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On the weekend of March 11-13, 2005, I finally found my home within the movement – a home in which I was merely a guest.  I was in a space that felt so right, that felt so much like the kind of space that I had been struggling to find for years, and yet I knew that this was not my space, that this was not for me, that I was to be just a quiet, floating ghost.  It was such a strange sense of dislocation, to feel so excited, so inspired, and so surrounded by incredible people, yet to simultaneously feel so disconnected and alone.  This was the bittersweet nature of my experience at the Color of Violence III conference, in New Orleans, Louisiana.


At the conference, organized by the national revolutionary organization, INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, my best friend, Briana, and I were among more than 800 people—the vast, vast majority of them women of color—coming together to discuss questions of grassroots revolutionary strategy and movement building from an interconnected, "women of color centered" perspective.  We participated more or less silently, as allies, as these women discussed topics ranging from prison abolition, to overthrowing US empire, to ending rape, to subverting transphobia and ablism, and on and on.  We listened intently throughout the days as these women presented and debated ideas, and then we would walk through the French Quarter in the evenings, debating what we had heard between each other.  The environment was rich with powerful, invigorating ideas, and we stayed up late each night exploring them together.


In our listening, in our debating, and in our exploring we quickly came to realize just how historically important this gathering of women was.  INCITE! is an explicitly revolutionary organization, essentially an anarchist organization (though they do not claim the term), pursuing a holistic, dual power revolutionary strategy on a national level.  They currently have 9 local collectives or affiliate organizations across the country, and they have a coherent long-term plan for growing and developing their organization from its more academic roots (this was the first INCITE! conference ever held outside of a university, in the poor, majority black, and historically significant Treme district of New Orleans) into a viable grassroots revolutionary organization.  This conference demonstrated that INCITE! is an organization on the move, and the direction in which they are moving is profoundly exciting; it is basically the direction I've been wanting the anarchist movement to move in for a number of years now: developing solid local collectives, who engage in strategic campaigns using dual power tactics (what INCITE! calls "making power/dismantling power"), while also doing international solidarity work with revolutionary movements in places like Latin America and the Middle East.  For two young anarchists who have been searching for viable, antiauthoritarian US revolutionary organizations for 6 years now, what these women are building is a dream come true.


But this is the bittersweet part.  INCITE!'s policy of being an organization "by and for women of color" means that they are actually more of a mirage than a dream come true for people like Briana (a white woman) and I.  They are almost exactly what we are looking for, they seriously seem to be doing almost everything right, yet they are intangible to us.  We can get close, but we can never quite reach them.  While INCITE! does welcome allies to their events, we are asked to take a supportive, observing role, rather than trying to deeply engage with the debates and issues within the organization and within the spaces created by the conference.  White men, white women, and men of color are not really on INCITE!'s radar right now, so the best we can do is try to be helpful from the sidelines.


Now, I want to be very clear that I am not pouting about this.  I understand the historical and political realities that have led to identity-based forms of organizing like this conference and INCITE! itself, and I think it is vitally important for people like me to respect the boundaries and the integrity of this kind of organizing.  Indeed, given the current state of "all-inclusive" (read: white/male dominated) social movements in this country, I do not believe that INCITE! would exist as the amazing organization that it is without its explicit centering of women of color, in both theory and in practice.  My feelings of melancholy do not come from some sense of entitlement, some sense that I have a "right" to be a part of these spaces.  It's much more complicated than that.  My feelings come precisely from my recognition of the historical and contemporary barriers that the current system has built between myself, Briana, and these women, and from the fact that any time someone with privilege actually faces up to these barriers, actually looks over the fences and genuinely sees and listens to the humanity—not just an abstract, dehumanized victimhood, which leads one simply to wallow in guilt—of those on the other side, it is impossible not to feel a deep sense of loss. 


Oppression, at its core, means the fracturing of communities by violence, a fracturing that tears through the humanity of both privileged and oppressed peoples in different ways.  To struggle for liberation, then, means struggling to rebuild our fractured communities, rebuilding our fractured humanities in the process.  My sense of dislocation at the conference stems from this fact: watching these strong, defiant, joyful women of color weaving communities of resistance together, and knowing that my own liberation, the reclamation of my own humanity, is intimately tied to the work that they are doing.  This is their space, INCITE! is their organization, but their project is ultimately our liberation, our revolution.  So, for me, the question (and corresponding confusion) of "where do I fit in?" is inevitable.


So, where do I fit in?  What is the role of "allies" in a women of color politics?  If INCITE! is currently the most promising revolutionary organization in our country (and I definitely think it is), then what about all of the well-meaning revolutionaries who, because of their identities, don't get to be in INCITE!?  I believe that these questions, if being asked from a position of authentic solidarity rather than from positions of entitlement or of patronizing guilt (which are unfortunately the two most common tendencies within US ally politics), are central to the future of both INCITE! and to our revolutionary movements as a whole.  Building a revolution, especially in the United States, depends on the abilities of radicals to build and dismantle power across vastly different communities, identities, and populations, including the communities and populations of the privileged.  Short of a bloodbath, there is no US revolution without masses of white people actively participating in collaboration with masses of people of color.  Short of an unsustainable separatism, there is no US revolution without masses of feminist men struggling alongside feminist women.  Finding healthy ways of creating this collaboration "across the fences of oppression" is of tremendous strategic and ethical importance.  While I understand that these questions aren't currently a priority for the women of INCITE! (and why should they be?), they should be a priority for INCITE!'s allies, and I believe that INCITE! itself will be forced by its own momentum to confront these questions in the next few years.


Because of the campaigns that INCITE! has decided to focus on—for reproductive justice, against police violence (and for community accountability processes), and against militarism (with a focus on anti-recruiting activities)—I believe that the more successful INCITE! is over the next couple of years, the more it is going to be confronted by the question of how to engage with non-women of color in its work.  For example, sustainable community accountability processes and anti-recruiting work both heavily involve men, and so the more energy that INCITE! puts into these projects, the more men they are going to have to deal with.  Eventually, I believe this question of men (men of color at first, followed, eventually, by questions of white women, and then finally of white men) will lead either to INCITE! opening up as a revolutionary organization or to the formation of parallel, allied organizations, and I predict that in these shifts the very notion of "women of color" as a central category of political organizing will be vigorously debated.  

In fact, this debate is already happening around the issue of trans-inclusiveness within INCITE!, with one of the last speakers in the closing plenary, Joo Hyun Kang, bluntly questioning whether the concept of organizing as "women of color" was still relevant to the current global context.  If we understand transgender politics as a response to the patriarchal gender binary system, then it makes sense that trans people of color would have much in common with self-identified women of color, seeing as how both groups share spaces in the intersections of white supremacy and patriarchy, and so, further, it makes sense that maybe they would want to share space in an organization.  But what about queer men of color?  Do they not share much in the way of an intersectional perspective as well, oppressed by racism and patriarchal heterosexism (while admittedly still benefiting from male privilege)?  And from these questions is it really that far of a stretch to think about the perspectives of groups like Eastern European women, who experience ethnic cleansing, war, imperialist/capitalist exploitation, sex trafficking, and (for Muslim women) religious oppression, or even poor white queer women in the US, who live at intersections of capitalism, heterosexism, and patriarchy (while still benefiting from white privilege)?  In asking these questions, I am not trying to be flippant, playing a game of political "what-ifs," rather I am seriously trying to explore just what the unique boundaries of a women of color politics are.  Is the holistic, intersectional nature of INCITE!'s women of color politics really exclusive to the experiences of women of color, or might it find strong reflections in the experiences of other peoples who live at intersections within the system?  If so, what does that mean for building and linking holistic revolutionary organizations?  I can't imagine INCITE! going more than 5 more years or so at its current speed before these questions begin to really rise up with intensity.

It should be obvious from the nature of my questions that I have my own opinions about these subjects, opinions which I readily admit are shaped by my own social position as a queer white guy from the managerial middle class, and by my attempts to locate myself within revolutionary politics.  To be honest, I believe that, in the long run, centering a broad, mass politics around identities or even intersections of identities (like 
"women of color") is problematic because 1) it often serves to mask real differences between people of those identities in favor of an abstracted group "unity" and 2) it limits our movements' theoretical tools for understanding how people who don't fit into those identities might still be capable of being full revolutionary agents (not just two-dimensional "allies," but fully realized revolutionaries).  Moreover, I simply don't think identity-centered politics are actually necessary for either 1) understanding the complexities of our social realities or 2) making proper space in which historically marginalized peoples can work autonomously, which are the two biggest reasons why people advocate for them.  I believe that it's possible to have a "systems-based politics," (I usually call it holistic politics, or intersectional politics, or...ick...anti-oppression politics) in which one's analysis is built around an interconnected lens of the systems of oppression, rather than being built around the lens of one cluster of identities, and that this lens allows us and encourages us to constantly shift our center (rather than just centering on one population which we hope will contain a total analysis within itself) to explore the experiences of a multiplicity of identities (both in their oppressions and their privileges), thus building a deep picture of the world.  What I like about systems-based politics is that it is open to everybody, all someone has to do is believe that there really is an interconnected web of oppressions, and that they as individuals occupy a unique position of both privilege and oppression, and they're "in."  From there, they can use the politics to not only shift their center toward the experiences of women of color, but they also can shift their center all over the place, centering different clusters of young people, centering different people with different disabilities, centering plants and animals, and even centering the analysis on themselves.  For me and my social position, this is what is particularly powerful about a systems-based politics: I can use an interconnected analysis to understand my own experiences of privilege and oppression and how they relate to the bigger picture.  While technically I could do the exact same thing by extending a "women of color centered" analysis to myself, I don't really think that accurately describes what it means for me to fully examine myself within the system, because I'm not just exploring my relationship to women of color, but also my relationships to the systems of patriarchy, white supremacy, heterosexism, capitalism, etc. themselves.  Also, crucially, because a systems-based politics obviously recognizes the unique experiences of marginalized groups like women of color, it still provides a means for articulating why "women of color only" spaces are necessary, and for why women of color's autonomous organizing might be necessary as well.  So, in practice, a systems-based politics, while open to everybody, is completely compatible with the politics of a "by and for woman of color" group like INCITE!, it just arrives at those politics by a different path.  

However, these are just my current opinions about a theoretical debate that, while fun to think about, is not really all that relevant to the present situation of US social movements.  The fact remains that women of color really are at the forefront of organizing right now, and it is vital that those of us who are not women of color really step up to support them in what they are building.  For now, this might simply mean financial, logistical, and even child care support, nothing more.  If that's the situation right now, if that's the only role we can handle in a healthy way, so be it, that's just where we're at in history.   The larger, long-term questions of INCITE! working with non-women of color really depend on these more immediate questions of how INCITE! grows and strengthens itself within women of color communities, and of how allies work to support that growth and development.  Only by doing this concrete support work now, however thankless, lonely, and bittersweet it feels, will we be ready to collaborate responsibly with INCITE! when the time comes for deeper alliances across our identities.  

This brings me to why I think that focused ally work – with groups like Seattle Men Organizing Against Violence, the Coalition of Anti-Racist Whites (if it gets its act together), and Communities Against Rape and Abuse—is so strategically (and, of course, ethically) important.  I believe that in the next 5-10 years there is going to be a large-scale realization among many movements that intergenerational, mixed gender, multi-racial (including white folks), cross class community organizing is the model of choice for pursuing revolutionary change.  When that happens, it is imperative that those of us with privilege do not repeat the fucked up errors of the past, and that we be ready to regain and keep the trust of oppressed communities. Those of us who have put our time in as allies—cultivating deep relationships with communities of color, with women of color, with white women, etc.—will find ourselves in good positions to be able to collaborate in some very strong new movements, movements that I believe will be pivotal in turning the global tide in favor of liberation.  

I believe that INCITE! will eventually become a significant force within these new movements and so, for now and maybe for a long time, I am proud to simply be silent and supportive, to listen and to contemplate what is being discussed.  Because someday, those of us who are allies are going to be welcomed as equal participants with these incredible women, building revolutionary projects with them, and I want to be as deeply rooted and intimately connected with their work as I can be.  

I have finally found my home in the movement—I'm just going to have to be patient.  Because there's still much work to do, and a good number of more years to go before I might actually be welcomed inside.

