes-
sages and occasional monies. It necessitates actively joining and increasing local and national corrective 
efforts. Also, we need to practice the best of our various spiritual and ethical traditions that call us to care 
for the vulnerable-the poor, ill, aged, young, the isolated, alienated and alone. And we must remove the 
moneychasers and changers from the temple and again teach the good news of social justice and righteous 
struggle.

Whatever else we do and decide, we must hold fast to our ancient and ongoing ethical concept of ourselves 
as a people who cares for and keeps safe its own, who sacrifices for the good of present and coming genera-
tions, models the pursuit and practice of good we want our youth to emulate, and leaves a legacy worthy 
of the sacred name and history African. Yes, we need and must insist on societal intervention and support 
in the interest of justice, but also there is no substitute for positive parenting and active community com-
mitment to assist and support it, especially the most fragile families among us. In a word, we are our own 
liberators, the workers of our own miracles, the makers of our own magic. And once we see and assert 
ourselves as such, we are already on the road to a victory which is possible to envision and in the process 
and practice of actually being achieved.

Last update: 10-15-2009
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The [Wednesday] Papers
By Steve Rhodes

http://www.beachwoodreporter.com/column/the_wednesday_papers_183.php

Is youth violence really like a disease? 

That’s what the Tribune would like you to believe. And the paper marshals all the usual evidence about brain 
development and interventions and the sort of thing that organizations like CeaseFire talk about too.

And maybe that’s something Arne Duncan and Eric Holder will discuss today while they are in town for 
their dog-and-pony show.

But here’s the funny thing about not only youth violence but crime on the whole: It’s inextricably linked 
with poverty.

As I wrote at NBCChicago.com earlier this morning, kids who attend New Trier aren’t killing each other.

And that’s not because they are predominantly white. It’s because they are predominantly rich.

Despite what some pundits say, there is no such thing as black-on-black crime. Blacks aren’t killing other 
blacks because they are black. And rich blacks aren’t killing rich blacks.

What we have here is poor-on-poor crime. It just so happens that in this country, for all of the historical 
reasons we are all familiar with, as well as some very present current reasons, the poor are disproportion-
ately African American.

Crime is also a matter of proximity.

If gangbangers arising out of tough neighborhoods lived near wealthy whites, wealthy whites would be 
among the victims. 

But we are not allowed to discuss this. We are not allowed to discuss an economic structure that keeps 
those on the bottom at the bottom—on purpose. 

When the unemployment rate, for example, gets “too low,” the Federal Reserve raises interest rates to slow 
down the economy.

In other words, the Federal Reserve—at the behest of policymakers and elected officials from the White 
House on down—purposely keeps those at the bottom out of work to prevent inflation from eroding the 
assets of those at the top.

Economists also talk about the importance of a flexible labor market; by this they mean a labor market that 
keeps a certain number of potential workers unemployed or partially employed to put downward pressure 
on the wages of those who are fully employed. They also mean that it’s important under our system to have 
a flexible labor pool that can be dipped into when needed and set aside when not.
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This is not a discussion we are allowed to have. The discussion we are allowed to have is one about mor-
als and character and personal responsibility—of the poor, not the wealthy, even though it’s always the 
wealthy who plunge our nation into economic disaster.

Timothy Geithner doesn’t pay his taxes (and utterly fails as head of the New York Fed) and he becomes 
Barack Obama’s Treasury Secretary; Chicago’s schools can’t provide textbooks to all its students and it’s 
somehow the parents’ fault.

We are not allowed to talk about economics in this country. Conservatives call it class war. Liberals are split 
between those who believe in the system and those who simply say “Shhhh! We’ll never get elected if we 
acknowledge what we know to be true.”

Why are our children dying on our streets?

You can blame the schools, but why do all of the nation’s schools work pretty well except those in the poor-
est districts? 

You can blame the parents, but why do most of our parents do a decent job except those with the lowest 
wages?

You can blame our communities, but why do most of our communities do a decent job except those rav-
aged by poverty?

Youth violence is not an education issue and it’s not a criminal justice issue. It’s an economic issue. 

Instead of addressing our economic structure, we invest in chasing the Olympics and promise that a few 
crumbs will fall from the table to help the less fortunate.

There’s always enough money around for a new sports stadium, but not so much for crumbling schools. 
Unless it’s a magnet school where we can skim the cream off the crop and scurry them away from danger—
and clout in the rest of those we care to save.

We saturate poor neighborhoods with fast-food franchises, liquor stores and billboards for cigarettes and 
the lottery, then scold the poor for succumbing to temptation - the very temptation that keeps the profits 
rolling for the fat cats and those they employ.

Nobody talks about poverty anymore. Nobody talks about economics, except the stock market and porked-
up stimulus bills that don’t stimulate.

The mayor doesn’t have a plan. He has TIF districts.

The president doesn’t have a plan. He has political imperatives.

If laissez faire economics doesn’t work for Wall Street—and how many times must we learn that lesson - 
then how can it work for the poor? 

I’d be angry too. And violent. Maybe in a gang. Or maybe just an innocent bystander unable to stay out of 
trouble. You would too.
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This isn’t about socialism or communism or capitalism or liberalism. It’s about decency. The notion that 
the wealthiest nation in the history of the world can’t supply every citizen who wants an education and a 
job with an education and a job is the height of absurdity—at least next to failing to provide health care 
for all of our citizens.

It’s not even about what kind of nation we are, because there are worse out there. There are also better.

It’s about what kind of nation—and state, and city—we want to be. It’s far from undoable. 

On this, Obama and Daley and Cosby are right: It’s about personal responsibility, morals, values and char-
acter. 

But not of the poor. Of the rest of us.

October 7, 2009
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Race, Prison, and Poverty
The Race To Incarcerate In The Age Of Correctional Keynesianism

Paul Street 
http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/streeracpripov.html

Paul Street is research director at the Chicago Urban League. His articles, essays, and reviews have 
appeared in In These Times, Z Magazine, Monthly Review, Dissent, Journal of Social History, Mid-
America, and the Journal of American Ethnic History.

1. In the last two-and-a-half decades, the prison population has undergone what the United States Bureau 
of Justice Statistics director Jan Chaiken last year called “literally incredible” expansion. Chaiken report-
ed a quadrupling of the U.S. incarceration rate since 1975. That rate, more than 600 prisoners for every 
100,000 people, is by far the highest in the industrialized world. The U.S. incarcerates its citizens at a rate 
six times higher than Canada, England, and France, seven times higher than Switzerland and Holland, and 
ten times Sweden and Finland. Beyond sheer magnitude, a second aspect of America’s incarceration boom 
is its heavily racialized nature. On any given day, Chaiken reported, 30 percent of African-American males 
ages 20 to 29 are “under correctional supervision” either in jail or prison or on probation or parole. Espe-
cially chilling is a statistical model used by the Bureau of Justice Statistics to determine the lifetime chances 
of incarceration for individuals in different racial and ethnic groups. Based on current rates, it predicts that 
a young Black man age 16 in 1996 faces a 29 percent chance of spending time in prison during his life. The 
corresponding statistic for white men in the same age group is 4 percent. According to Thomas K. Low-
enstein, director of the Electronic Policy Network, 7 percent of Black children—nearly 9 times more than 
white children—have an incarcerated parent.

In Illinois, the prison population has grown by more than 60 percent since 1990. That growth has been fu-
eled especially by Black admissions, including a rising number of nonviolent drug offenders. Two thirds of 
the state’s more than 44,000 prisoners are African-American. According to the Chicago Reporter, a monthly 
magazine that covers race and poverty issues, 1 in 5 Black Cook County (which contains Chicago and 
some of its suburbs) men in their 20s are either in prison or jail or on parole. For Cook County whites of 
the same gender and age, the corresponding ratio is 1 in 104. Illinois has 115,746 more persons enrolled in 
its 4-year public universities than in its prisons. When it comes to Blacks, however, it has 10,000 more pris-
oners. For every African-American enrolled in those universities, two and a-half Blacks are in prison or on 
parole in Illinois. Similar racially specific reversals of meaning can be found in other states with significant 
Black populations. In New York, the Justice Policy Institute reports that more Blacks entered prison just 
for drug offense than graduated from the state’s massive university system with undergraduate, masters, 
and doctoral degrees combined in the 1990s.

2. In some inner-city neighborhoods, a preponderant majority of Black males now possess criminal records. 
According to Congressperson Danny Davis, fully 70 percent of men between ages 18 and 45 in the impov-
erished North Lawndale neighborhood on Chicago’s West Side are ex-offenders. Chris Moore, director of 
the Chicago Urban League’s Male Involvement Program, which provides support services to 16- to 35-year-
old fathers in 2 high poverty South Side neighborhoods, reports that the same percentage of his clients are 
saddled with criminal records. Job placement counselors at the League’s Employment, Training, and Coun-
seling Department estimate that half of their 3,742 predominantly Black clients last year listed felony records 
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as a leading barrier to employment. Criminologists Dina Rose and Todd Clear found Black neighborhoods 
in Tallahassee where every resident could identify at least one friend or relative who has been incarcerated. 
In predominantly Black urban communities across the country, incarceration is so widespread and common-
place that it has become what Chaiken calls “almost a normative life experience.” 

A Many-Sided Disenfranchisement
Researchers and advocates tracking the impact of mass incarceration find a number of devastating conse-
quences in high-poverty Black communities. The most well known form of this so-called “collateral dam-
age in the war on drugs” is the widespread political disenfranchisement of felons and ex-felons. Ten states 
deny voting rights for life to ex-felons. According to the Sentencing Project, 46 states prohibit inmates 
from voting while serving a felony sentence, 32 states deny the vote to felons on parole, and 29 states disen-
franchise felony probationers. Thanks to these rules, 13 percent of all Black men in the U.S. have lost their 
electoral rights—“a bitter aftermath,” notes British sociologist David Ladipo, “to the expansion of voting 
rights secured, at such cost, by the freedom marches of the fifties and sixties.” But the economic effects are 
equally significant. When prison and felony records are thrown into that mixture, the labor market conse-
quences are often disastrous. Thus, it is not uncommon to hear academic researchers and service providers 
cite unemployment rates as high as 50 percent for people with records. One study, based in California dur-
ing the early 1990s, found that just 21 percent of that state’s parolees were working full time. In a detailed 
study, Karen Needels found that less than 40 percent of 1,176 men released from Georgia’s prison system 
in 1976 had any officially recorded earnings in each year from 1983 to 1991. For those with earnings, aver-
age annual wages were exceedingly low and differed significantly by race: white former inmates averaged 
$7,880 per year and Blacks made just $4,762. In the most widely cited study in the growing literature on 
the labor market consequences of racially disparate criminal justice policies, Harvard economist Richard 
Freeman used data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY). Limiting his sample to out-
of-school men and controlling for numerous variables (drug usage, education, region, and age) that might 
bias upward the link between criminal records and weak labor market attachment, Freeman found that 
those who had been in jail or on probation in 1980 had a 19 percent higher chance of being unemployed 
in 1988 than those with no involvement in the criminal justice system. He also found that prison records 
reduced the amount of time employed after release by 25 to 30 percent.

3. More recently, Princeton sociologist Bruce Western has mined NLSY data to show that incarceration 
has “large and enduring effects on job-prospects of ex-convicts.” He finds that the negative labor market 
effects of youth incarceration can last for more than a decade and that adult incarceration reduces paid em-
ployment by five to ten weeks annually. Since incarceration rates are especially high among those with the 
least power in the labor market (young and unskilled minority men), he shows, U.S. incarceration dramati-
cally exacerbates inequality. This research is consistent with numerous experimental studies suggesting 
that the employment prospects of job applicants with criminal records are far worse than the chances of 
persons who have never been convicted or imprisoned and from the testimony of job placement profes-
sionals who deal with ex-offenders. “Even when paroled inmates are able to find jobs,” the New York Times 
reported last Fall, “they earn only half as much as people of the same social and economic background 
who have not been incarcerated.” The obstacles to ex-offender employment include the simple refusal of 
many employers to even consider hiring an “ex-con.” Employers routinely check for criminal backgrounds 
in numerous sectors, including banking, security, financial services, law, education, and health care. But for 
many jobs, employer attitudes are irrelevant: state codes places steep barriers to the hiring of ex-offenders 
in numerous government and other occupations. At the same time, ex-offenders are further disadvantaged 
in the labor market by the nature of daily prison experience. “The increasingly violent and overcrowded 
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state of prisons and jails,” notes Western, “is likely to produce certain attitudes, mannerisms, and behav-
ioral practices that ‘on the inside’ function to enhance survival but are not compatible with success in the 
conventional job market.” The alternately aggressive and sullen posture that prevails behind bars is deadly 
in a job market where entry-level occupations increasingly demand “soft” skills related to selling and cus-
tomer service. In this as in countless other ways, the inmate may be removed, at least temporarily, from 
prison but prison lives on within the ex-offender, limiting his “freedom” on the “outside.” The barriers to 
employment created by mass incarceration for African-Americans are not limited to those with records. 
As sociologist Elijah Anderson has noted, the “astonishing” number and percentage of Black men who are 
under the supervision of the criminal justice system “must be considered partly responsible for the wide-
spread perception of young Black men as dangerous and not to be trusted.”

Ex-offenders’ chances for successful “reintegration” are worsened by the de-legitimization of rehabilitation 
that has accompanied the rise of the American mass incarceration state. Under the now dominant penal 
paradigm of literal “incapacitation,” the number of inmates enrolled in drug treatment, job-training, or ed-
ucational programs has been in steep decline since the 1980s. According to the Institute on Crime, Justice, 
and Corrections, just 9 percent of prisoners are currently engaged in full-time job-training or education 
activities. Numerous states, including New York, have eliminated inmates’ right to take college extension 
courses and Congress has repealed prisoners’ right to receive Pell grants to pay for college tuition. 

4.  Savage Ironies and Sinister Synergies
The situation arising from mass Black incarceration is fraught with savage, self-fulfilling policy ironies and 
sinister sociological synergies. Criminal justice policies are pushing hundreds of thousands of already dis-
advantaged and impoverished “underclass” Blacks further from minimally remunerative engagement with 
the labor market.

According to Lowenstein, 80 percent of America’s prison inmates are parents. Researchers estimate that 
children of prisoners are five times more likely to experience incarceration than those who never experi-
ence the pain of having one of their parents imprisoned. Meanwhile, incarceration deepens a job-skill 
deficit that a significant body of research shows to be a leading factor explaining “criminal” behavior among 
disadvantaged people in the first place. “Crime rates are inversely related,” Richard B. Freeman and Jeffrey 
Fagan have shown, “to expected legal wages, particularly among young males with limited job skills or 
prospects.” The “war on drugs” that contributes so strongly to minority incarceration inflates the price of 
underground substances, combining with ex-offenders’ shortage of marketable skills in the legal economy 
to create irresistible incentives for parolees to engage in precisely the sort of income-generating conduct 
that leads back to prison.

In Illinois today, 36 percent of ex-offenders and a staggering 48 percent of Black ex-offenders return to 
prison within three years. These numbers bother Danny Davis, whose Seventh District on Chicago’s West 
Side contains five ex-prisoner transition centers. As men and women in his district “transition from incar-
ceration to freedom,” Davis recently told the Illinois Senate Judiciary Committee, “What they need most 
are jobs. What they find instead,” Davis has learned, “are cold stares, unreturned phone calls, and closed 
doors. The jobs are far and few between, and in most cases non-existent” even for “serious and earnest men 
and women, working to clean up their act, and transition into productive citizens.”

Denied what Davis calls “a second chance to become productive citizens,” even rehabilitation-minded 
ex-offenders often find themselves re-enmeshed in illicit but income-generating activities that land them 
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back in downstate lockups. The lost potential earnings, savings, consumer demand, and human and social 
capital that result from mass incarceration cost Black communities untold millions of dollars in potential 
economic development, worsening an inner-city political economy already crippled by decades of capital 
flight and de-industrialization. The dazed, battered, and embittered products of the prison-industrial com-
plex are released back into a relatively small number of predominantly Black and high-poverty zip-codes 
and census tracts, deepening the savage concentration of poverty, crime, and despair that is the hallmark of 
modern American “hyper-segregation” by race and class.

5. The growth in spending on prisons is directly related to a decline in the growth of positive social spend-
ing in such poverty- and crime-reducing areas as education, child-care, and job training. Sociologists John 
Hagan and Ronit Dinovitzer find that public investment in incarceration is now “so extensive that several 
large states now spend as much or more money to incarcerate young adults than to educate their college-
age citizens.” From the 1980s through the 1990s, they report, correctional spending has risen at a faster 
rate than any other type of state expenditure category, creating significant opportunity costs that contrib-
ute to a vicious, self-fulfilling circle of negative public investment. 

The New Racism
Meanwhile, prisoners’ deletion from official U.S. unemployment statistics contributes to excessively rosy 
perceptions of American socioeconomic performance that worsen the political climate for minorities. 
Bruce Western has shown that factoring incarceration into unemployment rates challenges the conven-
tional American notion that the United States’ “unregulated” labor markets have been out-performing 
Europe’s supposedly hyper-regulated employment system. Far from taking a laissez-faire approach, “the 
U.S. state has made a large and coercive intervention into the labor market through the expansion of the 
legal system.” An American unemployment rate adjusted for imprisonment would rise by two points, giv-
ing the U.S. a jobless ratio much closer to that of European nations, where including inmates jobless count 
raises the joblessness rate by a few tenths of a percentage point. Including incarceration would especially 
boost the official Black male unemployment rate, which Western estimates, counting prison, at nearly 39 
percent during the mid-1990s. If you factor in incarceration, Western and his colleague Becky Petit find, 
there was “no enduring recovery in the employment of young Black high-school drop-outs” during the 
long Clinton boom.

By artificially reducing both aggregate and racially specific unemployment rates, mass incarceration makes 
it easier for the majority culture to continue to ignore the urban ghettoes that live on beneath official 
rhetoric about “opportunity” being generated by “free markets.” It facilitates the elimination of honest 
discussion of America’s deep and inseparably linked inequalities of race and class from the nation’s public 
discourse. It encourages and enables a “new,” subtler racism in an age when open, public displays of bigotry 
have been discredited. Relying heavily on longstanding American opportunity myths and standard class 
ideology, this new racism blames inner-city minorities for their own “failure” to match white performance 
in a supposedly now free, meritorious, and color-blind society. Whites who believe, thanks partly to the de-
cline of explicit public racism, that racial barriers have been lifted in the United States think that people of 
color who do not “succeed” fall short because of choices they made and/or because of inherent cultural or 
even biological limitations. “As white America sees it,” write Leonard Steinhorn and Barbara Diggs Brown 
in their disturbing By The Color of Our Skin: The Illusion of Integration and the Reality of Race (2000), “every 
effort has been made to welcome Blacks into the American mainstream, and now they’re on their own... 
‘We got the message; we made the corrections—get on with it.’” 
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6. Correctional Keynesianism
The ultimate policy irony at the heart of America’s passion for prisons is summarized in the phrase correc-
tional Kenynesianism. The prison construction boom, fed by the rising “market” of Black offenders, is an 
often remarkable job and tax-base creator and local economic multiplier for predominantly white “down” 
or “up” state communities that are generally removed from urban minority concentrations. Those commu-
nities, themselves often recently hollowed-out by the de-industrializing and family farm-destroying gales 
of the “free market” system, have become part of a prison-industrial lobby that presses for harsher sen-
tences and tougher laws, seeking to protect and expand their economic base even as crime rates continue 
to fall. With good reason: prison-building boom serves as what Ladipo calls “a latter-day Keynesian infras-
tuctural investment program for [often] blight-struck communities... Indeed, it has been phenomenally 
successful in terms of creating relatively secure, decent paid, and often unionized jobs.” According to Todd 
Clear, the negative labor market effects of mass incarceration on black communities are probably minor 
“compared to the economic relocation of resources” from Black to white communities that mass incarcera-
tion entails. As Clear explains in cool and candid terms: “Each prisoner represents an economic asset that 
has been removed from that community and placed elsewhere. As an economic being, the person would 
spend money at or near his or her area of residence- typically, an inner city. Imprisonment displaces that 
economic activity: Instead of buying snacks in a local deli, the prisoner makes those purchases in a prison 
commissary. The removal may represent a loss of economic value to the home community, but it is a boon 
to the prison community. Each prisoner represents as much as $25,000 in income for the community in 
which the prison is located, not to mention the value of constructing the prison facility in the first place. 
This can be a massive transfer of value: A young male worth a few thousand dollars of support to children 
and local purchases is transformed into a $25,000 financial asset to a rural prison community. The econo-
my of the rural community is artificially amplified, the local city economy artificially deflated.”

Consistent with this a recent Chicago Tribune story bears the perverse title “Towns Put Dreams in Prisons.” 
In downstate Hoopeston, Illinois, the Tribune reports, there is “talk of the mothballed canneries that once 
made this a boom town and whether any of that bustling spirit might return if the Illinois Department of 
Corrections comes to town.” “You don’t like to think about incarceration,” Hoopeston’s Mayor told the 
Tribune, “but this is an opportunity for Hoopeston. We’ve been plagued by plant closings.” Ault’s willing-
ness to enter the prison sweepstakes was validated by another small town mayor, Andy Hutchens of Ina, 
Illinois. According to the Tribune, in a passage that reminds us to include diversion of tax revenue among 
the ways that mass incarceration steals wealth from the inner city: “Before [Ina’s] prison was built, the 
city took in just $17,000 a year in motor fuel tax revenue. Now the figure is more like $72,000. Last year’s 
municipal budget appropriation was $380,000. More than half of that money is prison revenue. Streets 
that were paved in chipped gravel and oil for generations soon will all be covered in asphalt. An $850,000 
community center that doubles as a gym and computer lab for the school across the street is being paid for 
with prison money,” Hutchens said.

7. “It really figures out this way. This little town of 450 people is getting the tax money of a town of 2,700,” 
Hutchens said, and then added with a grin, “And those people in that prison can’t vote me out of office.” 

Mass Incarceration
According to “get-tough on crime” politicians and policy-makers, “prison works”: it reduces crime rates. But 
that intuitively seductive argument, which cites the declining federal crime index of the 1990s as its primary 
evidence, cannot explain why crime rates increased in the 1970s and the late 1980s while prison rates grew at 
the same rate as they did in the 1990s. It ignores the fact that drug convictions do not figure into the federal in-
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dex—a crucial omission since incarceration rates are strongly fed by the “war on drugs.” It ignores the strong 
possibility that other factors, including the record-length economic expansion of the 1990s, provide better 
explanations than mass incarceration for declining official crime. It is embarrassed, finally, by comparative in-
ternational data. U.S. citizens are just as likely to be victimized by crime as citizens in European countries who 
jail and imprison relatively tiny percentages of their population because they view prisons as fundamentally 
criminogenic—as breeders of crime. Americans are far more likely than their low-incarceration European 
counterparts to be victimized by rape, murder, robbery, and violent assault in general.

Clear has discovered three “crime-enhancing effects of prison” on impoverished urban communities. First, 
the rampant arrest and incarceration of inner-city youth for drug crimes creates an ironic “replacement 
effect” that “cancels out the crime-prevention benefits of incapacitation.” In the face of a stable demand 
for illegal substances, mass arrest and incarceration “creates job openings in the drug delivery enterprise 
and allows for an ever-broadening recruitment of citizens into the illegal trade.” Modern criminal justice 
practice is often blind to this phenomenon, Clear argued, because its “atomistic” understanding of criminal 
behavior as purely individual behavior obscures the group basis of much illegal inner-city activity. Second, 
mass incarceration deepens the presence of negative “social factors” that contribute to “criminality” in 
minority communities: broken families, inequality, poverty, alienation, and social disorder. Third, mass 
incarceration ironically undercuts the deterrent power of prison.

“As more people acquire a grounded knowledge of prison life,” Clear learned, “the power of prison to de-
ter crime through fear is diminished.” Thus, Newsweek reporter Ellis Cose noted last year that prison has 
“become so routine” in some neighborhoods “that going in can be an opportunity for reconnecting with 
friends.” A drug-dealer from Maryland told Cose of his “panic on conviction. Having heard horror stories 
about young men abused inside, he fretted about how he would fend off attacks. Once behind bars, he 
discovered that the population consisted largely of buddies from the hood. Instead of something to fear, 
prison ‘was like a big camp.’”

8. Clear and fellow criminologist Dina Rose think that certain U.S. communities have reached what they 
see as a curious criminal justice “tipping point”—the locus at which repressive state policies actually drive 
up crime rates. When 1 percent or more of a neighborhood’s residents are imprisoned per year, they theo-
rize, mass incarceration incapacitates neighborhood social networks to the point where they can no longer 
keep crime under control. But, of course, the communities “tipped” by criminal justice policies are located 
in a relatively small number of minority-based inner-city zip codes. The record 600,000 offenders released 
from prison last year “return,” notes the New York Times, “largely to poor neighborhoods of large cities.” 

Part of the Tangle
It is no simple matter to determine the precise extent to which mass incarceration is exacerbating the deep 
socio-economic and related cultural and political traumas that already plague inner-city communities and 
help explain disproportionate Black “criminality,” arrest, and incarceration in the first place. Still, it is un-
deniable that the race to incarcerate is having a profoundly negative effect on Black communities. Equally 
undeniable is the fact that Black incarceration rates reflect deep racial bias in the criminal justice system 
and the broader society. Do the cheerleaders of “get tough” crime and sentencing policy really believe that 
African-Americans deserve to suffer so disproportionately at the hands of the criminal justice system? 
There is a vast literature showing that structural, institutional, and cultural racism and severe segregation 
by race and class are leading causes of inner-city crime. Another considerable body of literature shows 
that Blacks are victims of racial bias at every level of the criminal justice system from stop, frisk, and arrest 
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to prosecution, sentencing, release, and execution. These disparities give legitimacy to the movement of 
ex-offender groups for the expungement of criminal and prison records for many nonviolent offenses, es-
pecially in cases where ex-convicts have shown an earnest desire to “go straight.” Further and deeper rem-
edies will be required. These include a moratorium on new prison construction (to stop the insidious, self-
replicating expansion of the prison-industrial complex), the repeal of laws that deny voting rights to felons 
and ex-felons, amnesty and release for most inmates convicted of non-violent crimes, de-criminalization 
of narcotics, the repeal of the “war on drugs” at home and abroad, revision of state and federal sentencing 
and local “zero tolerance” practices and ordinances, abolition of racial, ethnic, and class profiling in police 
practice, and the outlawing of private, for-profit prisons and other economic activities that derive invest-
ment gain from mass incarceration.

9. Activists and policy makers should call and make plans for a criminal- to social-justice “peace dividend”: 
the large-scale transfer of funds spent on mass arrest, surveillance, and incarceration into such policy areas 
as drug treatment, job-training, transitional services for ex-offenders, and public education regarding the 
employment potential of ex-offenders. They should call and make plans for the diversion of criminal jus-
tice resources from “crime in the streets” (i.e., the harassment and imprisonment of lower-class and inner-
city people) to serious engagement with under-sentenced “crime in the suites.” More broadly, they should 
seek a general redistribution of resources from privileged and often fantastically wealthy persons to those 
most penalized from birth by America’s long and intertwined history of inherited class and race privilege.

America’s expanding prison, probation, and parole populations are recruited especially from what leading 
slavery reparations advocate Randall Robinson calls “the millions of African-Americans bottom-mired in 
urban hells by the savage time-release social debilitations of American slavery.” The ultimate solutions lay, 
perhaps, beyond the parameters of the existing politic-economic order. “Capitalism,” Eugene Debs argued 
in 1920, “needs and must have the prison to protect itself from the [lower-class] criminals it has created.” 
But the examples of Western Europe and Canada, where policy makers prefer prevention and rehabili-
tation through more social-democratic approaches, show that mass incarceration is hardly an inevitable 
product of capitalism per se. Nothing can excuse policymakers and activists from the responsibility to end 
racist criminal justice practices that are significantly exacerbating the difficulties faced by the nation’s most 
truly and intractably disadvantaged. More then merely a symptom of the tangled mess of problems that 
create, sustain, and deepen America’s savage patterns of class and race inequality, mass incarceration has 
become a central part of the mess. For these and other reasons, it will be an especially worthy target for 
creative, democratic protest and policy formation in the new millennium.   

Originally published at Z Magazine. Paul Street is research director at the Chicago Urban League. His ar-
ticles, essays, and reviews have appeared in In These Times, Z Magazine, Monthly Review, Dissent, Journal of 
Social History, Mid-America, and the Journal of American Ethnic History. 



340    Section Six: Curricular Resources

Think/Pair/Share: 
Race, Prison, Poverty 

Period __  Team Members ______________________  Date _______

Page #

Big Ideas.1.	   Write down two or three of the main points, big ideas, or key terms in  
paragraph  ____1  ____2  ____3  _____4  _____5  _____6

Reactions/Connections. 2.	 What were your feelings and responses to this reading. What per-
sonal connections did you make with the text.  Did it remind you of past experiences, people or 
events in your life?  Did it make you think of anything happening in the news, around school, or 
in other material you have read?
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Selections about Police Violence 
from Opposing Viewpoints

Racism Causes Police Brutality
Salim Muwakkil 

In the following viewpoint, Salim Muwakkil argues that in case after case, society allows white police of-
ficers to kill black suspects with impunity. Racism is endemic to American culture, Muwakkil maintains, 
and reflects the public’s growing fear of black criminals. Muwakkil asserts that tough-on-crime policies 
and the criminal justice system are inadequate to solve problems that are deeply rooted in the racial his-
tory of the United States. Muwakkil is a senior editor at In These Times, a liberal biweekly publication.

As you read, consider the following questions:

According to Muwakkil, what was the purpose of the first U.S. organized police forces?1.	

According to the Amnesty International report, how many police brutality charges were filed in 1994?2.	

What was Peter Del Debbio’s sentence for shooting a black officer, according to the author?3.	

On October 24 [1997], Officer James Knight shot and killed 18-year-old Tyrone Lewis, an unarmed black 
man, during a routine traffic stop in St. Petersburg, Florida. Lewis apparently failed to respond when Knight 
and his partner ordered him out of the car after pulling him over for speeding in the city’s predominantly 
black south side. When Knight’s partner broke one of the car windows, the car lurched forward, bumping 
Officer Knight, who then threatened to shoot. Lewis’ car then reportedly lurched forward again, this time 
striking Knight forcefully. Knight fired his gun three times, shooting Lewis twice in the arm and once in 
the chest. Police later learned the car was stolen and that Lewis was wanted on three arrest warrants. But 
community residents who witnessed the incident insist that the police were never threatened.

An Antagonistic Relationship
Lewis’ death sparked a riot in the resort city’s African-American neighborhood. The disturbance covered 
a 20square-block area; 29 buildings and many cars were set on fire. Eleven people were injured. The grand 
jury decision not to indict the police officer provoked another round of civil unrest three weeks later.

While so far only the black community in St. Petersburg has responded with such destructive rage, black 
neighborhoods across the country are seething with anger at the impunity enjoyed by police officers who 
kill black men.

Relations between African-Americans and the police have been antagonistic throughout U.S. history. The 
first organized police forces in this country were slave patrols created to keep enslaved Africans in check. The 
troubled relationship between blacks and the police has erupted sporadically in violence: Most of the “long 
hot summer” riots during the ’60s were sparked by charges of police brutality. The urban unrest in Miami 
during the ’80s was associated with allegations of police violence. And the nation’s largest urban explosion 
occurred in Los Angeles following the 1992 acquittal of the police who brutalized motorist Rodney King.
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The police are using deadly force more and more frequently these days—and getting away with it. The 
stories are eerily similar: • July 30, 1995: Joseph Gould, an unarmed homeless black man, is shot to death 
outside a downtown Chicago nightclub by Gregory Becker, an off-duty white cop. The officer is initially 
charged with official misconduct, but vigorous protests convince the Illinois state attorney to increase the 
charge to armed violence. The city now anxiously awaits Becker’s February trial [Becker was sentenced 
to fifteen years in prison in May 1997]. • October 3, 1995: Jorge Guillen, a Honduran immigrant, dies of 
suffocation in police custody in Chicago. The state attorney’s office declines to prosecute the officers, cit-
ing lack of evidence of any criminal conduct. The Office of Professional Standards (OPS), an independent 
agency of civilian staffers considered by many to be in the pocket of the police, nevertheless concludes that 
the three officers involved used excessive force. The agency recommends that they receive short suspen-
sions. The recommendation, however, is overruled on December 11, 1996, by the Chicago Police Board, 
which cites conflicting medical evidence and inconsistent witness statements. • June 13, 1996: Aswan 
Keshawn Watson, an unarmed 21-year-old black man, is killed when three plainclothes officers fire 24 
bullets into him during a drug raid in Brooklyn’s Flatbush section. • October 17, 1996: Aaron White, the 
black owner of a television repair shop in the west-central Mississippi town of Leland, is shot to death by a 
white policeman. Initially, police say the 29-year-old White was trying to escape from the scene of a traffic 
accident and fired first on Officer Jackie Blaylock, who successfully returned fire. The police later revise 
their story, saying White accidentally killed himself in the escape attempt. • November 19, 1996: James 
Cooper, a black 19-year-old, is shot to death by Officer Michael Marlow during a traffic stop in Charlotte, 
North Carolina. The white officer tells investigators he fired because he thought Cooper was reaching for 
a gun. No gun is found, but Marlow is not charged.

Examples of blacks and other minorities killed by police officers with near impunity could fill three times 
this space. Unfortunately, the list is still not long enough to convince political leaders to effectively con-
front the racism responsible for these crimes.

Escalating police violence reflects a growing fear of black criminality among the broader population. The 
skyrocketing rate of black imprisonment and the profits to be made from the prison industry suggest that 
the criminal justice system and young African-Americans are increasingly becoming each other’s sworn 
enemies.

“Racist assumptions are built into the very foundation of American policing,” says William Geller, associ-
ate director of the Police Executive Research Forum, a Washington- based group that studies law enforce-
ment issues. Geller, the author of several books on police abuse, is not surprised by the ratcheting up of 
tensions between police and black men. The widening gap between the rich and the poor combined with 
the absence of well-paying jobs in urban America have placed these two populations at loggerheads, he 
says.

Amnesty International released a report in late June 1996 that documented a disturbing pattern of police 
violence in America’s largest police force. Entitled “Police Brutality and Excessive Force in the New York 
City Police Department,” the 72-page report found that the New York Police Department routinely vio-
lates international human rights standards as well as its own guidelines governing the use of deadly force. 
The 18-month investigation found that charges of police brutality in New York climbed from 977 in 1987 
to more than 2,000 in 1994. Deaths in police custody rose from 11 in 1991 to 24 in 1994. According to the 
report, most of the victims were minorities, while most of the offending police officers were white. Am-
nesty International concluded that excessive use of force has probably led to many more deaths in police 
custody than the New York Police Department is willing to acknowledge. The report cited several cases 



Selections about Police Violence from Opposing Viewpoints    343

in which men in custody subjected to choke holds or sprayed with capsicum pepper died of apparently 
related seizures or asphyxiation.

White Cops Shoot Black Cops
The report also noted a troubling new development: black undercover police officers being shot by their 
white colleagues. New York City transit officers Derwin Pannell and Desmond Robinson both were mis-
taken for criminals and shot by white officers. On November 18, 1992, Pannell was attempting to arrest a 
farebeater in a dark subway station in the Canarsie section of Brooklyn, when he was confronted by white 
transit officers who mistook him for a mugger because he was rifling through the woman’s handbag with 
his gun drawn. In later testimony, Pannell said his fellow officers did not identify themselves before open-
ing fire. A Brooklyn grand jury cleared Pannell’s assailants of all charges.

Officer Robinson had his gun drawn and was in pursuit of a suspect on August 24, 1994, when he was mis-
taken for a criminal and shot by Peter Del Debbio, an off-duty police officer on his way home. Testimony 
and evidence in the case suggest that Del Debbio stood over Robinson as he lay helpless on the subway 
platform and shot him three times in the back. Del Debbio was convicted in March 1996 of second-degree 
assault and sentenced to 200 hours of community service and five years’ probation.

New York City, of course, is not the only place where white cops have mistakenly shot black cops. In Nash-
ville, Reggie Miller, a black cop, was working on an undercover prostitution sting when five white police 
officers pulled him over for a traffic violation and forced him to the ground. The officers didn’t give Miller 
the opportunity to identify himself, and within minutes they began beating him for no apparent reason. 
The offending officers were initially dismissed from the police force, but were later reinstated by the city’s 
civil service commission.

Deep Social Wounds
The Amnesty International report may cause a temporary spasm of civic embarrassment in New York, 
but if previous experience in Chicago and Los Angeles is any indication, don’t expect much to change. 
Amnesty International issued a 1990 report describing police torture and brutality in Chicago and an 
equally scathing 1992 report on the Los Angeles Police Department. Neither the police nor their political 
overseers in either city have moved to address the concerns raised in those reports.

“All of this is part of a larger crackdown on African-Americans,” says political scientist and author Andrew Hacker. 
“White Americans have decided that enough is enough. They want longer prison sentences, and welfare moth-
ers to go out and work. White America is tired of hearing about racism and says ‘We’ve done enough.’”

In these times of racial and economic polarization, police officers are increasingly in the line of fire, called 
upon to quell the growing antagonisms. Criminal justice solutions, however, are woefully inadequate to 
heal the deep social wounds that plague contemporary America.

Placing the black community under police siege will do little to facilitate the struggle for enlightened solu-
tions. Instead, police violence “in the line of duty” will stir up more black anger. When that anger reaches 
the boiling point, we can expect to see more St. Petersburgs. That would mark the beginning of a down-
ward spiral whose repercussions, rest assured, will not be limited to the inner cities.
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Rampant Racism
Open racism and hidden white supremacist involvement are a serious problem among [many] police forc-
es. In Houston, where the [Ku Klux] Klan has been waging an active recruitment campaign among the po-
lice for over a year [in 1998], a police corporal, Al Csaszar, was put on paid leave in July 1998 after beating a 
Nigerian immigrant and yelling racist epithets at him. In June, Boynton Beach, Florida, police officer Dave 
Demarest sought reinstatement to the department after having been fired in February for having flaunted 
a swastika tattoo to several other cops, including a Jewish woman officer.

Turning the Tide, Winter/Spring 1998.

Police Brutality from Opposing Viewpoints and Opposing Viewpoints in World History. ©2001–2006 by 
Greenhaven Press, Inc., an imprint of The Gale Group. All rights reserved.

The Police Are Not Racist
Michael Levin 

Michael Levin argues in the following viewpoint that labeling every police-minority altercation as rac-
ist is unfair. He asserts that police have more encounters with black suspects because blacks commit a 
disproportionate number of violent crimes. Police use deadly force only when they are threatened by a 
suspect, he contends. Levin is a contributing editor for the Center for Libertarian Studies.

As you read, consider the following questions:

In Levin’s view, why was Johnny Gammage shot by police?1.	

What percentage of drivers who are stopped by New Jersey state troopers are black, according to 2.	
Levin?

According to the author, how many more robberies, murders, and rapes do blacks commit com-3.	
pared to whites?

The script is always the same. A black does something bad—by driving recklessly, robbing a candy store, 
assaulting someone or in some other way getting involved in an altercation. White policemen appear. The 
perpetrator or someone mistaken for him fails to heed an order to stop/show his hands/pull over/display 
his license. Often he draws a gun or, if in a car, tries to run over one of the cops. The police attempt to sub-
due him by force, injuring or killing him.

Police Action Is Unfairly Magnified
Within hours community leaders—translation: no visible means of support—organize demonstrations 
against “police brutality,” complete with a telegenic chorus of black women wailing “they’ve got to stop 
killing our babies” even though the deceased was 6’ 2” and weighed 250 pounds. These small protests 
acquire a life of their own under media magnification. Well-known blacks suddenly remember how often 
they have been hassled by the police for no reason, allegedly, other than their color. Politicians, to show 
“racial sensitivity,” declare that a grave wrong was done.

After meeting with Jesse Jackson, the US attorney general announces “possible civil rights violations,” a 
guarantee that the cops will face federal charges should they escape local ones. All sides agree that the 



Selections about Police Violence from Opposing Viewpoints    345

only cure for the racism inherent in the police department is a double dose of race preference: more 
blacks on the force at all levels—necessitating easier qualifying exams—and fewer white cops in black 
neighborhoods.

Cases in point: Eleanor Bumpers, shot to death by a policeman she attacked with a knife when he tried to 
mediate a family dispute; Kiko Garcia, shot to death attempting to grab a cop’s gun from his holster; Abner 
Louima, beaten during a 3:00 A.M. brawl outside a homosexual bar; Johnny Gammage, shot by highway 
patrolmen he attempted to run down; and of course Rodney King, stopped for speeding and drunken 
driving.

An Unfortunate Chain Reaction
One of the two most recent incidents involves Amadou Diallo, a Guyanese immigrant. At 1:00 A.M. in 
February 1999, four plainclothesmen from the elite Street Crimes Unit [SCU] spotted a man (Diallo) fit-
ting the description of a wanted rapist as he loitered on a Bronx street. Leaping from their unmarked car 
they asked Diallo to stand still and show identification, triggering an unfortunate chain reaction. Instead 
of complying immediately, Diallo backed up and reached into his pocket; at that very moment one of the 
SCU men stumbled while another yelled “Gun!,” causing all four to open fire with their service automatics. 
In a few seconds Diallo was dead.

A few seconds later community leader Al Sharpton was on the scene, demanding the cops be indicted 
for murder. A day or two later the usual suspects began marching in front of police headquarters—when 
someone had the bright idea of engaging in “civil disobedience.” Pretty soon a dozen people had been 
arrested and taken a few feet to be booked (remember, the scene was police headquarters). Suddenly get-
ting arrested at One Police Plaza became the In thing, and second-rate celebs began making the scene as 
if it were the latest hot restaurant. Ossie Davis, Susan Sarandon, Dick Gregory, and the redoubtable Jesse 
[ Jackson] himself, along with more than a thousand others, were duly led away in handcuffs.

Things went less well for the four policemen. New York’s Mayor Rudy Giuliani initially pleaded for sus-
pension of judgment until the facts were in, but the media ridiculed his circumspection for “insensitivity” 
to blacks. As Diallo’s parents thanked him on TV, the Bronx District Attorney indicted the policemen on 
charges of 2nd degree murder, punishable by life in prison.

A Guilty Suspect
The facts? For one, Diallo spoke little English and probably did not grasp the orders given him. More sug-
gestive was the revelation, a few days after the shooting, that he was in the United States illegally; he had 
told the Immigration and Naturalization Service that he was a Mauritanean fleeing political persecution (a 
magic formula that opens all immigration doors).

So imagine his guilty thoughts when four white representatives of officialdom suddenly confronted him. “They 
know I lied; they’re going to deport me. Maybe I can get away. [The cops tell him to stand still.] Uh-oh; maybe 
shoving my wallet at them will convince them I’m on the up- and-up.” The cops, already fearful that they are deal-
ing with an armed robber-rapist, think he is going for a gun. One yells, one falls, and all open fire.

But the particulars offer a too narrow view of the Diallo case. To understand it fully, consider a second racial 
melodrama now playing itself out, the charge of “racial profiling” currently being made against the New Jersey 
Highway Patrol [NJHP]. It seems that, while only 35% of the vehicles on NJ [New Jersey] roads are driven by 
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blacks, more than 70% of the drivers stopped by state troopers are black. This statistical “discrimination”—to 
liberals, the worst sin—has prompted the usual commotion and calls for investigation.

More Black Criminals than White
As of June 30 [1995], close to 6.8 percent of black male adults in America were in jail or prison compared 
to less than 1 percent of white male adults.

This is a tragedy all right. But it’s a tragedy spawned for the most part by a permissive system of social cod-
dling in this country that has black ghetto thugs practically immune to old-fashioned standards of right 
and wrong.

It is not a tragedy, as some would claim, spawned by widespread racism among our American police.

Ken Hamblin, Conservative Chronicle, December 27, 1995.

Racial Melodrama
To check up on troopers in future, patrol cars are being equipped with videocams to record all traffic stops. 
(Consider the waste in having policemen watching tapes at headquarters instead of being out protecting 
life and property, their proper function.) A more immediate result was the firing by New Jersey’s governor, 
at the behest of the NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored People] and “Black 
Ministers Council of New Jersey,” of the State Police Superintendent, Carl Williams. The reason: he did 
not go along with the feeble defense other NJ officials were offering of NJHP tactics.

These other officials had mostly led with their chins, making up lame excuses or denying the obvious. At 
first the NJHP kept insisting that its troopers did not single out blacks, and that cars are stopped for minor 
infractions like malfunctioning taillights—which hardly explains why blacks are stopped more often, un-
less (what nobody had the guts to say) blacks are more neglectful of their cars. A TV station then produced 
an embarrassing patrolman’s guide for a NJ township in which cars flying Ethiopian flags were described 
as likely to be transporting drugs.

Seeking to inject a note of realism into the debate, Williams called it “naive” to separate the race issue from 
crime. “Two weeks ago the president of the United States went to Mexico to talk to the president of Mexico 
about drugs. He didn’t go to Ireland. He didn’t go to England. [Today] the drug problem is cocaine or 
marijuana. It is most likely a minority group that’s involved with that.”

A Perfectly Proper Response
Certainly, drugs should be legal; trafficking is so lucrative and the cause of so much crime only because 
drugs are now illegal. State troopers shouldn’t be stopping anyone for drug searches. But this is beside the 
larger point, which is that racial profiling is a perfectly proper response to what even the staunchest libertarian 
will regard as criminal. Blacks commit a disproportionate amount of all forms of violence against persons 
and property. So long as society either privately or collectively is justified in using force against criminals 
(as of course it is), blacks will be disproportionately discomfited.

Per capita, blacks commit about ten times as many robberies, murders, and rapes as do whites. This 
disparity, usually chalked up to bias in the justice system, is also found in victim reports. And this 
disparity is one that all policemen are aware of. They are more suspicious of a black than they would 
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be of a white in identical circumstances—driving oddly on the highway, being out in the wee hours—
and it is perfectly reasonable for them to be so. As it turned out, the robber-rapist Diallo was mistaken 
for was subsequently apprehended a few blocks from where Diallo was shot, and looks rather like 
him.

Nor is this a purely intellectual judgment that entitles the police to be more suspicious of blacks. 
Cops have also learned to be more apprehensive and more prepared for trouble when confronting 
blacks in a tense situation. In any confrontation violence is always close to the surface. And it is this 
general atmosphere rather than any particular gesture on Amadou Diallo’s part which explains his 
death. Cops associate blacks with potential violence, so, out of sheer self-preservation, are more pre-
pared to use violence in dealing with them. “Police racism” will diminish precisely as fast as the black 
crime rate does.

Police Paralysis
An immediate and entirely predictable consequence of the hysteria about the Diallo shooting was police 
paralysis. In the weeks after the incident arrests fell by 250% and the murder rate, down to 650 per year, 
began to creep back up to the 2000+ per year level it had reached under Giuliani’s black predecessor, David 
Dinkins. The police were inhibited in their dealings with blacks by fear that one misstep could lead to their 
arrest. And, needless to say, most of the victims of the preventable murders that occurred as a result were 
themselves black.

Given that blacks are the main beneficiaries of an aggressive local constabulary, why do black leaders op-
pose it so frenziedly? Part of the answer may be different levels of tolerance for disorder; measures regard-
ed by whites as necessary for social life are perceived by blacks as impositions. Part of the answer may be 
a failure to link cause to effect: a black sees white cops handcuffing other blacks, and simply fails to realize 
that he is safer as a result.

But the main reason for the opposition is tactical: it keeps whites off balance. It lets whites everywhere 
know that if they harm a black, their lives are over. This intimidation has its uses, the most conspicuous 
of which is making justice impossible. The Los Angeles riots [following the 1992 acquittal of white police 
officers accused of beating black motorist Rodney King in 1991] demonstrated to juries everywhere that 
blacks will run amok if they don’t get the verdict they want. That is why OJ Simpson got off, and why the 
NY cops will spend at least twenty years in jail.

Police Brutality from Opposing Viewpoints and Opposing Viewpoints in World History. ©2001–2006 by 
Greenhaven Press, Inc., an imprint of The Gale Group. All rights reserved.

Discussion Questions

Salim Muwakkil cites several examples of police brutality to support his argument that the police are rac-
ist. Michael Levin supports his argument that the police are not racist by citing statistics that show blacks 
commit more violent crimes than whites. In your opinion, do both authors reason from the facts correctly? 
That is, without knowing whether or not the police shootings that Muwakkil describes were justified, can 
you ascertain for sure that the police were motivated by racism? Do the statistics Levin cites prove that 
more blacks become criminals or only that they are apprehended more often than whites? Explain which 
author makes a better argument and why.
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Racial Profiling Is Unjust
Bob Herbert

In the following viewpoint, Bob Herbert claims that racial profiling—stopping motorists simply on 
the basis of their race—is unjust because all people have a right to be in public places without being 
harassed. Herbert argues that racial profiling demoralizes its victims because it undermines their confi-
dence in being treated equally under the law. The vast majority of those stopped by police, he maintains, 
are nonwhite and innocent. Herbert is a reporter for the New York Times. 

As you read, consider the following questions:

What were Rossano Gerald and his son guilty of, in Herbert’s opinion? 1.	

According to the author, how many people were stopped and frisked by the New York City Police 2.	
Department in 1997 and 1998? 

What was the purpose of the Chicago anti-loitering law, according to Herbert”3.	

An anti-loitering law that allowed the Chicago police to arrest more than 42,000 people from 1992 to 1995 
was declared unconstitutional in June of 1999 by the Supreme Court.

[Supreme Court justice] Antonin Scalia howled in dissent, which should tell you something. The law was 
an abomination, just like the practice in New York of stopping and frisking black and Hispanic people by 
the tens of thousands for no good reason. And just like the practice of pulling over and harassing perfectly 
innocent black and Hispanic motorists on streets and highways in many parts of the country.

The Faces of Ethnic Profiling
Ethnic profiling by law-enforcement authorities in the United States comes in many forms, and all of them 
are disgusting.

In the summer of 1998, sadistic members of the State Police in Oklahoma spent more than two hours hu-
miliating Rossano Gerald, a 37-year-old Army sergeant, and his 12year-old son, Greg.

Sergeant Gerald was pulled over and interrogated. He was ordered out of his car and handcuffed. The troop-
ers asked if he had any guns. They asked permission to search the car and when he refused they searched 
it anyway. They separated Greg from his father and locked him in a police vehicle. They interrogated him. 
They brought drug-sniffing dogs to the scene. They dismantled parts of the car. When they finally tired of 
the madness, they told Sergeant Gerald he was free to go. No arrest was made. Greg, of course, was petri-
fied. When the ordeal ended he wept uncontrollably.

Why did this happen? Greg and Sergeant Gerald were guilty of America’s original sin. They were born 
black.

Profiling Targets the Innocent
In New York, profiling was not only perpetuated but elevated to astonishing new heights during the re-
gime of [New York City mayor] Rudolph Giuliani. Here, the targets are mostly pedestrians, not motorists. 
Young black and Hispanic males (and in some cases females) are stopped, frisked and harassed in breath-
taking numbers.
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By the Police Department’s own count, more than 45,000 people were stopped and frisked by members 
of the Street Crimes Unit in 1997 and 1998. But the total number of arrests made by the unit over those 
two years was less than 10,000. And it is widely believed that the number of people stopped during that 
period was far higher than the 45,000 reported by the cops. The true number likely was in the hundreds of 
thousands.

Ira Glasser, executive director of the American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], noted that two things char-
acterize the New York City stops: “Virtually everybody is innocent, and virtually everybody is not white.”

Mayor Giuliani, like most public officials, will not acknowledge that his police officers are targeting people by 
race. “The stops are driven by the descriptions of the person who committed the crime,” Mr. Giuliani said.

Spare me. The vast majority of these stops are in no way connected to the commission of a specific crime, 
and the Mayor knows it. They are arbitrary and unconscionable intrusions on the rights of New Yorkers 
who are supposed to be protected, not humiliated, by the police.

Profiling Is Extensive
Most Americans have no idea of the extent of the race- based profiling that is carried out by law-enforce-
ment officials, and the demoralizing effect it has on its victims. The ACLU, in a report called “Driving 
While Black: Racial Profiling on Our Nation’s Highways,” said: “No person of color is safe from this treat-
ment anywhere, regardless of their obedience to the law, their age, the type of car they drive, or their station 
in life.”

The Chicago law that resulted in more than 42,000 arrests over three years was aimed at curbing gang activ-
ity. It was clearly unconstitutional. It made it a crime for anyone in the presence of suspected gang mem-
bers to “remain in any one place with no apparent purpose” after being told by the police to move on.

Why should one’s purpose for being in a public place have to be apparent? As a reporter for The New York 
Times, I might be in the presence of a suspected gang member. What business is that of the police? And 
how could that possibly be a legitimate basis for an arrest”

The suit challenging the law was brought by the Chicago office of the ACLU. A spokesman for the group 
noted that the “vast majority” of the people arrested under the law were African-American or Hispanic.

What a surprise.

Race Is an Important Consideration to Reduce Crime
Jackson Toby 

Jackson Toby argues in the following viewpoint that current methods of apprehending drug traffickers 
are based on the theory that the best way to prevent major crimes is to target minor ones. Since statistics 
show that drug traffickers are disproportionately black or Hispanic, he maintains that regularly stopping 
minority motorists for offenses like speeding increases the likelihood that police will confiscate illicit 
drugs or weapons. Therefore, Toby claims, racial profiling is not racist, but practical. Toby, a professor of 
sociology at Rutgers University, was the director of the Institute for Criminological Research at Rutgers 
from 1969 to 1994.
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As you read, consider the following questions:

According to Toby, by what percentage did felonies decline in the subways of New York City as a 1.	
result of William J. Bratton’s policing methods?

Why was Timothy McVeigh stopped by Oklahoma police, according to the author?2.	

What percentage of suspects arrested for murder were black, according to Toby?3.	

In February 1999, New Jersey Gov. Christine Todd Whitman forced the resignation of Col. Carl A. Wil-
liams, superintendent of the New Jersey State Police, for “insensitivity” because of remarks he had made 
in a newspaper interview. In replying to accusations that the state police targeted black motorists for traffic 
stops on the New Jersey Turnpike, Col. Williams had insisted that there was no racial profiling and that 
stops were made only “on the basis of a traffic violation.”

Charges of Racism
However, he also was quoted by the Newark Star-Ledger as saying that certain crimes were associated with 
certain ethnic groups and that it would be naive to think that race was not an issue in drug trafficking. “Two 
weeks ago,” Mr. Williams reportedly said, “the president of the United States went to Mexico to talk . . . 
about drugs. He didn’t go to Ireland. He didn’t go to England.”

Responding to that statement, a group of black state legislators, ministers and civil-rights advocates gath-
ered to denounce Col. Williams as a racist. “His views are dastardly,” said New Jersey Assemblyman Leroy 
J. Jones Jr. “He’s unfit to hold such a critical, important office.” Mr. Williams was dismissed hours later.

The Williams comments, along with the 1999 New York City police killing of Amadou Diallo, an unarmed 
black man, have contributed to the impression of widespread police racism. But neither Mr. Williams nor 
the officers involved in the Diallo shooting had to be racist to say or do what they did. A little perspective 
is in order here.

Begin with one of the most important ideas in modern criminology, and one that has revolutionized police 
practice—the belief that a good way to prevent robberies, murders and other serious felonies is to go after 
minor offenses. Thus, when William J. Bratton was chief of the Transit Police in New York City from 1990 
to 1992, part of his strategy for controlling violence in the subway system was to order his officers to crack 
down on small infractions—fare beating, panhandling, graffiti, smoking, boisterous behavior.

Within two years of the policy’s adoption, the number of felonies in the subway declined by more than 
30%. Why? Well, one out of every six fare evaders stopped by the Transit Police in 1991 either was carry-
ing a weapon or was wanted for another crime on an outstanding warrant. By paying attention to behavior 
that most people regard as not worth bothering about, the Transit Police prevented some violent crimes 
on the subways.

The same principle applies to drug traffickers on the highways: People who violate major laws are probably 
also inclined to violate minor ones, such as traffic regulations. Consequently, stopping motorists for traffic 
violations has led to the seizure of major shipments of illegal drugs to Newark or New York—and even to 
the apprehension of a wanted murderer. The Oklahoma City bombing might have gone unpunished had 
the Perry, Oklahoma, police not stopped Timothy McVeigh because he did not have a license plate on his 
pickup truck.



Selections about Police Violence from Opposing Viewpoints    351

Racial Profiling Is Not Always Racist
Certainly much of what is made to seem racist behavior isn’t.

Take the profiling of drug runners on the interstates. Police regularly stop, on any pretext, young black 
males in rental cars who are traveling between drug cities and don’t have any vacation baggage.

From the police point of view, experience has shown that such young men are far more likely to be ferrying 
drugs than, say, blue-haired white couples driving campers.

Fred Reed, Washington Times, June 24, 1996.

A Civil-Liberties Cost
There is, of course, a civil-liberties cost to enlarging the police net. Cracking down on fare beaters on 
the New York subways snared (and embarrassed) passengers in a great hurry to get to appointments. 
Similarly, although the police have caught major drug traffickers by searching the vehicles of motorists 
stopped for traffic offenses on the New Jersey Turnpike, their success is counterbalanced by unsuccess-
ful but intrusive vehicle searches of otherwise respectable citizens who made an illegal turn or drove 
faster than the speed limit. And a disproportionate number of those stopped were black or Hispanic. 
According to a survey sponsored by the New Jersey Office of the Public Defender, blacks accounted for 
13% of drivers on the south end of the New Jersey Turnpike, 15% of speeders and 35% of those stopped 
by the state police.

Is this evidence of police racism? Not necessarily. True, most blacks and Hispanics are law-abiding. 
But if drug traffickers are disproportionately black or Hispanic, the police don’t need to be racist to 
stop many minority motorists; they simply have to be efficient in targeting potential drug traffickers. 
It is an unfortunate fact that much higher proportions of black children than white grow up at a social 
disadvantage and are more tempted to break society’s rules. Thus, although blacks are only 12% of 
the American population, in a recent year they comprised 56% of the arrests for murder, 42% of the 
arrests for rape, 61% of the arrests for robbery, 39% of the arrests for aggravated assault, 31% of the 
arrests for burglary, 33% of the arrests for larceny and 40% of the arrests for motor vehicle theft. Also 
46% of state prison inmates—i.e., those actually convicted of crimes— were black (another 17% were 
Hispanic). Why should they not be equally overrepresented in drug trafficking, which is less easy to 
measure statistically”

Some police officers are no doubt racists and some are guilty of misconduct. But it is dangerous to make 
public policy on the basis of such horrible examples as the Amadou Diallo shooting. All professionals make 
mistakes: Surgeons operate on the wrong kidney; lawyers botch cross-examinations. Fairness requires that 
mistakes be looked at in the context of the more numerous examples of good judgment.

House Calls
But the police deserve extra leeway for their mistakes because, unlike other professionals, they don’t have 
the luxury of turning down unpleasant cases. They make house calls despite personal danger. They have to 
deal with not only criminals but also paranoid schizophrenics who have not taken their medication or sui-
cidal people. The police come and do their best because the buck stops with them. Usually they succeed; 
occasionally, and sometimes tragically, they fail.
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So should the New York City Police Department be convicted of racism? And should Mr. Williams have 
been fired as superintendent of the New Jersey State Police? Not in my opinion. True, the police in the 
Diallo case should have used better judgment, and Mr. Williams could have tiptoed more gently over the 
unpleasant reality that interdicting drug shipments on the New Jersey Turnpike requires stopping more 
black than white motorists. But he was defending his officers against what he considered a bum rap: that 
they were racists. By a wide margin, they are not.

Discussion Questions

Jackson Toby argues that racial profiling is effective because it allows police to focus on those who are most 
likely to commit crimes. Bob Herbert claims that racial profiling is unjust because it targets many more in-
nocent people than guilty ones. If it is true that more blacks than whites engage in drug trafficking, and if 
it is true that stopping them more often reduces crime, do you think police are justified in using race as a 
basis for stopping motorists? Explain your answer.
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Framework for Exploring the 
Roots of Youth Violence

By Mariame Kaba

The Department of Justice released a landmark study in October 2009 about children and teens’ exposure 
to violence in the U.S. More than 60 percent of the children surveyed were exposed to violence within the 
past year, either directly or indirectly (i.e., as a witness to a violent act; by learning of a violent act against a 
family member neighbor, or close friend; or from a threat against their home or school). This illustrates the 
reality that the majority of children and youth in the U.S. are exposed to widespread non-lethal violence 
in their daily lives.

Ideas that Have Been Stressed throughout the Curriculum
Key Points

Violence is normalized within our culture. In fact, most of us are desensitized to this violence on a 1.	
daily basis.

Violence is widespread and prevalent.2.	

Violence involving youth can take many shapes and forms and involve many different types of people.3.	

Many people understand violence as a personal failing rather than as a product of structural inequality.4.	

Violence should be painted as a landscape so we can begin to understand how we fit within it.5.	

Violence is the glue that holds oppressions in place. It is impossible to understand violence without 6.	
deeply probing and analyzing oppression and how it works. This curriculum attempts to do just that.

Definitions

When we discuss “youth violence” in this curriculum, we define it as all forms of violence in young •	
people’s lives (including that which is perpetrated against them by adults as well as the systemic vio-
lence that they experience).

Youth violence Includes youth as victims, youth as witnesses and youth as perpetrators.•	

In this curriculum, youth are individuals under 18 years old.•	

Theories to Explain the Onset and Persistence of Violent Behavior

Some theories focus on how individual propensities—including biological and psychological disor-•	
ders—iincrease the probability of violence.

At the other end of the spectrum, structural theories propose that variables like poverty, oppression, •	
social inequality and racism (plus other isms) must be considered in any explanation of violent behavior.

Still others maintain that the source of violence lies in family dynamics, neighborhood characteristics •	
or peer socialization processes.

It is quite difficult to negotiate and organize the plethora of ideas, hypotheses and empirical findings that mark 
the study of crime and violence. This curriculum explains the onset and persistence of violence mostly through 
the lens of structural theories without discounting the contributions made from other areas of inquiry.
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Key Considerations for Understanding the Roots of Youth Violence
(Adapted from the Review of the Roots of Youth Violence – Executive Summary) 
In Code of the Street, Elijah Anderson positions youth violence in an environmental context. He argues 
that “the lack of jobs that pay a living wage, the stigma of race, the fallout from rampant drug use and drug 
trafficking, and the resulting alienation and lack of hope for the future” are the circumstances of life, en-
countered by many impoverished African-American adolescents, from which violence springs. Alienation, 
lack of hope or empathy, and other immediate risk factors are powerfully, but far from exclusively, driven 
by the intersection of racism and poverty. Some youth have a sense of nothing to lose and no way out. For 
many youth in disenfranchised communities, safety and respect are secured through violence.

The broader community is inclined to write off communities plagued by violence, seeing them as the 
source of the problem rather than its victims.

Types of youth violence
Gun violence
Violence around drugs and drug dealing
Robberies on the street
Verbal abuse
Intimidation
Threats
Gangs
Claims of turf
Attacks with knives
Fights at school
Violence in sports
Domestic violence
Sexual assaults
Street harassment
Sexual harassment
Dating violence
Violence that flows from systemic issues such as racism, sexism, heterosexism, inequality, and poverty.

The impacts that this violence is having on communities
Fear on the rise
A code of silence taking hold
Communities and youth being stereotyped and being desensitized to violence
Violence becoming an acceptable way of dealing with conflict
Gangs proliferating
Police presence increasing and leading to harassment
Students having more difficulty focusing on school
Teaching becoming more difficult
Schools being unsafe
Youth suffering from depression
Social service agencies increasingly unable to keep up with the demand for services.

The worst impacts are being felt in neighborhoods that are often already isolated from the rest of the com-
munity because of the circumstances of poverty.
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What are the immediate risk factors—the ones that create that state of desperation and put 
a youth in the immediate path of violence? 
While no set of factors can explain all violence, some are persuaded that youth are most likely to be at im-
mediate risk of involvement in serious violence if they:

Have a deep sense of alienation and low self-esteem•	

Have little empathy for others and suffer from impulsivity•	

Believe that they are oppressed, held down, unfairly treated and neither belong to nor have a stake in •	
the broader society.

Believe that they have no way to be heard through other channels•	

Have no sense of hope.•	

Most youth who feel connected to, and engaged with, the broader society, and who feel valued and safe and 
see a positive future for themselves in it, will not experience these conditions and will not commit serious 
violence. Indeed, many of the youth who meet the above descriptors will also not do so, because no trig-
gering event or circumstance will occur to unleash their feelings, or because society manages to intervene 
in time. But when such a trigger does manifest itself before that intervention, as it all too often does, it is 
they who are far more likely to explode in a very harmful way.

It is important to move from identifying the immediate risk factors for involvement in serious violence to 
analyzing instead the conditions in which they arise.

What are the roots of the immediate risk factors for involvement with violence?
In other words: what are the conditions in which the immediate risk factors can grow and flourish?

These are roots of the immediate risk factors such as alienation and lack of hope, and are by no means di-
rect gateways to violence involving youth. The roots of violence involving youth are widespread, intercon-
nected and deep.

Poverty
Poverty does not directly cause violence; it creates the conditions that foster violent crimes. 

Circumstances such as poverty are not necessarily the roots of violence involving youth. If they were, we 
would be a far more violent society than we are now given the extent of these conditions and circumstances.

But poverty without hope, poverty with isolation, poverty with hunger and poor living conditions, poverty 
with racism and poverty with numerous daily reminders of social exclusions can lead to the immediate risk 
factors for violence. We say “can lead to” because various protective factors or counterweights operate to 
block these risk factors arising for many, even in the worst conditions, or act to mitigate and contain them 
where they are created. 

Poverty can lead to a lack of self-esteem, the experience of oppression, a lack of hope or empathy or sense 
of belonging, impulsivity and other immediate risk factors through three different but linked pathways:

The level of poverty: the depth of relative deprivation experienced by those in poverty•	
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The concentration of poverty in definable geographic areas, where negative impacts grow and rein-•	
force each other, and strain when they do not eliminate the capacity of families and communities to 
provide positive counterweights

The circumstances of poverty, in which services and facilities that most of us take for granted are not •	
locally available or are denied by reason of cost or accessibility, or both, to those who need them the 
most, eliminating from the lives of far too many the positive factors that can impede the growth of the 
roots of violence involving youth.

Sources of the Root of Poverty: high concentrations of people living in poverty, substandard housing, poor 
community design, limited public services, few stores or businesses, restricted transportation and employ-
ment options, few positive role models or mentors, no places for recreation or the arts or just to gather and 
other circumstances flowing from poverty combine to be powerful sources.

Racism
Race has nothing to do with violence. No race is inherently more violent than another. But while race is 
not something that can create the immediate risk factors for violence involving youth, racism is. Racism 
strikes at the core of self-identity. It is cruel and hurtful and alienating. 

Thinking about how structural racism exacerbates crime and violence, researcher Keith O. Lawrence puts 
it this way:

This useful image helps us perceive, for example, how an inequitable public school system 
that pushes kids out of school, inadequate local job markets that push people into the in-
formal (sometimes illicit) economy, and a lack of affordable housing that denies families 
shelter and stability can interact to reinforce criminal justice inequities.

Community Design [GEOGRAPHY/ENVIRONMENT]
The conditions of the communities where young people live not only greatly affect the quality of their lives 
and the opportunities available to them, but also how they perceive themselves, society and their role in it.

There are many examples of poor planning and poor design of the built and the developed natural environ-
ment, creating places that make some youth feel powerless and isolated, leading them to believe that their 
options are as limited as their horizons. These negative factors include physical and psychological isolation 
from the broader community; bleak landscapes with no inviting places to gather or play and little usable 
green space; a lack of adequate and accessible social and physical infrastructure; limited or non-existent 
transportation services; and unsafe streets, common areas, and passageways.

Youth in many neighborhoods are cut off from the wider community by geography or a lack of access to tran-
sit, and for these same reasons find job searches and getting to jobs challenging. The same circumstances leave 
many parents with little time to parent or engage with their children’s schools or their community.

Issues in the Education System
Zero tolerance and harsh disciplinary policies have resulted in a marked increase in students being sus-
pended and expelled from school. Many of the students are not provided with adequate supports to main-
tain their learning or occupy their time in positive ways. Many of these policies have a disproportionate 
impact on young people of color. 
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Expulsions and suspensions put many youth on the streets for extended periods and lead to more interactions 
with the police, increasing the potential for criminalization. At the same time, zero-tolerance policies have led 
many schools to call in the police for activities that would have been addressed by the schools alone in earlier 
times. This practice has also led to the increased criminalization of many marginalized youth.

Family Issues
Most families provide secure and safe places for children to grow and learn. But many do not. Families 
can be divided, abusive, or struggling emotionally or financially. Some youth have no family. A severely 
troubled home life can have a damaging effect on a youth’s interest in school, ability to learn and interac-
tions with peers and teachers.

Health
Certain health issues are closely linked to some of the other roots that we have already discussed, rather 
than being roots in themselves. Examples include nutritional deficits, physical inactivity, obesity or eating 
disorders, which have links to the roots of poverty and urban design. Other health issues, such as mental 
health and substance abuse, can be viewed as direct roots of the immediate risk factors for violence involv-
ing youth, particularly alienation, impulsivity and no sense of belonging.

Mental health is an often-overlooked, but very significant, issue for youth. Of course, the majority of young 
people who experience mental health issues are not involved in violence, but the consequences for them 
and their families can be serious.

Lack of a Youth Voice
The sense that many youth already have of being alienated from society is reinforced when they do not 
have opportunities to be heard in areas that directly and immediately affect their lives. This can lead to a 
negative concept of self, a greater distrust of authority, a sense of powerlessness and a sense of exclusion 
from the broader community.

Youth and youth-led organizations are best positioned to know what will work for other youth. The ab-
sence of their voices in many areas of immediate importance to them sends a message of limited opportu-
nity as well as excluding the youth perspective from many decisions.

Lack of Economic Opportunity for Youth
There are many barriers for youth from disadvantaged communities who seek opportunities. These include 
things as simple as the lack of transportation to get to a job interview and as deeply complex as racism. 

Many youth lack role models to inspire them, or people who can help them prepare for an interview or deal 
with the early weeks on a job site. Others have been conditioned to believe they have little to offer.

Many youth are frustrated and angered by their inability to support themselves or their families. When 
these and other factors are combined with the high value our society places on economic success and 
possessions, the consequences for self-esteem and any sense of hope, opportunity, or belonging can be 
serious.

Issues in the Justice System
Over-criminalization is an issue. The excessive reliance on the justice system for minor matters that do 
not involve violence needs to be addressed. Criminalization can cause youth to see themselves as having 
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no other future and can change for the worse the way they are seen by their peers, families, schools, and 
communities. It can severely restrict both their opportunities and their own sense of those opportuni-
ties. It can lead directly to criminal associates. It can destroy hope and feed alienation.

Where it is used unwisely, the youth justice system has the potential to create risks for future violence 
rather than reducing them.

The second issue has to do with interactions between police and youth, primarily but not only youth of 
color. These interactions are often characterized by undue aggressiveness. When youth are singled out 
for attention because of their race and treated with a lack of civility, they can become alienated, lose self-
esteem and feel that they have less hope or opportunity in this society. As well, the communities of which 
they are part can lose faith in the police and can cooperate less in the resolution of crime and the main-
tenance of public safety. When this happens, the approach to policing increases rather than addresses the 
roots of violence involving youth.
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Glossary of Terms
The QTJ Planning Group and WGCAN would like to note that the following glossary should be taken as 
a work in progress. Our attempts to name and explain the various layers of violence—and resistance—
are indebted to the work of many fierce groups and individuals. This is powerful work and it is a process. 
Whenever “we” is used, other than quoting, it is meant to refer to the collaborative efforts of the QTJ Plan-
ning Group and WGCAN to define our terms.

ableism: any attitude, action or institutional structure that subordinates a person or group because of 
an actual or perceived physical, developmental or mental impairment. Disability theorist Michael Oliver 
distinguishes impairment from disability by associating impairment with bodies and minds, and disability 
with the structural oppression that denies impaired people equal access to spaces, transportation, employ-
ment, among other forms of access. Disability activist Eli Clare suggests that the distinction is not so clear-
cut but is nonetheless necessary: “Oliver’s model of disability makes theoretical and political sense but 
misses important emotional realities”1 Ableist actions are rooted in normalizing, privileging and enabling 
of specific bodies and dis-ableing others. 

adultism: any attitude, action or institutional structure that subordinates a people because of their youth 
and perceived lack of lived experience. This attitude devalues young people’s ability to make choices, deci-
sions, or to be autonomous. see also: ageism.

ageism: any attitude, action or institutional structure that subordinates people because of their age, so 
this can include adultism but is more often used to refer to discrimination against elder folks. see also: 
adultism.

allyship: an ongoing and dynamic process through which folks are committed to stepping up and sup-
porting people from communities to which they might not belong. This process demands accountability 
and transformation around personal privilege, as well as an intersectional framework so that potential al-
lies can recognize their specific forms of privilege, even along with their oppressed identities. The benefits 
include cross movement solidarity. 

anti-oppression: grounded in the continuous challenging of power and privilege and a commitment to 
understanding and recognizing interconnectedness of oppressions. We see this as the life-long work of 
recognizing the ways that oppressions play themselves out in all aspects of all of our lives.

bystander: a person who is not directly involved in a situation but could be engaged to prevent or respond 
to violence and become an ally. see also: allyship, collusion. (Generation Five)

Cissexual/cisgendered privilege and cissexism (please note that this is a working definition): terms 
meant to point to the privilege experienced, and in many cases the assumption of superiority felt, by non-
trans people. see also: transphobia.

classism: any attitude, action or institutional practice that subordinates people because of their eco-
nomic status and/or ways of being and acting that are associated with a lower class status, and as such 
this attitude contributes to maintaining economic disparities. see also: colonization and imperialism, 
neocolonialism.

1.  Eli Clare, Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness, and Liberation. Pages 5–7
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colonization and imperialism: any of the various uses of military, economic, and other forms of non 
consensual domination in which one nation or group of people takes the resources and/or labor or 
settles the land of another group of people, or any combination of these exploitative practices. Coloni-
zation and imperialism indicate different governing and political structures, but both are a part of white 
supremacy. As Andrea Smith writes, “[R]acism and white supremacy [is not] enacted in a singular fash-
ion; rather, white supremacy is constituted by separate and distinct, but still interrelated, logics.”2 see 
also: neocolonialism

collective: Generation 5 distinguishes this from a community in the sense that it requires “making explicit 
the group/community’s shared values and shared commitment to transformative action.”3 Note: the dis-
tinction between a collective and a community can be located at different spots on the continuum from 
a group sharing only the most basic commonalities to the intense, explicit articulation and processing 
around shared values. What is important is not where we draw the line in terms of which term we use; 
rather, what should be emphasized is making sure that everyone in a space knows what is meant by which-
ever term. see also: community.

collusion: Generation 5 asserts that“the most common response to violence, and those who collude may 
also have histories of violence and trauma;”4 working with or for a person or institution in perpetuating 
discrimination and/or committing violence, whether interpersonal, structural, or both. see also: bystand-
er, allyship.

community: “a group of people in relationships based on common experience, identity, geography, val-
ues, beliefs, and/or politics; often romanticized, assumed to be a cohesive group with common values/
interests”5 see also: collective.

community accountability: CARA (Communities Against Rape and Abuse) defines it as “a community-
based strategy, rather than a police/prison-based strategy, to address violence within communities...a pro-
cess in which a community —a group of friends, a family, a church, a workplace, an apartment complex, a 
neighborhood, etc.--work together [toward transformation].”6 see also: community; collective.

criminalization: the structures and procedures that implicate certain behaviors as well as identities as 
criminal, sometimes through making behaviors illegal and sometimes by unevenly distributing blame or 
unjustly using legal structures to enforce social expectations. Examples: racial profiling, laws that criminal-
ize sex work, the arrest of sex workers far more often than clients of sex workers, etc. see also: normaliza-
tion, prison industrial complex, street-based economies, “quality of life” policing.

diaspora: the condition of a group or member of that group having been exiled from their place and/or 
family of origin through colonization, imperialism, economic displacement, environmental racism, and so 
on. see also: colonization and imperialism, environmental racism.

2.  Andrea Smith, “Heteropatriarchy and the Three Pillars of White Supremacy.”
3. � Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach to Child Sexual Abuse and Other forms of Intimate and Community 

Violence, 2007, Generation Five, www.generationfive.org 
4. � Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach to Child Sexual Abuse and Other forms of Intimate and Community 

Violence, 2007, Generation Five, www.generationfive.org 
5. � Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach to Child Sexual Abuse and Other forms of Intimate and Community 

Violence, 2007, Generation Five, www.generationfive.org 
6. � “Organizing for community accountability: building safer, more peaceful, more sustainable communities,” CARA (Com-

munities Against Rape and Abuse), www.cara-seattle.org 
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environmental justice: the equitable treatment and meaningful involvement of all people of all ages, rac-
es, genders, immigration statuses, sexualities, (dis)abilities, and incomes with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies. This practice affirms 
the sacredness of the earth, ecological unity and the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free 
from ecological destruction. It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same protection from environ-
mental and health hazards and equal access to the decision-making process to have a healthy environment 
in which to live, learn, pray, and work.

environmental racism: practices that organize the globe and more local settings in such a way that people 
of color are displaced by “natural disasters” or through violence so that white people can inhabit and use 
the resources of those environmentally viable, farm-able, etc. areas that remain. These practices also in-
clude forcing indigenous people onto reservations, dumping various kinds of waste created by whiter or 
more wealthy communities in poorer communities and communities of color, as well as the privatization 
of lands. see also: white supremacy.

fatphobia: the persistent attempts to associate fat bodies and bodies that do not fit norms of thinness with 
ill health, overeating, laziness, and other stereotypes. The medical industry, aided by the media, is particu-
larly responsible for creating and maintaining these associations. Examples: Disney/Pixar’s Wall-E.

harm reduction: a framework and practice that seeks to decriminalize and depathologize things that 
people do to survive, whether economically, emotionally, etc. This framework recognizes the realities that 
poverty, class, racism, social isolation, past trauma, discrimination and other social inequalities affect vul-
nerability to, and capacity for, effectively dealing with harms related to drug use and other survival strate-
gies. These practices are centered around self-determination as well as education and resources with the 
goal of reducing harm as much as possible. As Shira Hassan has suggested in harm reduction workshops, 
a “buffet” of options is offered without enforcing the standard institutional and legal “trade-offs” in which 
people must quit certain survival behaviors in order to receive services and information. Harm reduction 
insists that health care, healing, housing, happiness, beautiful relationships, and empowerment are a HU-
MAN right—not just for the sober, abstinent, and those who leave unhealthy relationships, the sex trade, 
or other street economies. Examples include needle exchanges, workshops around safer drug use and safer 
sex, etc.7 see also: trauma-informed

heterosexism: set of practices and beliefs that apply negative attitudes and discrimination to queer rela-
tionships. Supports and normalizes the notion that all people are heterosexual and only legitimates those 
relationships that are made up of two “opposite” sex people. Example: “I saw this couple the other day and 
the man said blah and then the woman said blah…” see also: homophobia.

homophobia: the individual, societal, and institutional fear, hatred and systemic oppression of people 
whose sexual identity or sexual behaviors do not conform to heterosexual or straight norms. see also: 
heterosexism.

identity-based violence: interpersonal and/ or institutional and state violence that targets people be-
cause of their identities or perceived identities. This includes racial and gender profiling, border patrols, 
hate crimes, hate speech and harassment, and rape and sexual assault perpetrated against women, trans-
gender and gender nonconforming, and disabled people and people of color. see also: white supremacy, 
criminalization.

7.  Taken from Shira Hassan’s Harm Reduction workshops.
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imperialism (see colonization and imperialism)

interpersonal violence: Interpersonal violence includes various forms of violence that occurs between 
people in non-intimate relationships, usually in places of employment, community networks or institu-
tions, or activist circles.

intimate partner violence: (please note that this is a working definition, with reference to INCITE! 
Women of Color Against Violence) acts of abuse or harm or pattern of power and control exercised by one 
person over another within an intimate relationship (such as people who are dating, living together, mar-
ried, formerly in a relationship, heterosexual or queer).

This can include: 

Physical abuse including threats and threats to harm others, pets, or self•	

Verbal abuse•	

Emotional abuse•	

Isolation•	

Sexual abuse/assault•	

Economic/financial abuse•	

Threats or use of other systems of oppression to gain power/control such as •	 INS, queer outting, etc.8

industrial complex: a complicated network of government, corporate, and social institutions that col-
laborate in order to consolidate power and resources within that network. see also: military industrial 
complex, nonprofit industrial complex, prison industrial complex

INS/USCIS: formerly Immigration and Naturalization Services, now U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services. 

military industrial complex: the relationships between a military itself and corporate and social institu-
tions that collaborate in order to consolidate power and resources within the military and to continuously 
extend its role in everyday life, if very differently for different people. Examples of the military industrial 
complex at work include the stockpiling of weapons in times of “peace,” the privatization of otherwise 
military tasks so that they are now undertaken by “civilian” companies (i.e. Blackwater), the recruitment 
of low-income youth and youth of color in cities in their public high schools, and corporations’ and stock 
holders’ monetary benefits from war and military spending (i.e. Leo Burnett).

multi-nationalism: the mentality and ever increasing ‘first-world’ practice of having operations, subsid-
iaries, or investments in more than two countries, usually global south or ‘third-world’ countries. see also: 
globalization, neocolonialism, colonization and imperialism

neocolonialism: a term meant to correct the idea that the world is now “post-colonial,” that colonization and 
imperialism have ended, and arguing that these have simply taken on somewhat different forms or are cov-
ered over by “embedded” reporting and other strategies of erasing the power relations at work. Many thinkers 

8.  “Gender Oppression, Abuse, Violence: Community Accountability within the People of Color Progressive Movement,” 
July 2005, and Report from INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence Ad-Hoc Community Accountability Working Group 
Meeting, 2004, www.incite-national.org 
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and activists have suggested that globalization is one aspect of neocolonialism; for instance, as a practice it 
establishes relationships of economic dependence wherein third world and global south communities are 
exploited by the so-called first world, and the military powers of first world interests reinforce these relation-
ships through violence. see also: multi-nationalism, globalization, colonization and imperialism

nonprofit industrial complex (NPIC): A system of relationships between: the State (or local and federal 
governments); the owning classes; and foundations and non-profit/NGO social service & social justice 
organizations, that results in the surveillance, control, derailment, and everyday management of political 
movements. The state uses non-profits to: monitor and control social justice movements; divert public 
monies into private hands through foundations; manage and control dissent in order to make the world 
safe for capitalism; redirect activist energies into career-based modes of organizing instead of mass-based 
organizing capable of actually transforming society; allow corporations to mask their exploitative and co-
lonial work practices through “philanthropic” work; encourage social movements to model themselves 
after capitalist structures rather than to challenge them. see also: professionalization

prison industrial complex (PIC): CARA (Communities Against Rape and Abuse) defines it as “a 
massive multi-billion dollar industry that promotes the exponential expansion of prisons, jails, immigrant 
detention centers, and juvenile detention centers. The PIC is represented by corporations that profit from 
incarceration, politicians who target people of color so that they appear to be “tough on crime,” and the 
media that represents a slanted view of how crime looks in our communities. In order to survive, the PIC 
uses propaganda to convince the public how much we need prisons; uses public support to strengthen 
harmful law-and-order agendas such as the “War on Drugs” and the “War on Terrorism”; uses these agen-
das to justify imprisoning disenfranchised people of color, poor people, and people with disabilities; lever-
ages the resulting increasing rate of incarceration for prison-related corporate investments (construction, 
maintenance, goods and services); pockets the profit; and uses profit to create more propaganda.”9 see 
also: criminalization, street-based economies, “quality of life” policing

professionalization: the increasing trend toward taking strategies of prevention, intervention, and heal-
ing away from communities and putting it in the hands of professional and state organizations, as well as 
encouraging those who want to end violence to get professional degrees in order to do so. see also: non-
profit industrial complex (NPIC)

“quality of life” policing: INCITE!: Women of Color Against Violence define it as “a practice of heav-
ily policing a number of normally non-criminal activities such as congregating and/or drinking in public 
spaces, as well as minor offenses such as graffiti, public urination, panhandling, littering, and unlicensed 
street vending in public spaces because, the argument goes, if left unchecked, they will lead to an explo-
sion of serious crime. Targets women and trans people of color who are the most marginalized, including 
street-based sex workers, homeless people, people with mental illness, and people with a drug addiction, 
or women and trans people of color who are profiled as such by police.”10 

reproductive justice: the complete physical, mental, spiritual, political, social and economic well-being of 
individuals, based on the full achievement and protection of human rights. This framework analyzes how 
the ability for any person to determine the state of their organs and body is linked to the conditions of their 
community – and these conditions are not just a matter of individual choice and access. It addresses the 

  9. � Making Connections: the Anti-Violence Movement Actively Resisting the Prison Industrial Complex 
CARA (Communities Against Rape and Abuse), www.cara-seattle.org

10.  INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence website, http://www.incite-national.org/index.php?s=107 
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social reality of inequality, specifically, the inequality of opportunities that we have to control our physical 
and reproductive destinies. 

resilience: the ability to holistically (mind, body, spirit, land and relationship) respond to and renew our-
selves during and after trauma. It is the ability to shift ourselves from an automatic survival response to a 
more calm, connected and cohesive place, being able to imagine positive possibilities for the future. We are 
fundamentally resilient and creative beings. 

restorative justice: a model that aims to repair intimate relationships and community bonds that have 
been damaged by interpersonal violence. This approach, which originated in indigenous communities, 
seeks to activate the community to regain balance through shared values and systems of accountability. 
This model sometimes partners with police and state systems to achieve justice. 

sexism: any institutionally-supported attitude or action that subordinates a people because of their per-
ceived sex or perceived gender. 

sex trade: any form of being sexual (or the idea of being sexual) in exchange for money, gifts, safety, drugs, 
hormones or survival needs like housing, food, clothes, or immigration and documentation; also includes 
individuals who are trafficked, sold for sex through family and pimps or are ritual abuse survivors. The sex 
trades affects people from all backgrounds. (Young Women’s Empowerment Project)

street economy (please note that this is a working definition): any functional economy, based in buying, 
selling, and/or trading, that is not institutionally and state supported. Examples: many forms of the sex 
trade, the drug trade, creative documentation for officially undocumented people. see also: “quality of 
life” policing, the prison industrial complex (PIC), the state.

the state: “the central organizer of violence which oppresses women of color and our communities”, ac-
cording to the INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence “Principles of Unity.”11 The state includes the 
prison industrial complex (PIC), INS/USCIS, the military industrial complex, etc., and collaborates with 
the nonprofit industrial complex (NPIC), multinationalism, and other structures to extend its control 
in our everyday lives.

transformative justice: Generation 5 asserts: “Transformative Justice responds to the lack of—and the 
critical need for—a liberatory approach to violence. A liberatory approach seeks safety and accountabil-
ity without relying on alienation, punishment, or State or systemic violence, including incarceration and 
policing.”12 TJ is premised on the idea that “individual justice and collective liberation are equally impor-
tant, mutually supportive, and fundamentally intertwine—the achievement of one is impossible without 
the achievement of the other” (Toward Transformative Justice, Generation Five, June 2007).

transphobia: the individual, societal, and/or institutional fear, hatred and systemic oppression of people 
whose gender identity and/or expression does not conform to binary gender roles. These roles are as-
signed at birth and are conflated with the binary sex system.

trauma-informed: Critical Resistance asserts, “We use the word ‘trauma’ to describe experiences that 
threaten the physical, emotional, psychological and/or spiritual integrity of a person thereby harmfully 
11.  INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence website, http://www.incite-national.org
12. � Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach to Child Sexual Abuse and Other forms of Intimate and Community Vio-

lence, 2007, Generation Five. www.generationfive.org 
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impacting people in ways that last long after the experience is over.”13 Many of the community account-
ability and transformative justice groups and projects that we admire emphasize seeing the humanity in 
all parties involved in a violent situation; we see trauma-informed approaches as a way to intentionally 
recognize that violence and trauma are pervasive, that we are complicit in it, and that people can change, 
heal and transform from their experiences of trauma, finding new ways to respond that aren’t based in ag-
gression and exploitation. see also: harm reduction

white supremacy: an historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of exploitation and oppression 
of continents, nations, and peoples of color by white peoples and nations of Western European, for the 
purpose of maintaining and defending systems of wealth, power, and privilege.14

xenophobia: literally means “fear of the foreigner”. The individual, societal, and/or institutional fear, ha-
tred, and systemic oppression of people whose nation of birth, culture, documentation status, and/or lan-
guage, among other factors, are different than the perceived norms or essence of a place.

Sources
Toward Transformative Justice: A Liberatory Approach to Child Sexual Abuse and Other forms of Intimate and 
Community Violence, 2007, Generation Five. www.generationfive.org

Critical Resistance, CR-10 Conference, 2008, www.criticalresistance.org 

Elizabeth Martinez, www.prisonactivist.org/archive/cws/betita.html

Eli Clare, Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness, and Liberation.

INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence website, http://www.incite-national.org

Making Connections: the Anti-Violence Movement Actively Resisting the Prison Industrial Complex 
CARA (Communities Against Rape and Abuse), www.cara-seattle.org

“Gender Oppression, Abuse, Violence: Community Accountability within the People of Color Progres-
sive Movement,” July 2005, and Report from INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence Ad-Hoc Com-
munity Accountability Working Group Meeting, 2004, www.incite-national.org

Andrea Smith, “Heteropatriarchy and the Three Pillars of White Supremacy.”

13.  Critical Resistance 10 Conference, 2008, www.criticalresistance.org
14.  Elizabeth Martinez, www.prisonactivist.org/archive/cws/betita.html 
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Results of the National Survey of 
Children’s Exposure to Violence 

(October 2009)

The National Survey of Children’s Exposure to Violence (NatSCEV) is the most comprehensive nation-
wide survey of the incidence and prevalence of children’s exposure to violence to date. It was sponsored by 
the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) and supported by the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC). Conducted between January and May 2008, it measured the past-
year and lifetime exposure to violence for children age 17 and younger across several major categories: 
conventional crime, child maltreatment, victimization by peers and siblings, sexual victimization, witness-
ing and indirect victimization (including exposure to community violence and family violence), school 
violence and threats, and internet victimization. This survey is the first comprehensive attempt to measure 
children’s exposure to violence in the home, school, and community across all age groups from birth to age 
17, and the first attempt to measure the cumulative exposure to violence over the child’s lifetime.

The survey confirms that most of our society’s children are exposed to violence in their daily lives.

More than 60 percent of the children surveyed were exposed to violence within the past year, either •	
directly or indirectly (i.e., as a witness to a violent act; by learning of a violent act against a family 
member neighbor, or close friend; or from a threat against their home or school).

Nearly one-half of the children and adolescents surveyed (46.3 percent) were assaulted at least once in •	
the past year, and more than 1 in 10 (10.2 percent) were injured in an assault.

1 in 4 (24.6 percent) were victims of robbery, vandalism, or threat.•	

1 in 10 (10.2 percent) suffered from child maltreatment (including physical and emotional abuse, •	
neglect, or a family abduction).

1 in 16 (6.1 percent) were victimized sexually.•	

More than 1 in 4 (25.3 percent) witnessed a violent act.•	

Nearly 1 in 10 (9.8 percent) saw one family member assault another.•	

Multiple victimizations were common: more than one-third (38.7 percent) experienced 2 or more di-•	
rect victimizations in the previous year, more than 1 in 10 (10.9 percent) experienced 5 or more direct 
victimizations in the previous year, and more than 1 in 75 (1.4 percent) experienced 10 or more direct 
victimizations in the previous year.

Nearly one in five girls ages 14 to 17 (18.7 percent) had been the victim of a sexual assault or attempt-•	
ed sexual assault, and more than one-third of all 14–17 year-olds had seen a parent assaulted.

Physical Assault

Nearly one-half (46.3 percent) of all the children surveyed were physically assaulted within the previ-•	
ous year, and more than one-half (56.7 percent) had been assaulted during their lifetime. Physical 
assaults are extremely common across the entire span of childhood and peak during middle childhood 
and peak during middle childhood.
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The past-year incidence of assault is 50.2 percent for boys and 42.1 percent for girls.•	

The lifetime incidence of assault is 60.3 percent for boys and 52.9 percent for girls.•	

Bullying

Overall, 13.2 percent of those surveyed reported having been physically bullied within the past year, and •	
more than one in five (21.6 percent) reported having been physically bullied during their lifetimes.

About 1 in 5 children (19.7 percent) reported having been teased or emotionally bullied in the previ-•	
ous year and nearly 3 in 10 reported having been teased or emotionally bullied in their lifetime.

5.6 percent of youth ages 14-17 reported internet harassment within the past year and 7.9 percent dur-•	
ing their lifetimes.

Girls were more likely to be victims of Internet harassment than boys.•	

For lifetime rates of emotional bullying, girls reported more cumulative exposure than boys.•	

Sexual Victimization

Overall, 6.1 percent of all children surveyed had been sexually victimized in the past year and nearly 1 •	
in 10 (9.8 percent) over their lifetimes.

Adolescents ages 14–17 were by far the most likely to be sexually victimized; nearly one in six (16.3 •	
percent) was sexually victimized in the past year, and more than one in four (27.3 percent) had been 
sexually victimized during their lifetimes. The most common forms of sexual victimization were flash-
ing or exposure by a peer, sexual harassment, and sexual assault.

Girls were more likely than boys to be sexually victimized: 7.4 percent of girls reported a sexual vic-•	
timization within the past year, and nearly one in eight (12.2 percent) reported being sexually victim-
ized during their lifetimes. Girls ages 14 to 17 had the highest rates of sexual victimization: 7.9 percent 
were victims of sexual assault in the past year and 18.7 percent during their lifetimes.

Child Maltreatment

Overall, more than 1 in 10 children surveyed (10.2 percent) suffered some form of maltreatment (in-•	
cluding physical abuse other than sexual assault, psychological or emotional abuse, child neglect, and 
custodial interference) during the past year an nearly 1 in 5 (18.6%) during their lifetimes.

Patterns of child maltreatment were similar for girls and boys with the exception of psychological or •	
emotional abuse, the incidence of which was somewhat higher for girls than for boys. 

Rates of sexual assault by a known adult (not limited to caregivers) were also higher for girls than for •	
boys, in a pattern that was similar to other forms of sexual victimization.

Witnessing and Indirect Exposure to Violence

NatSCEV found that witnessing violence was a common occurrence for children, particularly as they •	
grew older.
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Overall, more than one-quarter of children surveyed (25.3 percent) had witnessed violence in their •	
homes, schools, and communities during the past year; and more than one-third (37.8 percent) had 
witnessed violence against another person during their lifetimes.

Over the course of their lifetimes, boys overall were slightly more likely than girls to witness violence •	
(40.1 percent of boys and 35.4 percent of girls). Boys were more likely to witness violence in the com-
munity, murder, and shootings both in the past year and during their lifetimes. There were no gender 
differences in witnessing family violence.

Multiple and Cumulative Victimizations

A large proportion of children surveyed (38.7 percent) reported more than one direct victimization (a •	
victimization directed toward the child, as opposed to an incident that the child witnessed, heard, or 
was otherwise exposed to) within the previous year.

Of those who reported any direct victimization, nearly two-thirds (64.5 percent) reported more than •	
one. 

Implications

The findings of the NatSCEV study confirm that for many children in the United States, violence is a •	
frequent occurrence.

More needs to be understood about how exposure to individual episodes of violence, repeated expo-•	
sure to violence, and multiple types of exposure affect children and families.

This study’s findings confirm that more needs to be done at all levels of policy and practice to reach •	
across disciplines to identify children at risk from exposure to violence and to coordinate the delivery 
of services to these children.

Source—Children’s Exposure to Violence: A Comprehensive National Survey by David Finkelhor et al. (Oc-
tober 2009)—www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ojjdp
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Tips for Facilitating Small Groups
Have people sit in a circle:•	  This allows everyone to see one another.

Introductions:•	  People should introduce themselves and say one thing they have learned so far that 
they did not expect to learn (as time allows).

Equal Time Sharing:•	  After introductions, take the remaining time allotted for small group work, 
subtract 8 minutes for wrap up conversation and appreciations, and divide by the number of people in 
the group. This gives each person in the group a certain amount of time to speak. Have someone keep 
time.

Don’t Interrupt:•	  As each person speaks, all others in the group should be attentive and listen with-
out interruption. If anyone should begin to interrupt, quietly ask them to wait their turn and tell the 
person speaking to continue. 

Appreciate:•	  After each person speaks, invite people to share appreciations or positive responses to 
what the speaker has said. Then move onto the next person.

Wrap up:•	  Use the final 5 minutes for wrap up conversation where everyone discusses the topic and 
shares any group appreciations.

Practice good listening skills:•	

Be attentive to the speaker•	

Respect everyone in the group•	

Openly appreciate people•	

Accept the opinions and feelings of others•	

Offer physical reassurance when appropriate•	

Do not judge•	

Listen more, offer advice less•	

Make eye contact•	

Everything said is confidential•	

(Developed from YouthBuild USA’s Youth Leadership Development Material)

TIPS FOR BRAINSTORMING
How to brainstorm.

Let the answers flow:•	  Once the brainstorm question is posed, allow yourself to say any answers that 
come to mind. Brainstorming is all about unclogging our thought processes and not censoring our 
ideas because we think they might be wrong.

Respect everyone’s ideas:•	  No one in the group will make fun of or dismiss your ideas during a 
brainstorm. This is meant to be a process full of answers that you don’t necessarily use, - saying these 
answers out loud allows you to play off of them and come up with whole new ideas.

Repeating is okay:•	  Even if you think your idea has already been said, don’t be afraid to reiterate it or 
say it a little differently. 

Answer now, evaluate later:•	  Wait until the entire group is done with the brainstorm before you start 
to evaluate it. While the brainstorm is going on, just focus on saying what you think.
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Why brainstorm?

Free thinking: •	 Brainstorming allows you to run with your ideas, to free associate, and let new 
thoughts flow.

Group building: •	 Brainstorming gets a group thinking together. People play off of one another’s ideas. 

Everyone contributes:•	  Brainstorming gives everyone a chance to speak. People who are shy or more 
inhibited, can speak out in the group without fear of judgment.

Cooperative product:•	  Brainstorming produces a list of ideas that don’t belong to any one person. 
They belong to the entire group. 
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Principles for Allies  
to Young People

Items on this list might remind you of you at your best. Think of yourself at your best and briefly describe 
instances when you have followed several of the below principles.

SUPPORTING YOURSELF AND OTHER ADULTS
Take pride in being an adult. Enjoy the age you are. Consider the things you really like about adulthood. 
We have to enjoy our own lives before we can help others with theirs.

Recognize that just being an adult can be intimidating. It’s not your fault, but the simple fact that you 
are an adult can intimidate many young people. To be a good ally, you need to recognize the power differ-
ence between your group and the one you want to help. Since adults do often have the upper hand, it is 
important to know when to be quiet and let young people have their say.

Spread the word. You can talk about it. You can print it. You can yell from the rooftops! Just let people know 
that youth have great insights and that they should be at the center of our communities and our lives.

Organize other adults. Arrange workshops, retreats, and other gatherings for adults to learn about youth 
as decision makers. Be sure to consult with young people for guidance in the process.

Collaborate with other adults. Work together on behalf of young people. Move past the drive to com-
pete. Allies can be much more effective if they collaborate and build on one another’s strengths.

Stop adultism. Adultism is the negative stereotyping of young people. When you see it in action, take a 
stand against it. This means both within institutions and among individuals. The idea of speaking up can be 
frightening, but if you do it with concern and respect, people will generally be receptive.
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SUPPORTING YOUNG PEOPLE
Remember your younger years. Adults seldom take time to remember their teen years. When supporting 
young people though, try to remember the challenges, joys, concerns, and interests you had at their age.

Be a committed part of young people’s lives. Earn the trust and friendship of young people by being a 
stable and constant part of their lives.

Remind youth of their importance. Help young people remember that their involvement is both impor-
tant and achievable. Because they are dismissed so frequently, they sometimes forget just how much they 
know—it helps to just point out young people’s successes.

Hold high expectations of young people. Expect the young people with whom you work to have respect 
for themselves and one another. They should be proud and confident in their thinking.

Help youth support one another. Sometimes the best support a young person can have is from another 
young person, but they don’t always know this. Because young people have learned to distrust themselves 
they have also learned to distrust their peers.

Be a guide not a boss. When working with young people, adults tend to run to polar extremes. Adults 
often either try to control everything, or they become too permissive, leaving every decision to young 
people. It’s a balancing act. Be careful to guide young people without taking control.

(Developed by Youth On Board)
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About the Contributors
Lulua Al-Osaimi (School of the Art Institute) 
“I am currently in my last semester at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and will be receiving my 
Bachelors in Fine Arts with an Emphasis in Art Education in May 2010. I have designed and painted a mu-
ral at Suder Montessori School about cultural diversity and unity on the west side of Chicago and recently 
displayed a social justice art lesson plan at the 9th annual Chicago Area Teaching for Social Justice Cur-
riculum Fair. I am active in my hometown Minneapolis’s community art outreach programs including Free 
Arts Minnesota and continue to use my voice as a spoken word artist and painter in my personal practice. 
I am currently finding a balance as well as creating a hybrid between my work as a cultural producer and 
social justice educator. I believe it is important for me as an educator in the arts to create lesson plans based 
on social justice issues. In the words of Ghandi, “You must be the change you wish to see in the world”, and 
through my educational practice I hope to be this change.”

Curriculum Contribution: Shoot Em’ Up: Cultural Genocide of Youth

All Stars Project of Chicago  
(David Cherry, Dr. Bonny Gildin, & Dr. Carrie Lobman) 
(ASP) is a non-partisan, non-profit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to promoting human development 
through the use of an innovative performance-based model. The ASP creates outside of school, educa-
tional and performing arts activities for thousands of poor and minority young people. It sponsors com-
munity and experimental theatre, develops leadership training and pursues volunteer initiatives that build 
and strengthen communities.

The ASP actively promotes supplementary education and the performance learning model in academic 
and civic areas. www.allstars.org

David Cherry is the director of the All Stars Project of Chicago. Bonny Gildin, Ph.D. is vice president of the 
All Stars Project, Inc,, and Carrie Lobman, Ed.D., is Associate Professor, Graduate School of Education, 
Rutgers University.

Curriculum Contribution: Exploring the Roots of and Community Responses to Violence: A 
Youth Action-Research Project

American Friends Service Committee
The American Friends Service Committee is a practical expression of the faith of the Religious Society 
of Friends (Quakers). Committed to the principles of nonviolence and justice, it seeks in its work and wit-
ness to draw on the transforming power of love, human and divine.

Curriculum Contribution: Why We Fight – War & Militarism

Beyondmedia Education
Beyondmedia Education’s mission is to collaborate with under-served and under-represented women, 
youth and communities to tell their stories, connect their stories to the world around us, and organize for 
social justice through the creation and distribution of media arts. www.beyondmedia.org. 

Curriculum Contribution: Media Literacy and Violence
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Gender JUST 
Gender JUST (Gender Justice United for Societal Transformation) is a multi-racial, multi-ethnic, 
and multi-generational grassroots organization of Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender, Queer, Allied, 
and Gender-Non-Conforming (LGBTQAGNC) young people, LGBTQAGNC people of color, and 
LGBTQAGNC grassroots folks developing leadership and building power through organizing.

The goals of Gender JUST are to hold LGBTQA communities accountable around race, class, gender, 
age, religion, disability, size, and all factors necessary for a multi-dimensional and powerful movement 
& to move the LGBTQA struggles forward by organizing through a racial, economic, and gender justice 
framework. 

Gender JUST organizes around the call for a world where all races, classes, sexual orientations, and gender 
identities are free to express their gender and sexuality, without institutional barriers, economic or legal 
consequences, or fear of repercussion. 

As the struggle for racial justice, economic justice, and gender justice are intricately connected, Gender JUST 
believes that you cannot fight against sexual and gender oppression without fighting against racism, poverty, 
and all oppression. Because of this, it is especially important for Gender JUST to fight against racism, clas-
sism, sexism, ageism, ableism, and sizeism within LGBTQAGNC communities. www.genderjust.org. 

Curriculum Contribution: The Roots of Heterosexism

IndyKids
IndyKids is a free newspaper and teaching tool that aims to inform children on current news and world 
events from a progressive perspective and to inspire a passion for social justice and learning. It is geared 
toward kids in grades 4 to 8 and high school English Language Learners. IndyKids is produced five times 
during the school year.

IndyKids believes that it is the people, through grassroots organizations and movement-building, who 
make social change. We believe that kids understand what is happening around them and the truth does 
not have to be sanitized.  IndyKids aims to engage young kids to understand that they can form their own 
opinions and become part of the larger movement for justice and peace. www.indykids.net. 

Curriculum Contribution: Locked Up

Brad Hug & Derek Funk
Brad Hug is a senior English major at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. Derek Funk is a senior Eng-
lish Education major at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln.

Curriculum Contribution: The Youth, the Media, and Violence

Mariame Kaba
Mariame Kaba (Project NIA, Chicago Freedom School, YWAT) is the founder and director of Project 
NIA. She is a community activist and organizer who serves in a number of volunteer capacities. She is a co-
founder and adult ally of the Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team (www.youngwomensactionteam.org). 
Mariame is a co-founder and board chair of the Chicago Freedom School (www.chicagofreedomschool.org). 
Mariame has served on the advisory boards of a number of local and national organizations including the 
Young Women’s Empowerment Project (www.youarepriceless.org), Women & Girls Collective Action Network 
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(www.womenandgirlscan.org), and Power House Charter High School to name a few. She is currently on the 
advisory board of the Education for Liberation Network (www.edliberation.org). Mariame has contributed 
several lesson plans and curriculum units to this guide.

Curriculum Contributions: 
Understanding Oppression (short and long version)
Power and Violence
It’s Not Just One Thing: Young Women’s Oppression and Liberation – with YWAT
Tommy’s Story: Understanding the Roots of Violence
Youth Homicide in Chicago
Media Violence: Beyond Beats & Rhymes (adapted)
Plantations and Penitentiaries: The Prison Industrial Complex
Gangs and Violence: Historical Context and Root Causes
The Columbine School Shootings: A Rare but Important Event
Police Violence: Fear & Loathing among Youth of Color
American Casino: Economic Violence in the U.S.
Activity in Why We Fight: War & Militarism
The Usual Suspects
Something is Wrong: Why Did Derrion Die? with Cyriac Mathew

Mikva Challenge
Mikva Challenge develops the next generation of civic leaders, activists and policy-makers. We do this by 
providing young people with opportunities to actively participate in the political process, because we believe 
that the best way to learn leadership and to learn democracy is to experience both. www.mikvachallenge.org. 

Curriculum Contributions: 
Roots of Violence and Ecological Model Activity
Asset Mapping Our Communities
Survey Your Community
Research through Interviews
Know Your Options
Why Should I Care?

J. Cyriac Mathew (Uplift Academy)
Cyriac is a social studies teacher at Uplift Community High School in Uptown, Chicago.

Curriculum Contributions: 
Something is Wrong: Why Did Derrion Die?
Interpersonal and Systemic Violence Activity 

Kiran Nigam 
Kiran Nigam is a freelance anti-oppression trainer and is an organizer for the US Social Forum, to be held 
in Detroit, June 2010. Previously she was a high school teacher at a democratically run school for K-12 
youth.

Curriculum Contribution:
Personal Timeline of Violence in the Lives of Young People
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Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team (YWAT)
The YWAT grew out of the efforts of young women who expressed concern about the rampant street 
violence and harassment in their neighborhood in 2003. The YWAT is a youth-led, adult-supported social 
change project that empowers women to take action on issues that affect their lives (particularly issues of 
violence against girls and young women). The YWAT believes that girls and young women should be free 
from violence. We believe that through collective action, consciousness-raising, and organizing we can end 
violence against girls and young women. www.youngwomensactionteam.org. 

Curriculum Contribution: 
It’s Not Just One Thing: Young Women’s Oppression and Liberation

Melissa Spatz (Chicago Taskforce on Violence against Girls  
and Young Women)
Melissa Spatz is a Chicago-based writer and organizer.   She was the founding director of the Women & 
Girls Collective Action Network, a center for leadership, training and action around issues that matter to 
women and girls; and has worked as a legal services attorney and community organizer for 20 years. Melis-
sa is a co-founder of the Chicago Freedom School. She is currently co-coordinator of the Chicago Taskforce 
on Violence against Girls & Young Women.

Curriculum Contributions: 
Baby at the Door Steps – Taking Action to Address Social Problems
Activity in Why We Fight: War & Militarism

About the Editors
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completed. Mariame, Cyriac, and Nathan are grateful to everyone who contributed to this project.

Nathan Haines teaches history at UPLIFT Community High School in Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood. 
He is married with one daughter. His life objective as a teacher is to ally with students in the liberating 
struggle against oppression. He hopes to help students develop critical consciousness about the world and 
a hopeful commitment to activism for greater social justice.

Mariame Kaba (Project NIA, Chicago Freedom School, YWAT)—Mariame is the founder and director of 
Project NIA. She is a community activist and organizer who serves in a number of volunteer capacities. She 
is a co-founder and adult ally of the Rogers Park Young Women’s Action Team (www.youngwomensactionteam.
org). Mariame is a co-founder and board chair of the Chicago Freedom School (www.chicagofreedomschool.
org). Mariame has also served on the advisory boards of a number of local and national organizations in-
cluding the Young Women’s Empowerment Project (www.youarepriceless.org), Women & Girls Collective Action 
Network (www.womenandgirlscan.org), and Power House Charter High School to name a few. She is currently 
on the advisory board of the Education for Liberation Network (www.edliberation.org).

J. Cyriac Mathew is a social studies teacher at Uplift Community High School in Uptown, Chicago.

Caitlin Ostrow is a student in the Master of Arts in Teaching program at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago. She is a former production editor and layout artist at an educational publishing company.
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About the Sponsoring Organizations
The Chicago Freedom School provides a space where young people and adult allies can study the work of 
past movements, deepen their understanding of current social problem, build new coalitions and develop 
strategies for change. We support new generations of critical and independent thinking young people who 
use their unique experiences and power to create a just world. www.chicagofreedomschool.org 

Project NIA helps communities develop support networks for youth who are at risk of or have already been 
impacted by the juvenile justice system. Through community engagement, education, participatory action 
research, and capacity-building, Project NIA facilitates the creation of community-focused responses to 
violence and crime. www.project-nia.org

Teachers for Social Justice Chicago (TSJ) was formed in 1999 to provide a space for progressive teach-
ers to organize and impact education policy. Since that time, TSJ has worked with parents, students, and 
community members and organizations to fight for education that is pro-justice, anti-racist, multicultural, 
participatory, and active. www.teachersforjustice.org 




