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WHAT IF WE OTHERED YOUR CHILD AND YOU?
Nina Miriam and her husband are raising their three
loving, smart children in the DC area. Doing so in a
country and community that undermines and devalues
them as a Black family is sometimes depleting. Nina
Miriam is a pseudonym chosen by the author’s children.

OBJECT TO SUBJECT: THREE SCHOLARS ON
RACE, OTHERING, AND BEARING WITNESS

Abigail A. Sewell is assistant professor of sociology at
Emory University and founding director of the Race and
Policing Project. Specializing in advancing quantita-
tive approaches to racism studies, they have identified
empirical links between the political economy of race
and racial health and health-care disparities using
policing and housing policy data. Their work has been
published in a variety of outlets, including Social Science
& Medicine, Social Science Research, Sociological Forum,
Journal of Urban Health, Sociology of Race and Ethnicity,
Du Bois Review, and the Journal of Health Politics, Policy
and Law. Their research has garnered support and
recognition from the National Institutes of Health,

the Ford Foundation, the National Science Founda-
tion, the Society for the Study of Social Problems, the
Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research, and the Planned Parenthood Federation of
America. They received their PhD and MA in Sociology
from Indiana University, with a minor in Social Science
Research Methods, and their BA summa cum laude in
Sociology from the University of Florida, with a minor
in Women’s Studies.

Wizdom Powell is director of the Health Disparities
Institute and associate professor of Psychiatry at the
University of Connecticut. Formerly, Wizdom spent
over a decade at University of North Carolina-Chapel
Hill’s Gillings School of Global Public Health, where
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she held a tenured appointment in the Department of
Health Behavior and was research associate professor
and associate director of the Center for Health Equity
Research in the Department of Social Medicine. In 2010,
Wizdom gave invited testimony before the President’s
Cancer Panel (PCP) on physician communication with
minority patients and its impact on their mistrust and
use of health care. The PCP used her testimony to
recommend national strategies for eliminating cancer
disparities to President Barack Obama. In 2011-2012, she
was appointed by President Obama to serve as a White
House Fellow to Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta,
where she provided subject-matter expertise on military
mental health, such as post-traumatic stress disorder,
suicide, and military sexual trauma. Her communi-
ty-based research focuses on the role of modern racism
and gender norms on African American male health
outcomes and healthcare inequities. She has published
numerous peer-reviewed articles and book chapters,
including ones in the American Journal of Public Health,
Journal of General Internal Medicine, Behavioral Medicine,
and Child Development. She is also a fellow of the
American Psychological Association (APA) Minority,
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Kaiser Permanente
Burch Minority Leadership Development Program,
Institute of African American Research, Aspen Institute,
and the Ford Foundation. She received a PhD and MS in
Clinical Psychology and an MPH from the University of
Michigan-Ann Arbor.

Erin M. Kerrison is assistant professor at the School

of Social Welfare at the University of California,
Berkeley. Her work extends from a legal epidemiological
framework, wherein law and legal institutions operate
as social determinants of health. Specifically, through
varied agency partnerships, her mixed-method research
agenda investigates the impact that compounded
structural disadvantage, concentrated poverty, and state
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supervision have on service delivery, substance abuse,
violence, and other health outcomes for individuals and
communities marked by criminal justice intervention.
Erin’s research has been supported by the Annie E.
Casey Foundation, the National Institute of Justice, the
National Institute on Drug Abuse, and the Ford Founda-
tion. Her recent empirical research has been published
in Punishment & Society, Social Science & Medicine, Race
and Justice, and the Harvard Journal on Racial and Ethnic
Justice. Her current book project is tentatively titled
Hustles and Hurdles: Law’s Impact on Desistance for
Job-Seeking Former Prisoners and foregrounds life history
narratives for a sample of three hundred drug-involved
former prisoners. Erin holds a BA in Sociology and
Philosophy from Haverford College; an MA in Crimi-
nology, Law, and Society from Villanova University; and
a PhD in Criminology from the University of Delaware.

CONTEMPORARY CASES OF SHARED SACRED
SITES: FORMS OF OTHERING OR BELONGING?
Karen Barkey is professor of sociology and Haas
distinguished chair of religious diversity at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. She received her PhD from
the University of Chicago. Karen has been engaged in
the comparative and historical study of the state, with
special focus on its transformation over time. She has
focused on state society relations, peasant movements,
banditry, opposition and dissent organized around

the state. Her work Empire of Difference (Cambridge
University Press, 2008) is a comparative study of the
flexibility and longevity of imperial systems. Karen is
now engaged in different projects on religion and toler-
ation. She has written on the early centuries of Ottoman
state toleration and is now exploring different ways of
understanding how religious coexistence, toleration,
and sharing occurred in different historical sites under
Ottoman rule. She edited the book Choreographies of
Shared Sacred Sites: Religion, Politics, and Conflict Reso-
lution (with Elazar Barkan) (Columbia University Press,
2014) that explores the history of shared religious spaces
in the Balkans, Anatolia, and Palestine/Israel—all three
regions once under Ottoman rule.

AN EVOLUTIONARY ROADMAP FOR BELONGING
AND CO-LIBERATION

Sonali Sangeeta Balajee was a Senior Fellow in
Belonging at the Haas Institute, where she worked
closely with the Othering & Belonging conferences,
frameworks, and strategies. She is the founder of the
Bodhi Project, which promotes emergent practices and
actions at the intersection of belonging, organizing,
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decolonizing, health, and interconnectedness. Her
research and activism focus on core frames that elevate
the connection between social and spiritual well-being,
focusing on artistically embodying the intersection of
the ecology of health, belonging and caring, decoloniza-
tion, and spirituality. She spent thirteen years working in
government in Portland, Oregon, innovating and orga-
nizing in the areas of health equity, policy and systems
shift, and community visioning, contributing to national
movement building with the Government Alliance on
Race and Equity. She is the lead author on Equity and
Empowerment Lens, a racial equity tool and process with
a racial justice focus, for Multnomah County, Oregon,
which was born during her time in local government.
Sonali has spent over ten years of direct community
organizing in the areas of youth, arts, HIV/AIDS, envi-
ronmental justice, and political mobilization around
racial equity. She serves as a healing practitioner with
the W. K. Kellogg Truth, Racial Healing and Transforma-
tion initiative and began her study of mindfulness, yoga,
and spirituality at an early age. Sonali has twenty years
of experience in performance art (dance and music) and
has taught yoga in schools and correctional facilities,
and has studied the effects of mindfulness and yoga on
classroom instruction.

PART AND PARCEL: CULTIVATING SURVIVAL IN
THE VILLAGE OF BATTIR

Sama Alshaibi is an artist of Palestinian-Iraqi origins
and a naturalized U.S. citizen. Her artwork explores
struggles that arise in the aftermath of war and exile.
She is professor and chair of photography, video and
imaging at the University of Arizona, Tucson. Sama
received the 1885 Distinguished Scholar title in 2013, a
visual arts grant by the Arab Fund for Arts and Culture
in 2017, and was awarded a Fulbright Scholar Fellow-
ship in 2014 as part of a residency at the new Palestine
Museum in the West Bank. Her monograph Sama
Alshaibi: Sand Rushes In (Aperture, 2015) presents her
Silsila series, which probes the human dimensions of
migration, borders, and environmental demise. Silsila
was exhibited at the 55th Venice Biennale (Venice,
Italy, 2013), the Honolulu Biennial (Hawaii, 2017),

the Johnson Museum of Art at Cornell University
(New York, 2017), Marta Herford Museum (Herford,
Germany, 2017), the Qalandiya International Biennial
(Haifa, Israel, 2016), Scottsdale Museum of Contem-
porary Art (Arizona, 2016), and Ayyam Gallery (Dubali,
United Arab Emirates, 2015; London, United Kingdom,
2015). Other exhibitions include at the Museum of
Modern Art (New York), Arab American National
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Museum (Michigan), Busan Museum of Art (Busan,
South Korea), Arab World Institute (Paris, France),
and Darat al Funun (Amman, Jordan). Her essays

have appeared in several journals and anthologies,
including We Are Iragis: Aesthetics and Politics in a Time
of War, Social Dynamics: A Journal of African Studies, and
Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies.

REMOVING BARRIERS AND BUILDING BRIDGES:
HOW PLAY CULTIVATES INTEGRATION AND
BELONGING IN REFUGEE CHILDREN

Freya White set up and ran a children’s center in

La Liniere refugee camp in France, maintaining a
welcoming, safe environment for traumatized children
and coordinating a team of volunteers. The experience
led to the creation of Refugee Children’s Centres, of
which Freya is the founding director. She has a back-
ground in education and environmental science. Her
main areas of interest are informal education, the
impacts of stress and adverse childhood experiences on
psychosocial well-being and early childhood develop-
ment, and the benefits of using play-based intervention
to support well-being and development and promote
social cohesion. Freya and her team are currently
focusing on developing capacity building partnerships
with volunteer-led organizations working with refugee
children living in Greece, to strengthen the provision of
informal education, early childhood care and develop-
ment opportunities, and psychosocial support in refugee
camps and community centers.

HOW TECHNOLOGY COULD BRIDGE

THE GAP OF COMPASSION

Romain Sepehr Vakilitabar is the founder of Pathos,

a non-profit virtual reality lab focused on bridging

the growing divides in empathy, compassion, and
understanding among disparate groups. His interest

in mending interpersonal and cultural divides came at
an earlier age. After being assigned by his fourth grade
teacher to write about “what patriotism means to you”
and being reprimanded for taking creativity into his
own hands and writing about being “planetotic” instead,
Romain first began to wonder what the difference

was after all. Through his adventurous experiments,
whether backpacking between Israel and Palestine to
better understand the long-lasting conflict, spending
weeks voluntarily homeless in the streets of Scandinavia
to empathize with the idea of “absolute need,” hitch-
hiking through South America to test the generosity of
strangers, or living with conservative rural farmers in
Oklahoma to better understand those on the opposite
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side of the political spectrum, Romain has found that
people, no matter how big the differences, are more
alike than they imagine. Pathos was created in part to
make that case.

Artists

Shikeith (Cover and Object and Subject) received his BA
from The Pennsylvania State University, University Park,
PA for Integrative Art (2010) and his MFA in Sculpture
from The Yale School of Art, New Haven, CT (2018).

His work attempts an assemblage of personal truths and
wonder that focuses on the metamorphoses of Black
men, especially within a society that denies these men
their erotic and reconciliatory potential and capital. It

is the interior he considers—his own, as well as, other
Black men or masculine people through emphasizing
portraiture, sculpture, and filmmaking to examine the
fantastic as it relates and complicates personal autobiog-
raphy and self-making.

Zarina (What if We Othered Your Child and You?) was
born in Aligarh, India and currently lives and works in
New York. After receiving a degree in mathematics, she
went on to study woodblock printing in Bangkok and
Tokyo, and intaglio with S. W. Hayter at Atelier-17 in
Paris. She has exhibited at numerous venues interna-
tionally including representing India at the 2011 Venice
Biennale, and her retrospective exhibition entitled
Zarina: Paper Like Skin was presented at the Hammer
Museum, Los Angeles in 2012, and at the Guggenheim,
New York, and the Art Institute of Chicago in 2013. Her
work is in the permanent collections of the Tate Modern,
London; the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art; the Whitney Museum
of American Art, New York; the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York; the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York; the Museum of Modern Art, New York; and
the Menil Collection, Houston.

Samuel L. Paden (An Evolutionary Roadmap for
Belonging and Co-Liberation) was born and raised in
Central Africa to an American father and Swedish
mother. After many years spent in New York and
Reykjavik, Iceland, he now lives in Garden City, Idaho.
“I use this diverse background to pursue a simple
statement of the self, land, and elements,” said Paden.
“My work shifts from the interior energies of abstract
figures to the outward forms of landscape. This
movement reflects my artistic process and the catalyst
for painting.”
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Abdul Rahman Katanani (Removing Barriers and
Building Bridges: How Play Cultivates Integration and
Belonging in Refugee Children) is a young Palestinian
artist who was born in 1983, and lived all his life as a
refugee in the “Shatila & Sabra camp” in Lebanon. His
artistictalents forcefully emerged in his early childhood
years when he started torigorously paint using the
painful realities of the refugees’ everyday living in
thecamp as his subject matter. Hence, his artistic works
intensely depict the tragedyof his people, the Palestinian
refugees. His works are considered by many as areal-
istic and vivid portrayal of the hardships, endurance,
and persistent spirit ofresistance that are the main
characteristics of life in the Palestinian refugeecamps.
Accordingly, his artistic works reflect the often contra-
dictory feelings ofsuffering and endurance, hopelessness
and hopefulness, pain and happiness,along with the
nostalgic feelings for a beloved homeland. What makes
Abdul-Rahman’s works prominent among others is that
in his genuine portrayal of his;and his peoples’ feelings
as refugees, he utilized the camp’s structural materialsof
tin and card boards, rags of old clothes, and old utensils,
etc. as his artmaterials. Abdul-Rahman is a truly creative
young artist whose works representdramatic and deeply
felt compassions that are motivated by heartfelt experi-
encesand aspirations.

Design & Art Research

Bo-Won Keum is an independent designer in New York,
NY. She maintains a studio practice that observes the
effects of unyielding systems upheld by various sectors
of our social, political, and physical world. Her publica-
tion, Dear Books to Prisoners: Letters from the Incarcer-
ated (with Books to Prisoners) has been presented at
Brown University, the Maharam Foundation, and Design
Indaba. She holds an MFA from the Rhode Island School
of Design and a BA in comparative literature from
Princeton University.

Rachel Ossip is a designer and writer based in Brooklyn,
NY, and production manager at the n+1 Foundation.
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Editors

Andrew Grant-Thomas is codirector at EmbraceRace,
an online community of parents, teachers, and other
caregivers to children. He is also a race and social
justice consultant with a wide range of educational,
nonprofit, philanthropic, and research institutions.
Previously, Andrew has directed work at Proteus Fund,
the Civil Rights Project at Harvard University, and the
Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity

at Ohio State University, where he was editor-in-chief
of its journal, Race/Ethnicity. Andrew earned his BA in
Literature from Yale University, his MA in International
Relations from the University of Chicago, and his Ph.D.
in Political Science from the University of Chicago.

Rachelle Galloway-Popotas is the communications
director at the Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive
Society where she oversees the Institute’s publications,
digital media, arts and cultural strategy, press relations,
and public engagement. Rachelle has led the develop-
ment and curation of some of the Institute’s flagship
projects including the Othering & Belonging conferences
and multimedia journal. Rachelle has worked in the
nonprofit communications field for almost 20 years
where her speciality has been developing a nimble and
responsive communications infrastructure to amplify the
vision of an organization and helping to shape and define
the voice and identity of organizations. Rachelle has
bachelor degrees in political science and graphic design.
She is a tribal member of the Caddo Nation.

Stephen Menendian is the Assistant Director and
Director of Research at the Haas Institute for a Fair

and Inclusive Society where he oversees the Institute’s
research initiatives and projects, including the Inclu-
siveness Index, fair housing policy and opportunity
mapping project, and community engagement. The
author of many law review and journal articles, Stephen
co-authored the Institute’s amicus brief in the US
Supreme Court case of Texas Department of Housing and
Community Affairs v. the Inclusive Communities Project,
as well as the Institute’s amicus brief in Fisher v. Texas
asking the Court to uphold the University of Texas’
race-conscious admissions policy.
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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

A child cannot, thank Heaven, know how vast and how merciless is the nature of

power, with what unbelievable cruelty people treat each other. —sames saLowin

Children are not born knowing the nature of power
or the cruelty with which we often treat one another,
but in the world we have made a great many children
come much too early to that knowledge. At the time
of this writing a furor has erupted in the United States
about the morality, ethics, and political and social
consequences of the Trump administration’s “family
separation” policy, a policy that in just seven weeks saw
more than 2,300 immigrant children taken from their
caregivers at the US-Mexico border. These traumatized
children, many of them infants and toddlers, may be the
most public faces of othering in the US today.

Tragically, these immigrant children have plenty
of company in their innocence and suffering. Around
the world, children feature prominently among our
most vulnerable populations, whether Rohingya and
Syrian refugees, people with disabilities in Afghanistan
or Sudan, people living in extreme poverty, or any of
the other groups we could name. Children also have a
range of roles in this issue of Othering & Belonging—as
wards in need of protection, yes, but also as witnesses,
as accountability partners, as vehicles of empathetic
imagination, and as inheritors and re-shapers of the
institutions and communities we construct now.

In “Removing Barriers and Building Bridges: How
Play Cultivates Integration and Belonging in Refugee
Children,” (p. 86) Freya White blends her knowledge
of the empirical research literature on child develop-
ment with her experience in a refugee camp in northern
France to argue for the importance of play as a hedge
against trauma for refugee children. While the circum-
stances of immigrant children forcibly separated from
their parents and placed in US “tender age shelters”
differ in various ways from those of the largely Kurdish
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refugee children White worked with in France, readers
may find the comparison telling. And uncomfortable.
Children are central, again, in “Object to Subject:
Three Scholars on Race, Othering, and Bearing Witness
(p. 16). Here, scholar-activists Erin Kerrison, Wizdom
Powell, and Abigail Sewell cast light on the mechanisms
and consequences of othering for people of color, and
especially for the health of Black boys and men. Their
conversation with Othering & Belonging editor Andrew
Grant-Thomas concludes with reflections on what the
seeds of greater belonging for racially marginalized

»

peoples might be, and with powerful revelations about
how these women manage to keep working to meet the
very daunting challenges they describe.

Whereas Kerrison, Powell, and Sewell bear witness
to racial othering through their activism and research,
poet Nina Miriam bears witness by recasting her white
interlocutor as the racial “other.” Above all, “What If
We Othered Your Child and You?” (p. 10) is a plea for
empathy. Her themes include the perils of racial isolation,
microaggressions, racial over and under-representation,
and their consequences for whites as well as for people of
color. Throughout, Miriam’s main concern is for children.

Miriam calls for empathy and understanding
across difference. Karen Barkey examines one tangible
form accommodation with difference has taken. In a
world fragmented by racial, ethnic, social, and geopolit-
ical conflict, Barkey’s “Contemporary Cases of Shared
Sacred Sites: Forms of Othering or Belonging?” (p. 30)
shines a spotlight on shared religious sites as a partial
antidote to the hopelessness many of us feel. Barkey
does not romanticize the work these sites do; the
belongingness they nurture, she observes, is temporary
and less than “full.” Nevertheless, in countries like
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Macedonia, Tunisia, and Turkey that are marked by
interethnic tensions and struggles, their very presence
“reflects the possibilities of human coexistence across
boundaries.”

From sites of forbearance we move to a site of
resistance: the Palestinian village of Battir, designated a
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2014. That same year,
photographer Sama Alshaibi arrived in Battir, accom-
panied by her husband and two sons. Her observations,
insights, research, and photography come together in
“Part and Parcel: Cultivating Survival in the Village
of Battir” (p. 70). In Alshaibi’s account, Battir serves
as a powerful symbol of Palestinian resistance to the
destruction of a people and a culture. Her short essay
and accompanying photographs chronicle the tenacity
of a place whose very existence has long been under
threat, most recently by the wish of the Israeli Ministry
of Defense to extend a literal “separation wall” through
the territory.

With Romain Vakilitabar’s 360-degree (immersive)
film, Strangers, the vulnerability of children, and the
obligation we feel to protect and provide for them, again
loom large. The film and Vakilitabar’s accompanying
essay about it, “How Technology Could Bridge the
Gap of Compassion,” (p. 106) feature three women—a
Black Lives Matter activist in St. Louis, a farmer in rural
Oklahoma, and an Iraqi refugee—who seemingly share
little but their feelings and experiences of alienation and
their concerns as mothers. All three women understand
their struggle as a service to their children, their grand-
children, and future generations.

And finally, Sonali Sangeeta Balajee brings us “An
Evolutionary Road Map for Belonging and Co-Liber-
ation,” (p. 52) wherein she also discusses the sacred:
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the sacred connection of spirit and belonging. Her
pioneering attempt is “to map out an emerging DNA
of what belonging would look like when tied to health,
spirituality, resilience, and well-being.”

The candid but necessary conversations and
perspectives featured in this issue speak directly to the
lived experiences of those of us struggling to foster a
more just and inclusive society. The urgency of this
responsibility has rarely seemed more acute. As this
journal enters its third year, it feels like a vital forum for
mutual support, encouragement, and action or, in the
words of Sangeeta Balajee, “becoming ... the changes we
want to see” as well as for illuminating and revealing.

This issue, in particular, places Othering &
Belonging on solid footing in terms of tone, identity, and
the extraordinary range of content that such a forum
can showcase in pursuit of our vision. The exigency of
othering crises enveloping the globe right now must be
met by resistance, yes, but also by education, under-
standing, compassion, love, and belonging. Our world
depends upon it.

Yours in Belonging,
Andrew Grant-Thomas
Rachelle Galloway-Popotas
Stephen Menendian
Editors
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Zarina, © Zarina; Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York
Refugee Camp, 2015
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What If We Othered
Your Child And You?

Nina Miriam

ARTWORK BY ZARINA
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What if We Othered Your Child and You?

What if we surrounded you in a sea of blackness

And in an attempt to get to know you,

Peppered you with a barrage of questions and statements

That only served to undercut your value

In our eyes, if you fail our surprise

battery of quizzes and challenges to test your knowledge, your worth,
your view on issues deemed insignificant by you.

What if we told you you’re the first white-skinned Caucasian we knew
and asked to run our hands through your straight hair of red hue?
Without regard for how our actions feel like an assault to you?

On your mind, your body, and Lord, help me, your spirit, too?

Our words leave your young ones off-balance, feeling out of place
Even in what used to feel like the safest space.

We let you know, with our lingering gaze, you are an oddity
we do not encounter most days

For we choose to isolate ourselves in the most myriad of ways
What we read, watch, see, and play

Is a reflection of us, our experiences, our tastes

That only serve to exclude or erase

Your being, your existence.

Would you persist in these dark spaces? Encourage your ill-equipped child
to shoulder the burden of educating us, all the while

fighting the temptation to say nothing and just smile?

To hide their confusion, the shock and dismay,

that in a multicultural world, we still isolate ourselves in such a way

we have so little knowledge of your whiteness that we can say,

you’re the first white-skinned Caucasian I’'ve met to this day.

11 OTHERING & BELONGING @haasinstitute



If day out and day in, we othered your child and you,

would we wear you down?

Would you begin to frown

at your pale complexion, and fine thin hair?

To question your right to breathe the same air,

without the awkward pauses, and malignant stares? Maybe you’d invest in

cornrows and tanning creams, as part of a carefully designed plan to make
you seem

Alittle less white.

Or would you seek the comfort of another venue,

One where you were free to just be you,

where your brothers and sisters understand they are created imago dei and
assert that you are, too?

Or maybe you’d simply come to take a stand, and from an early age

guide your sons and daughters through the real world,

not an artificial land

through stories, films, plays, and shows,

through worship, interpersonal relationships, bridge-building, and who
knows?

I’'m confident they would come to see, the world is full of people like them,
and me.

That we’re all a part of God’s intricately woven tapestry

stitched together with an abundance of love, grace, compassion, and
empathy.

You’d continue to shield them from the not-so-well intentioned few, and
surround them with curious

but loving people who do

learn to celebrate differences, rather than eschew.

What if We Othered Your Child and You?
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Zarina, © Zarina; Courtesy of the artist and Luhring Augustine, New York
Refugee Camp, 2015
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Object to Subject:
Three scholars on race,
othering, and bearing witness

Erin Kerrison, Wizdom Powell, & Abigail Sewell

with editor Andrew Grant-Thomas

ACCOMPANYING ARTWORK BY SHIKEITH
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On March 19, 2018 The New York Times published an article entitled
“Extensive Data Shows Punishing Reach of Racism for Black Boys.”
Drawing on longitudinal data on millions of American children, the
research cited revealed that even when Black boys and white boys
grew up in similar socioeconomic circumstances, the Black boys
almost always went on to become men who earned less, often much
less, than their white counterparts. Indeed, whereas rich white boys
typically became rich men, wealthy Black boys were more likely to
become poor than to remain wealthy.

These findings provided one point of departure for a conversation
convened by Othering & Belonging Editor-in-chief Andrew Grant-
Thomas on the following day. The participants were three African
American scholar-activists deeply invested in naming, scrutinizing,
and countering the othering of Black people and members of other
marginalized communities—Erin Kerrison, School of Social Welfare,
University of California, Berkeley; Wizdom Powell, Health Disparities
Institute, University of Connecticut; and Abigail Sewell, Sociology,
Emory University. An edited transcript of their conversation follows.

17

What does the term “othering” mean to each of you?

wizpoM: I think to be othered is to be denied the
fullness of one’s humanity. It’s about reminding people,
either by the barriers we put up in social spaces or the
barriers to opportunities to advance our well-being,
about saying through words or actions, that “you’re not
one of us.” And I try to think about what it must be like
for Black men and boys, for boys and men of color, to
move through political and social spaces highly visible in
some ways while invisibilized in others.

ABIGAIL: I think there is also a suggestion, in addition
to the alienation Wizdom is talking about, that one

is intrinsically different from the “self” who does the
othering, the self who is raised up as the ideal, the thing
the “other” should be. So there’s a process of subordi-
nation happening when someone, or a group of people,
is othered.

OTHERING & BELONGING

ERIN: I love both of those definitions. I want to add
that othering renders the subject as object. When you
are rendered as object instead of subject, then anything
can be done to you and it’s okay. We, the mainstream,
the people who are not othered, the self to which

other people need to aspire, can do whatever we want
to you and you have no recourse. And I think that’s a
really important part of being relegated to the object as
opposed to the subject.

wizDoM: I love that because it makes me think about
the challenge that we have, from a social science
research perspective, when we consider white males as
the group against which everybody else is compared.
And every decision we make is about the relative
distance between the others and this group. That has
consequences just from the perspective of measuring
population health. So othering has social and psycho-
logical consequences for the individual, but it also has
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impacts even on the data and the science and the stories
we tell about communities that are vulnerable.

ABIGAIL: You hit the nail on the head. When we talk
about health disparities, people always want to know,
“What is the ideal health outcome for a group?” But if
white folks don’t always have the best health outcomes,
why do we use them as the ideal self? As Wizdom

says, that has clear implications for how we set up our
studies—and what kind of research the National Insti-
tutes of Health supports, for example.

Understanding how inequality is created doesn’t
necessarily mean focusing on group differences in health
outcomes. Going back twenty years, we would study
discrimination. And to understand discrimination we
say, “Okay, we’ll put everything that can reasonably
account for outcome disparities in the model and every-
thing that’s left over we can attribute to discrimination.”
But that actually doesn’t tell us anything except that we
don’t have a good way of measuring what’s going on.

So I think the othering framework is actually really
useful because it leads us to ask who the object is, who
the subject is, and why some people are being objec-
tified. To what purpose? Instead of that being in the
background story, object and subject become the center
of our analysis.

You’ve started to talk about the consequences of
othering for the individual, for groups, and even for
the science of inequality and the kind of research

the National Institutes of Health supports. Let’s

dig deeper into the matter of consequences. What
specific consequences of othering most concerns you
in your work?

ERIN: I think a lot about the lack of attention paid to
the health-related fallout of criminal justice policy and
criminal justice interventions. So, yes, dying at the hands
of a criminal justice agent is a bad health outcome, for
sure. But what about the less dramatic health outcomes
we typically don’t recognize as such—issues like anxiety,
insomnia, fear of moving around in your neighborhood,
e.g., Freddie Gray running after making eye contact with
a police officer? We’re not counting those phenomena as
important when we think about the fallout of policy and
what it’s meant to achieve with respect to public safety.
That’s something I’'m really hung up on with
colleagues and the policymakers whose ears I have, but
I’'m not sure they’re willing to hear it because it requires
understanding othered folks as subjects instead of
objects. Poor health outcomes persist because we don’t
even name them as health outcomes or we don’t name
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them as problems or challenges that need addressing.
And that silence is in and of itself very, very violent.

WizpoM: Yes! I also think about the impact of being
othered on the willingness or capacity of men and boys
of color to be emotionally vulnerable, to disclose what’s
really happening to them. To call a thing a thing, which
is really important if you’re going to be made visible,

to move from object to subject. Because objects don’t
speak, right? They’re spoken to.

ERIN: That’s very right.

wizpoM: I think that there are real consequences for
the interior lives of boys and men of color that are
related to their interactions with systems that other
them, mute them, render them invisible. I’m concerned
about how we sanction men and boys, particularly boys
and men of color, around the disclosure of emotions in
ways that leaves it almost impossible for them to seek
social support. You can’t reap the benefits of the village
if you believe being vulnerable is going to expose you to
more threat.

I’m talking about both the immediate and lagged
effects of that kind of process. We saw that with Kalief
Browder. Here’s someone who emerged from incarcer-
ation as a symbol of social justice reform and crumbled
under the weight of undiagnosed trauma. [ Browder
killed himself at age twenty-two.] He was met with,
“Oh, you're so resilient!” as opposed to, “What’s really
happened to you and how can we help you get to the
place in your life you want to be?” And that concerns me
profoundly, not just as a psychologist, but as a woman,
connected to men and boys in our community, who
realizes that when they don’t live to experience life at
its fullest potential we all suffer. Our fates are linked—
as a Black woman, a sister, an aunt, as someone who’s
profoundly connected to a community of men I love and
care about.

What you’ve already all said underlines how hard,
probably impossible, it is to disentangle causes

and effects, the mechanisms of othering from the
consequences of othering. But I do want to focus on
mechanisms for a moment. What fuels othering as
a social process in the spaces and among the groups
you’re working with?

ABIGAIL: If we want to have that conversation about
mechanisms, then we have to start thinking about time.
We have to start thinking about cohorts. We have to
start thinking about how people disadvantaged within
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a space by economics or by racial or immigration status
are unable to protect the next generation from the types
of inequality they themselves were exposed to.

I think that’s one of the most remarkable things
about the recent study talked about in The New York
Times. It showed that even the most well-to-do Black
people can’t protect their Black sons from poverty.
People pass down wealth through intergenerational
transfers and through the ability of beneficiaries to use
wealth to create more wealth. But when we have poor
schools, when we have a mass incarceration system
that actually rewards stock owners when people are
criminalized, then even Black people with money are
spending that money to keep the next generation out of
the criminal justice system instead of having them start
their own businesses. So we can’t only think about what
happened in the 1960s versus 1970s. We have to think
of this from a life course perspective. For me that’s very
fundamental.

When I think about mechanisms, I also can’t help
but talk about policy. In fact, I think that’s the only
reason I do the work I do—because I want it to be used
to create policies that hold police accountable for their
actions and their inactions, that support communities
to intervene on their own behalf, and to establish an
understanding at the federal level that having such huge
disparities is evidence of a problem in the system itself.

WizpoMm: What you said hits home on so many levels.
What I think we’re bearing witness to, and have over
generations, is a critical empathy gap for boys and men
of color, in particular, and people of color, in general.

I can’t tell you how many times I’'ve been in a room
talking with passion about issues that are facing boys
and men of color and I can see people checking their
email or looking away or maybe planning their grocery
list. And that’s concerning to me.

And yet I try all the time to make the case that
this is about you! Because we’re in a significant demo-
graphic transition. We’re a browning nation and if we’re
going to compete in the global marketplace, this is the
labor force we have to be ready to deploy, the one we
have to prepare for economic and social innovation.
And so, the fact that people look away at this moment in
time is striking. This is really about all of us. If we don’t
get that now, we never will.

Erin, I’d like you to take up Wizdom’s point about
the failure of empathy, about so many people
checking out of the concerns she raises about the
objectification of men and boys of color. And I also
want to ask: are the dynamics of the othering of
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Black people different in kind or simply different in
degree from the othering of other people of color?

I’m thinking about several conceptualizations
of racial hierarchy in the United States. A common
one sees white people at the top, Black and/or Native
peoples at the bottom, and other groups arranged
in between. Another sees the crucial division as
between whites and “people of color,” and a third
talks about Black people and non-Black people. And
there are still others. With respect to othering, are
Black people the canary in the coal mine, simply
the group most vulnerable to the structural inequi-
ties that affect everybody, or are they subject to a
different kind of othering altogether?

ERIN: Okay. The question of empathy and of kind versus
degree is helpful. Wizdom just talked about how often
she’s been the only one in various spaces lifting up the
uncomfortable truth about boys and men of color. But
the first problem is that she’s too often the only one in
those spaces who looks like us othered folks. So, that’s a
huge part of it. We’re dealing with a crisis of segregation
and exclusion where the movers and shakers who would
shine a light on these very real problems that merit
attention and remedies aren’t part of the conversation.

And that’s a huge, huge part of cultivating a
culture of empathy. It’s not enough to say, “You should
really care.” I think people are just straight-up not
exposed. That’s a huge issue that we see in all groups,
the movers and the shakers, and the policymakers and
the legislators, but all the way down to lay citizens who
go to voting booths and simply do not see the people
for whom we’re advocating. They don’t see them, so of
course they don’t see their pains. And those who ignore,
deny them, I still say we can do better about winning
them over.

WIizDpoM: I so appreciate your positivity about the
potential for people to be transformed. As a positive
psychologist, I can really appreciate that.

There’re probably more than two sides to
othering. One is to say, “I don’t see you. You’re invisible.
You're not really relevant to me. There’s enough
distance between you and me, social or otherwise, that
you don’t even exist.” That’s one way to other. The
other, more vicious, dangerous form of othering says, “I
don’t see you” and “I don’t want you. I’'m going to extin-
guish you.” That is what I'm seeing in my work with boys
and men of color. It’s not only that they’re invisible. It’s
that, “Even having you at the bottom of the social ladder
is not enough distance. I want you below the ground.”
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ABIGAIL: My comments are pretty aligned with yours,
Wizdom. Maybe, four or five years ago, I did believe
that Black folks in particular were canaries in the coal
mine. The economic recession really hit Black folks,
Black families at a much earlier date, maybe three or
four years before it hit the rest of United States. And it
wasn’t just that nobody cared, it’s that people actually
profited from it.

I want you all to wrap your minds around this for
a minute. People on Wall Street made a lot of money off
the recession. Not everybody lost. People just think that
everybody lost, but some people knew it was coming.
They knew that systematic failures within the mortgage
market would topple the economy. They were able to
get the government to bail them out after they made the
damaging loans in the first place.

Yup. Failure in one respect. And we know that
systems do exactly what they’re designed to do. The
system worked!

ABIGAIL: It’s not failure! It’s the system working as it
should. Our American system is white nationalist at its
core. It was designed to be a white nationalist system, so
when it starts to look like they’re trying to kill us, when
it looks like they don’t care, like they’re trying to make
us sick—it was designed to be that way. “Our” system
was built on settler colonialism. The right question is
not how do we try to make the system work, but how do
we tear it down?

It’s not to say that some individual minorities
and poor people can’t win in this system. But if you’re
working for the success of entire generations of those
people, you have to create a system actually designed for
their success.

Good. Let’s talk about that. Imagine that here we

are, sitting together in the year 2043—twenty-five
years from now—and we’ve made significant prog-
ress along the dimensions of race, class, gender,

and othering that we’ve been talking about. Give

us a glimpse of what that might look like and then
describe one or two crucial points in the intervening
twenty-five years that have paved the way to this very
new conversation we can now have.

ERIN: ’'m happy to jump in and I hope we can capture
Abigail’s frowning because it was so perfect.

So what seed do we want to plant and have
someone else come along and till, so that we might have
better outcomes in twenty-five years? I’'m thinking about
the development of technology and the ways in which
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that’s incorporated in policy. I’'m not optimistic. 'm
not optimistic, especially thinking about surveillance
and the emergence of big data. The idea of body-worn
cameras on police as an accountability measure, for
instance. We’ve never not had effigies and mementos of
state violence against Black folks. There are families that
still have heirlooms and artifacts of skin from lynched
victims; ’'m very serious about that. That these shrines
exist and people are proud of them. We’ve never not
known that these things were happening.

Twenty-five years from now, I don’t know that
it’ll be better without a massive system overhaul—and
I don’t mean anarchy. That’s about having imagination
about what is possible for us, and who we include as
citizens and what we want for our youth. I’'m happy
to go on record saying I'm cynical and I’d love to be
convinced otherwise as an activist who’s committed to
this work, so that I don’t feel completely defeated. I'm
still in it with you and always will be, but it is something
I think about given that we’re operating in a context that
is working exactly the way it’s supposed to.

Erin, we can come back to you in a bit, if you like,
because I do want you to take up the challenge,
which is what the seed of transformation would
look like. What might just one seed look like? And
relatedly, is anything happening now that gives you
some hope, that holds some promise? So let’s come
back to that, but, Wizdom or Abigail, want to offer
any thoughts you have?

wizpoMm: This question forces me to think about how
little progress we’ve made thus far, and to have to

face the really stark reality that in twenty-five years
things may not be much different. But I do believe one
excellent sign of having arrived at a better place would
be when the so-called other can live life without fearing
that other people will think of them as less than or
expect deference whenever they enter a room.

I think the only catalyst for that is to build a nation
of disruptors. We can’t catalyze change if we teach a
generation of youth, Brown and Black youths in partic-
ular, to be quiet and silent about social injustice. At a
time when facts and evidence are doubted or treated as
false, more truth, alone, isn’t going to bring us to a freer
place.

I also believe there has to be a more fervent
movement towards love within the communities that
are objectified. I talk about altruistic love as the great
equalizer for people who are marginalized because
when you love someone who looks like you, you behave
in ways that are prosocial. You do things that uplift
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community and you are able to really catalyze social
justice. No social justice movement or change can
happen without love. I am all about upstream change,
structural change; we need that. But if we create that
change and are still broken in it, it’s not going to work
out well for us in the next twenty-five years.

ABIGAIL: I love the idea of a nation of disruptors. We
definitely need that. The question is how will they
disrupt things. Now, some people would assume that
they’re going to break buildings, set fire to everything,
overturn cop cars. But I think there are much more
effective ways to disrupt.

Looking ahead to the 2018 midterm elections,
we had 100 million eligible voters who did not vote in
the last election. 100 million! That’s about the number
who did vote. How disruptive would those missing 100
million votes have been to the current state of affairs?

I respect anybody’s right to bow out and recognize

that our political system is set up to discourage people
from voting. That also tells me where the next possible
solution is. When you remove the barriers to voting and
participating in our political system, to helping hold
different institutional actors accountable for the things
that they do, you’re going to see a different system.

I am part of that generation of people who use the
internet to create things that never existed, to take down
things that should not have existed, to build communi-
ties that rely on more than physical connection. I think
digital platforms have a lot of disruptive power. Unfor-
tunately, a lot of people are trying to corporatize and
privatize the internet right now and we need those 100
million people to show up and show out.

ERIN: You restore my hope; thank you! On my lowest
days, when I’'m really feeling empty about where we’re
headed and whether we can dig ourselves out of them,
Iremember and place a lot of value on bearing witness.
On sitting with the discomfort and ugliness. On telling
the truth unapologetically, without mincing words,
being brave about telling a story that folks don’t want
to hear.

Zora Neale Hurston said, “If you are silent about
your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it.” With
respect to planting seeds of progress, I think that’s a
huge thing that needs to continue. Then no one can say
we didn’t tell them.

Abigail, I loved what you said about the digital
platforms through which people can show up and show
out, because it’s true. In addition to the harmful effects
of gerrymandering and long waits to vote and short
polling hours, lack of political participation is also about
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people not being able to see the benefits of participa-
tion. Leveraging digital platforms to include the voices
and perspectives of marginalized people is actually a
huge move forward. I think that is one very healthy and
productive way of building a critical mass of folks who
could overhaul these systems, of building up spaces so
that folks, once again, are subject instead of object.

If the folks who read this could have seen your
expressions when I first asked you to envision the
substantial progress we might make over the next
twenty-five years, some would have said, “Oh wow,
that’s really cynical.” And yet you all lead the most
uncynical lives, right? You are activists and advo-
cates, living the life of the mind and also doing the
practical, on-the-ground social change work.

In closing, could each of you say a word about
how it is that in spite of your deep concern, even
skepticism, that we can make real progress even in
twenty-five years, you choose to spend your time
pushing for that change.

WizDpoM: I've always questioned why other people are
treated unjustly or unfairly, and that fire in my belly is
rekindled daily as I watch us move through the world.
Having survived the Transatlantic Slave Trade and Jim
Crow and lynching and a campaign of white terror,

still we get up every day and love on each other, and
celebrate, and create music and art and film, and inspire
each other through a simple, “What’s up, sis?” That
energy, our capacity not just to survive but to thrive,
keeps me going.

In my opinion, there is nothing more patriotic
than a Black person going to work every day, paying
taxes. Seeing all the Black people who persist in a
society that constantly tells them through word and
deed that they don’t matter—that keeps me going.
Remembering that it was the everyday acts of resis-
tance that brought us to this place. It was because
Harriet said, “I’'m going to go back and get some more
people,” even in though people probably looked at her
like she was crazy.

Some days I think this is hard work. I can’t watch
another Black man, Black woman being shot down
in the street like a dog. But then I think, “what would
Harriet do?” She didn’t give up and I can’t. I have the
luxury of a warm house and a good salary and a husband
I'love. We don’t have to live on separate plantations and
he doesn’t have to sneak out in the middle of the night
so we can be together. I do believe in many ways that
I’m called to this purpose. Every day it’s the thing that
gets me out of bed.
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ERIN: This is an easy answer from me, Andrew, and thank
you for inviting us to share why and how we keep getting
up. As you said, Wizdom, people must have looked at
Harriet Tubman like she was crazy. Coincidentally, she
did have a traumatic brain injury. She had a traumatic
brain injury and still saved all those souls. She literally
had half a mind and still killed it. I just love that. But
I think about her and I think, “How dare I not do this
work?” Before I even existed, there was the vision of me,
there was the promise of me for whom she was fighting.
And so, I owe her at least that. It’s just that simple. And I
hope that what she dreamt for me will be reproduced in
what I dream for those who come after me.

The rest is just one foot in front of the other. It
really is. ’'m reminded of that by you guys. You guys
are so beautiful and brilliant, and I think about all the
privilege that we have and we know it would make no
sense not to do these things. It’s really energizing too
when you know you’re on the right side of history. I
think about a righteous covenant that I have with my
ancestors who risked everything, everything so that I
could read, so that I could be on a panel like this. That’s
crazy. I think about having a vicious imagination for
what’s possible; how dare we not push forward for that?

wizpom: I don’t want to break in because I know
Abigail has to speak, but I just have to weigh in on this
point you made about what to give back to people who
fought for a reality that they would never live to see.
What’s more loving than that? How do you even say to
yourself you’re not going to do it? How do you get up
and fight for a right to vote or to be free or to read when
you yourself may never read a book?

ERIN: You're giving me chills. I have a hard enough time
getting up going to the gym for a body that I know that I
want in this lifetime, right? Those folks fought for me. It
just becomes a no-brainer. But go ahead, Abigail.

ABIGAIL: I love what you all are saying. It’s giving me
alot of energy right now. I'll give several people credit
in my answer. One is my sister who asked me what I
wanted to do with my life—this is after I was accepted
into graduate school but before I had started. And I said,
“Oh, I want to do this, I want to do that,” a lot of stuff
around policy and activism. She said, “Don’t wait until
you’re finished. Do it now.”

T also had a close friend in college ask me, “Where
will you be when the revolution happens?” The question
has really haunted me over the years. I remember asking
someone else that question and she said, “We won’t
be the revolution; we’ll be the ones who usher in the
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revolutionaries.” And I’ve taken that charge to heart.
Everybody I come into contact with, every student,
every faculty colleague, I'm just out there trying to usher
them into their revolutionary state.

And then the last thing is: I've never lived in a
world that can give me everything I’ve ever wanted, but
that’s what I want for the next generation. I hold on to
the idea that the world that has yet to be shaped is a
world that I would actually want to live in. I do the work
I do because I’'m not satisfied with the world as it is.

wizbom: Over time I’ve become less concerned with
what my role in the revolution will be and pretty clear
that my role is probably going to be very, very small.

I don’t see that as problematic. I think about the
Keymaker in The Matrix, whose only role is to open the
door. If T have to hold the door or open the door, I'm
going to play that part and I think that’s how we have to
see ourselves in this fight. Today I'm holding the door,
tomorrow I’'m opening the door. And whatever role I'm
supposed to play on this battlefield I'll play it because I
understand that ’'m so minuscule to the overall design
and divine plan.

ERIN: One second! Minuscule but necessary. Minuscule
but critical. It wouldn’t function without you. But that is
how the universe works.

ABIGAIL: Exactly.

Some years ago I tried to put together an edited
volume premised on a version of the question I
posed earlier. I asked thirty to forty social justice
workers what their corner of the universe would
look like in twenty-five years if they were wildly
successful in their work. Few people could answer
that question in a vivid and compelling, affirma-
tive way—because it’s hard. What would systems
transformation look like? How do we make strategic
moves toward a world we literally can’t imagine?

And then I remember the words of E.L.
Doctorow, who said that “Writing a novel is like
driving a car at night. You can see only as far as
your headlights, but you can make the whole trip
that way.” He was talking about writing, but I think
it applies equally well to the struggle we’re all
engaged in.

Thank you.
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This article investigates one particular narrative of “othering and
belonging,” one that brings together the historical and contemporary
experience of particular communities of Jews, Christians, and
Muslims who have found it possible to work out various forms of
coexistence.

As we grapple with contemporary American politics, it is clear that
significant damage has been done to the core values that bind us,

to our civil religion that appeals to unity, and to our common sense
of purpose in our diversity. Such diversity and unity have been
eviscerated by the body politic, by the innumerable ways in which
our discourse of civility and inclusion has been shattered by this
presidency and its divisive rhetoric. The language of the recent
political discourse—that of othering, segregation, and exclusion—
has brought even more real and symbolic violence to the range of
possibilities Americans imagine. Even though none of these tropes of
othering are entirely new in the United States where forms of group-
based conflict, especially racism, are deeply rooted, they have recently
acquired amplified prominence. It is clear that there is no time to
waste and that we need to counter this damage with unremitting
repair work at all levels—local, national, and global.

How do we provide alternative narratives and engage in debates
that present the public with examples of belonging, inclusion,

and sharing peacefully? As the media and internet become tools

of manipulation, fake news, and easily captured sites of racial and
religious hatreds, it behooves us to harness these tools for the goal
of belonging.
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Othering and belonging are both relational concepts that reflect on the nature of
individual and group-based interactions. In one example of these concepts, john
powell and Stephen Menendian define othering as “a set of dynamics, processes, and
structures that engender marginality and persistent inequality across any of the full
range of human differences based on group identities.”! By contrast, belonging can be
defined as the same set of dynamics, processes, and structures that make it possible
for comprehensive membership in the community of citizens. This is an important
way of conceptualizing these notions since they allow for a more post nation-state
contemporary perspective on identity, belonging, and citizenship. Consequently,
many distinguish belonging from the concept of toleration which entails a partial
belonging, based on the willingness of the powerful in society to grant acceptance.
Belonging is by far more capacious since it demands full inclusion and membership
in economic, social, and political structures of society. Furthermore, a society where
there is group-based belonging has a political culture of inclusion, accommodation,
and forbearance that values difference and understands that diversity enriches rather
than threatens society. As powell and Menendian argue, “we must not only create
inclusive structures, but we must foster new identities and inclusive narratives that
can support us all.”2 It is in this spirit that this article considers such concepts.

Most of the othering that happens in contemporary society is based on notions
of identity, loosely defined as a mode of self-identification as well as an indicator of
how individuals and groups are perceived by others. Such notions of identity based
on class, race, religion, gender, and ethnicity are not only 