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Having Difficult Conversations on Race  
Randy Best, Leader, Ethical Humanist Society of the Triangle 
 
One social justice activity that you can engage in is initiating a difficult conversation on contemporary American 

racism and white privilege.  As the Leader of the Ethical Humanist Society of the Triangle, I both engage in, and 

guide my members through, conversations on race. 

 

Contemporary America tends to place people in categories, racial and otherwise. I am identified as a white person.  

Despite my whiteness, I make an effort to try to understand things from non-white perspectives.  This is necessary 

to see outside of my own limited view and to understand my experience in a diverse society. These non-white 

voices, and voices from white people concerned about the problem of American racism, inform my perspective. 

 

I am a white person interested in initiating a conversation with my society members about contemporary American 

racism and white privilege.  These can be sensitive topics.  I often confront denials of racism, failure to recognize 

white privilege, and disagreement around whether or not we live in a society with institutionalized, structural 

racism.  Sometimes I find myself speaking with those who are unaware of the ideas of structural racism or white 

privilege.  Others do not believe that racism exists in contemporary society.  How do you hold a difficult 

conversation on a sensitive subject with those who may not agree with you? 

 

There is not one approach that works with everyone in every circumstance. I do have some suggestions that may 

help you engage in difficult conversations. 
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a) Speak for yourself from your own experience – “I statements” and personalizing your experience and 

understanding of racism includes you in the problem. 

 

b) Be Honest – about your own role and complicity in American Society’s racial construct.   

 

c) Take Responsibility – although you did not cause racism, you can still take responsibility for changing the 

system. 

 

d) Exposure is Success – you may not always succeed in persuading others to accept your understanding of racism 

and white privilege, but you may expose them to new ideas, provoking thoughts that may lead them to change their 

views.  Having a conversation is, in and of itself, an achievement. 

 

I began this conversation with a blog posting on my society’s website.  I posted personal statements on racism and 

white privilege and got a discussion going.  Many of my members disagreed with part or even all of what I had to 

say.  Rather than being frustrated by this lack of agreement, I see it as a necessary first step in an on-going dialogue.  

“Approaches to Racism” will be the central theme of several workshops at the AEU Assembly next July.  I look 

forward to sharing, teaching, and learning at the next Assembly. 

 

Links to my blogs on racism are included below.  I hope that they may encourage you to strike up a conversation of 

your own. 

http://ncethicalsociety.org/i-am-a-racist/ 

http://ncethicalsociety.org/taking-on-the-sins-of-the-fathers/  (an opposing view) 

http://ncethicalsociety.org/taking-responsibility-for-racism/ 

 

 

 

Encampment for Citizenship Lives Again!  
Anne Klaeysen, Leader, New York Society for Ethical Culture 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leader Anne Klaeysen  

with youth and adult 

leaders of July 2015 

Encampment  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Encampment for Citizenship (EFC) was founded in 1946 by Algernon D. Black, a leader of the New York 

Society for Ethical Culture (NYSEC), and Alice K. Pollitzer, a prominent civic leader, as an opportunity for “young 

adults of many religious, racial, social and national backgrounds” to learn “the principles and techniques of 

citizenship… through lived experience.” Al Black was inspired by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and 

American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), but thought those programs lacked diversity and didn’t explore the 

meaning of democracy enough for a lasting impact. The Encampment was founded on the core idea that young 

http://ncethicalsociety.org/i-am-a-racist/
http://ncethicalsociety.org/taking-on-the-sins-of-the-fathers/
http://ncethicalsociety.org/taking-responsibility-for-racism/
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people can be a positive force in their communities if they 

develop critical thinking skills, youth activism, leadership 

qualities and the courage to break free from stereotypes. 

 

Eleanor Roosevelt, a long-time chair of the EFC board of 

sponsors, was an early supporter of the program and often 

hosted the entire Encampment for discussions and workshops at 

her Hyde Park estate. When the program was attacked by 

McCarthyite forces in the early 1950s, she defended it 

vigorously: “The reason I think these Encampments are so 

important is that they are attended by citizens of different races 

and groups. They prepare people for thinking in terms of all 

people and not in terms of a selected few. Not only we in the 

U.S., but people all over the world, need young people trained to 

be good citizens with an ability to think with an open mind.” 

 

Today, the Encampment continues to prepare young people (16-

18 years old) to be informed, responsible and effective global 

citizens through experiential learning and through living in a 

diverse, democratic community. Leader Anne Klaeysen has 

been invited to serve on EFC's board and is co-hosting a 

fundraising event at NYSEC on Friday, November 20.  See box 

and attend! 

 

 

 

Updates from New York  
Anne Klaeysen, Leader, New York Society for Ethical Culture 
 

 

 Pink Out Rally for Planned Parenthood 
 

 

 

 

 

NYSEC members: 

Ana Gris Sandoval,  

Carol VanDeusen, and 

Emily Newman, with 

Leader Anne Klaeysen  

 at Pink Out Rally in 

 Foley Square, NYC 
 

 

 

 

 

 

September 29th was Pink Out Day in support of Planned Parenthood. Over a million Americans, dressed in pink, 

took to the streets and public squares to push back against the relentless attacks on reproductive health care. We 

informed anti-abortion extremists and politicians that we are everywhere, and we will not let them use fraud and 

deception to shut down the health centers that so many women and men rely on for care.  

The Encampment Lives Again - and Thrives! 

 

Join us for a celebratory fundraiser and learn about 

the success of Encampment 2015 and plans for 

July 2016. We'll gather on Friday, November 20, 

at 5:30 pm in the New York Society for Ethical 

Culture Ceremonial Hall.  
 

You'll meet Encampment alumni, including young 

people who participated in this summer's program 

at Tougaloo College in Jackson, MS, and view a 

video with highlights of their experience. 
 

This is an exciting time for the Encampment. The 

summer program and year-round follow-up 

activities provide youth with a compelling 

experience in democratic living, with emphasis on 

critical thinking and social action. 
 

Through this transformative experience, young 

people gain a deeper understanding of the key 

issues of our time, becoming more informed and 

committed to active involvement in their 

community as citizens and justice seekers. 

For more about the Encampment, visit our 

website: encampmentforcitizenship.org 

http://encampmentforcitizenship.org/
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The facts are clear: A group calling itself the Center for Medical Progress heavily edited videos in an attempt to 

discredit Planned Parenthood. Investigations of Planned Parenthood at federal and state levels found no wrong-

doing. Nonetheless, the videos were used to hold congressional hearings in an effort to defund this health 

organization. The impact would be disastrous since most women who access care from a family planning center say 

it's their main source of healthcare. 

 

 

 Fighting for Homes for All  

 

 

The American Ethical Union 

and its member organizations 

support reproductive justice for 

all women. 

 

Interfaith Coalition for  

the Homeless:  

Leader Anne Klaeysen  

to the left of Executive  

Director Marc Greenberg 
 

 

 

On Friday, 10/23, NYSEC hosted a community event called Campaign 4 NY/NY Housing Forum 

(http://www.nynycampaign.org/) which gave advocates for the homeless and affordable housing throughout the five 

boroughs an opportunity to gather in person and rally the troops, hear from politicians who support their cause and 

strategize future political actions. We are members of the Interfaith Assembly on Homelessness and Affordable 

Housing (http://www.iahh.org/), and for over thirty years have maintained a shelter for homeless women referred to 

us by Urban Pathways (http://www.urbanpathways.org/). 

 

 

 Parliament of the World's Religions  

 

 

 

 

Part of the Humanist contingent at 

the 2015 Parliament of the World's 

Religions in Salt Lake City (October 

15-19): 

 

Vanessa Gomez Brake,  

Leader Anne Klaeysen, 

Mel Lipmann, 

Lori Fazzino, and 

Emily Newman 
 

 

 

The Parliament of the World's Religions was created to cultivate harmony among the world's religious and spiritual 

communities and to foster their engagement with the world and its guiding institutions in order to achieve a just, 

peaceful and sustainable world. It seeks to promote interreligious harmony, rather than unity. The first parliament 

http://www.nynycampaign.org/
http://www.iahh.org/
http://www.urbanpathways.org/
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was convened in Chicago in 1893; the second, also in Chicago, took place a century later, at which time it was 

hoped that the intervals would be only five years apart. Ethical Culture has participated in every parliament. The 

2015 Parliament emphasized Women's Rights, Climate Change, Income Inequality, Hate Speech & Violence, 

Emerging Leaders, and Indigenous Peoples. You can sign onto the declarations by 

visiting http://www.parliamentofreligions.org/parliament/salt-lake-2015/declarations.  

 

 

 

 
Ethical Action Spotlight 
 

With many thanks to Randy Best and Anne Klaeysen for contributing text and ideas to this month’s EAR, 

and to Amanda Poppei for her editorial assistance.  Let’s continue the dialogue in our national Movement 

– submit comments, articles and suggestions for future EAR editions!  
 

Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader, Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia and Baltimore Ethical Society. 
 
 

The Ethical Action Report 2.0 
 

As Ethical Societies around the country are beginning their 2015-2016 program season, the EAR is 

evolving to try to be more useful to you and to generate more constructive, engaged dialogue about “deed 

before creed” throughout the Movement.  We hope this format offers stimulating ideas and practical hints 

that make ethical action more effective and rewarding at your societies and in your lives. 

 

EAR 2.0 hopes to offer: 
 

-   More in-depth analysis of particular social justice issues. 
 
-   Stories of Ethical Action projects that worked well at one of our Societies and might enliven  

your home Society. 
 

-   Discussion of ways to frame Ethical Culture’s commitment to Ethical Action. 
 
-   Excerpts from recent Ethical Culture platform addresses or statements from around the 

Movement about civic, social, or ethical issues. 
 

Join the fun! 

Offer your thoughts and news items – 

 
For the December edition of the “Ethical Action Report,” 

And for the ‘Ethical Action Feature’ in the Winter edition of “Dialogue.”  

 
-Write about an issue connected to your professional life or private interest.  

  
- Share news about an interesting Ethical Action project at your Society.   

    
- Write a “letter to the EAR editor” addressing any articles in this or future issues. 

 
- Do a historical reflection on an Ethical Action moment from Ethical Culture’s history. 
 

 
Submit your essay early and the editorial volunteers can help polish your offering.   
 

http://www.parliamentofreligions.org/parliament/salt-lake-2015/declarations
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Feel free to float your idea or a draft by me at HughTM@gmail.com by the 15
th

 of the month. All final 

copy has to be sent to me no later than the 25
th

 of November for the Ethical Action Report and the 25
th

 of 

December for the Dialogue’s ‘Ethical Action Feature.’  

 

             Sincerely,  

             Hugh Taft-Morales, Ethical Culture Leader and Editor  

             Ethical Action Report and Ethical Action Feature 
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