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_'lnterrupting the Cycle_ of Oppression
The Role of Allies as Agents of Change
Andrea Ayvazian

Many of us feel overwhelmed when we consider the many forms of systemic oppression
that are so pervasive in American society today. We become immobilized, uncertain about
what actions we can take to interrupt the cycles of oppression and violence that intrude
on our everyday lives. One way to overcome this sense of immobilization is to assume the
role of an ally. Learning about this role—one that each and every one of us is capable of
assuming—can offer us new ways of behaving and a new source of hope. . ..

WHAT IS AN ALLY?

An ally is a member of a dominant group in our society who works to dismantle any form
of oppression from which she or he receives the benefit. Allied behavior means taking
personal responsibility for the changes we know are needed in our society, and so often
ignore or leave to others to deal with. Allied behavior is intentional, overt, consistent
activity that challenges prevailing patterns of oppression, makes privileges that are so often
invisible visible, and facilitates the empowerment of persons targeted by oppression.

When we consider the different manifestations of systematic oppression and find our-
selves in any of the categories where we are dominant—and therefore receive the unearned
advantages that accrue to that position of advantage—we have the potential to be remark-
ably powerful agents of change as allies. Allies are whites who identify as anti-racists, men
who work to dismantle sexism, able-bodied people who are active in the disability rights
movement, Christians who combat anti-Semitism and other forms of religious prejudice.
Allied behavior usually involves talking to other dominants about their behavior: whites
confronting other whites on issues of racism, men organizing with other men to combat
sexism, and so on. Allied behavior is clear action aimed at dismantling the oppression of
others in areas where you yourself benefit—it is proactive, intentional, and often involves
taking a risk.

To tether these principles to everyday reality, just think of the group Parents, Families
and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) as the perfect example of allied behavior.
PFLAG is an organization of (mainly) heterosexuals who organize support groups and
engage in advocacy and education among other heterosexuals around issues of gay and
lesbian liberation. PFLAG speakers can be heard in houses of worship, schools, and civic
organizations discussing their own commitment to securing gay and lesbian civil rights,
Because they are heterosexuals speaking (usually) to other heterosexuals, they often have
a significant impact.

The anti-racism trainer Kenneth Jones, an African-American, refers to allied behavior as
“being at my back.” He has said to me, “Andrea. I know you are at my back on the issue
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of race equity—you’re talking to white people who cannot hear me on this topic, you’re
out there raising these issues repeatedly, you’re organizing with other whites to stand up to
racism. And I’'m at your back. I'm raising issues of gender equity with men, I am talking to
men who cannot hear you, I've made a commitment to combat sexism.”

REDUCING VIOLENCE

When I ponder the tremendous change a national network of allies can make in this
country, I think not only of issues of equity and empowerment, but also of how our work
could lead to diminishing levels of violence in our society. Let us consider for a moment the
critical connection between oppression and violence on one hand, and the potential role of
allied behavior in combating violence on the other.

A major source of violence in our society is the persistent inequity between dominant
and targeted groups. Recall that oppression is kept in place by two factors:

1. Ideology, or the propagation of doctrines that purport to legitimize inequality; and
2. Violence (or the threat of violence) by the dominant group against the targeted group.

The violence associated with each form of systemic oppression noticeably decreases

when allies (or dominants) rise up and shout a thunderous “No” to the perpetuation of

'] these inequities. Because members of the dominant group are conferred with considerable

E social power and privilege, they carry significant authority when confronting perpetra-

X tors of violence in their own group—when whites deter other whites from using violence
' against people of color, when heterosexuals act to prevent gay bashing, and so on.

In our society, oppression and violence are woven together: one leads to the other, one

justifies the other. Furthermore, members of the dominant group who are not perpetrators

E | of violence often collude, through their silence and inactivity, with those who are. Allied

Sl behavior is an effective way of interrupting the cycle of violence by breaking the silence

that reinforces the cycle, and by promoting a new set of behavior through modeling and
mentoring.

PROVIDING POSITIVE ROLE MODELS

Not only does allied behavior contribute to an increase in equity and a decrease in vio-
lence, but allies provide positive role models that are sorely needed by today’s young
people. The role of ally offers young people who are white, male, and in other dominant
categories a positive, proactive, and proud identity. Rather than feeling guilty, shameful,
and immobilized as the “oppressor,” whites and other dominants can assume the important
and useful role of social change agent. There have been proud allies and change agents
throughout the history of this nation, and there are many alive today who can inspire us
with their important work.

I believe that it is difficult for young people to grow up and become something they
have never heard of. It is hard for a girl to grow up and become a commercial airline pilot
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if it has never occurred to her that woman can and do fly jet planes. Similarly, it is hard for
young people to grow up and fight racism if they have never met anyone who does.

And there are many remarkable role models whom we can claim with pride, and model
ourselves after. People like Laura Haviland, who was a conductor on the Underground
Railroad and performed unbelievably brave acts while the slavecatchers were right on her
trail; Virginia Foster Durr, a southern belle raised with great wealth and privilege who, as
an adult, tirelessly drove black workers to and from their jobs during the Montgomery bus
boycott; the Rev. James Reeb, who went south during the Mississippi Freedom Summer of
1964 to organize and march; Hodding Carter, Jr., editor and publisher of a newspaper in
the Mississippi Delta who used his paper to battle for racial equity and who took consider-
able heat for his actions. And more: the Grimke sisters, Lucretia Mott, William Lioyd
Garrison, John Brown, Viola Liuzzo.

There are also many contemporary anti-racists like Morris Dees, who gave up a lucra-
tive law practice to start the Southern Poverty Law Center and Klan Watch in Alabama
and bring white supremacists to trial; Anne Braden, active for decades in the civil rights
struggle in Kentucky; Rev. Joseph Bamdt, working within the religious community to
make individual churches and entire denominations proclaim themselves as anti-racist
institutions. And Peggy Mclntosh, Judith Katz, and Myles Horton. And so many others.
Why don’t our young people know these names? If young people knew more about these
dedicated allies, perhaps they would be inspired to engage in more anti-racist activities
themselves.

CHOOSING OUR OWN ROLES

We also need to consider our role as allies. . . . In areas where we are dominant, is our
struggle for equity and justice evident? When we think about our potential role as allies,
we need to recall a Quaker expression: “Let our life be your teaching.” The Quakers
understand that our words carry only so much weight, that it is our actions, our daily
behaviors, that tell the true story.

In my own life I struggle with what actions to take, how to make my beliefs and my
behaviors congruent. One small step that has had interesting repercussions over the last
decade is the fact that my partner (who is male) and I have chosen not to be legally married
until gay and lesbian couples can be married and receive the same benefits and legal protec-
tion that married heterosexual couples enjoy. A small step, but it has allowed us to talk
with folks at the YMCA about their definition of “family” when deciding who qualifies for
their “family plan”; to challenge people at Amtrak about why some “family units” receive
discounts when traveling together and others do not; and to raise questions in the religious
community about who can receive formal sanction for their loving unions and who cannot.
These are not earth-shattering steps in the larger picture, but we believe that small steps
taken by thousands of people will eventually change the character of our communities.

PREPARING FOR THE LONG HAUL

Now I would be the first to admit that personally and professionally the role of ally is often
exhausting. I know that it involves challenges—being an ally is difficult work, and it can
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often be lonely. We must remember to take care of ourselves along this journey, to sustaip,

our energy and our zest for those ongoing challenges. or
We must also remember that it is hard to go it alone: allies need allies. As with any othey an
struggle in our lives, we need supportive people around us to help us to persevere, Other St
allies will help us take the small, daily steps that will, in time, alter the character of oy of
communities. We know that allied behavior usually consists of small steps and unglamo.- an
ous work. As Mother Teresa once said: “I don’t do any great things. I do small things with an
great love.” W
Finally two additional points about us in our role as allies: First, we don’t always see the an
results of our efforts. Sometimes we do, but often we touch and even change lives without
ever knowing it. Consequently, we cannot measure our success in quantitative terms. Like es]
waves upon the shore, we are altering the landscape—but exactly how, may be hard to sty
discern. (a
% o pr
Second, there is no such thing as a perfect ally. Perfection is not our goal. When 1 asked In
my colleague Kenneth Jones what stood out for him as the most important characteristic rel
of a strong ally, he said simply: “being consistently conscious.” He didn’t say “never stum-
bling,” or “never making mistakes.” He said: “being consistently conscious.” And so we do
our best: taking risks, being smart, making errors, feeling foolish, doing what we believe id
is right, based on our best judgment at the time. We are imperfect, but we are steady. We a
are courageous but not faultless. As Lani Guinier said: “It is better to be vaguely right fa
than precisely wrong.” If we obsess about looking good instead of doing good, we will get gri
caught in a spiral of ineffective action. Let’s not get side-tracked or defeated because we als
» are trying to be perfect. in|
¥ — tre
Like most activists, I carry a dream inside me. . . . The dream is that we will create in this of
country a nonviolent army of allies that will challenge and break the cycle of oppression fa
and usher in a new era of liberation, empowerment, and equity for persons historically di
targeted by systemic oppression. . . . May we move forward, claiming with pride our “1
identities as allies, interrupting the cycle of oppression, and modeling a new way of behav- su
ing and believing. kn
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Bridging Differences through Dialogue

Ximena Zfiiga L
bu

sy

Building bridges between people from different social backgrounds becomes increasingly th
important as our society becomes more diverse and stratified. One way we can foster learn- mi
ing and understanding across differences is to bring college students together to talk and gr
learn from each other, to find ways to comunicate, and to understand why it is not always le:
casy to get along or to identify common ground. . . . This essay describes one promising th
mi

approach for meeting this challenge, intergroup dialogue.




