What’s Racism Got to Do with It?

Why Occupy Wall Street Must Deal With Racism 

In the first few days of Occupy Oakland, some activists have questioned the need to talk about institutional racism, Oscar Grant, Ohlone land, police brutality, etc. “This is about class, not race,” “We need to keep our focus on Wall Street,” and “We have to be united,” are common ways of expressing this sentiment.

At Seminary of the Street, we do not believe this movement can succeed without sustained, serious, honest conversation about the history and present-day realities of institutional racism and white supremacy and the ways that those have impacted our economic situation. Saying that we are all the 99% does not mean we all have equal opportunity, equal access to resources, or equal treatment under the law or in our movements.

· Much of the wealth that exists in this country was generated from land taken from Native peoples, unpaid labor by enslaved Africans, and dangerous and difficult labor done by other people of color for low wages, often without the benefits of citizenship. 

· A series of U.S. government policies have boosted wealth accumulation for white people while blocking it for people of color. (See attached list.) In Oakland, the history of legalized discrimination against Asians, for example, is constitutive important and under-acknowledged.

· Wealth generated in this way has been passed down through inheritance, remaining largely in white families. (Enslaved Africans and other people of color paid only subsistence wages have had little or nothing to pass down. Native peoples defrauded of their land likewise have had little or nothing to pass down.) In 2007, the median net worth for African Americans was $17,100, for Latino/as $21,000, and for Caucasians $170,400, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Needless to say, this affects who invests in and profits from Wall Street.

· Constant exposure to micro-aggressions and systemic barriers challenges the resilience of people of color in ways that white people don’t have to deal with.

· Prisons continue to generate income for private corporations owned largely (if not exclusively) by white people who thus benefit from racist policing in low-income communities of color and racist enforcement of the “War on Drugs,” which followed on the flooding of low-income communities of color with first heroin and then crack cocaine. Gang injunctions now continue this pattern.

· A vastly disproportionate amount of the wealth lost in the economic crisis was lost by people of color who lost their homes due to predatory loans. Likewise, unemployment is currently 8% among white people, 11.8% among Latino/as, and 16.1% among African Americans.

· Private corporations profit continually from globalization (and the opening of new markets in countries populated by people of color), imperialist wars waged mostly on countries populated by people of color, and the occupation of these and other countries by US military bases. The profits from all of these go disproportionately to white people and target family members of people of color who live here.

· Without this racial analysis of economics, even well-meaning efforts at change are likely to replicate white privilege. Furthermore, white supremacy is deeply embedded in our consciousness and shapes movement dynamics in ways that limit participation and perpetuate the injustice we seek to redress. 

Those who fear that racism will be used to divide and conquer this movement are right—it’s a centuries-old strategy—but the only way to keep that from happening is to commit to dealing honestly with the realities of racism and listening closely to the perceptions of people of color.

Government Policies that Boosted Wealth Accumulation for White People and/or Blocked Wealth Accumulation for People of Color 

(a non-exhaustive list)

Columbus to Emancipation Proclamation
· Legalized chattel slavery practiced since 1619 was enshrined in Constitution in 1787 (Fugitive Slave Clause Article 4 Section 2)

· Land grants to colonists

· Anti-miscegenation laws (in place since the late 17th century) prohibited interracial marriage (marriage being one way that wealth is transferred between families)

· 1705 Virginia Slave Codes (which became the model for similar laws in other colonies) promised small land grants and mules to white indentured servants in exchange for their loyalty to white owners. Many of these indentured servants, once freed, got work as part of the Fugitive Slave Patrol.

· Seminole Wars 1817-1855 moved Natives out of Southeast, opening up land for settlers

· 1823 decision by Supreme Court that while Indians could occupy land in the U.S. they could not hold title to it. (US used treaties to declare tribes “sovereign nations” so that they could cede land rights, but the state of Georgia failed to recognize their sovereignty. Cherokee went to the Supreme Court which ruled against them.)

· 1830 Indian Removal Act (championed by Andrew Jackson) following on earlier “voluntary” removal efforts, forced by threat of military action, followed by broken treaties

· 1848 Mexican Cession of Southwestern states through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (ended the Mexican-American War)-- all of present-day California, Nevada and Utah as well as most of Arizona, New Mexico and Colorado, plus all of Texas. The Treaty also ensured safety of existing property rights of Mexican citizens living in the transferred territories. Despite assurances to the contrary, the property rights of Mexican citizens were often not honored by the U.S. in accordance with modifications to and interpretations of the Treaty. Also, Mexican citizens who remained on ceded land more than a year were supposed to be granted citizenship. This article was modified from “as soon as possible” to “at a time specified by the U.S. Congress,” which of course never came.

· 1849 Foreign Miners’ Tax: Chinese were heavily recruited because they were notoriously hard workers willing to do drudge work for low wages (as a result of widespread poverty in China). At first they were welcome, but as gold began to dry up, even their gold-dusting (in mines abandoned by whites) was resented. Cry of “California for the Americans.” Foreign Miners’ Tax was $20/month for foreign miners. San Francisco was soon overrun by broke foreigners, who were resented not only by the miners, but by the unemployed white miners now returning to SF to try to find jobs.  By 1870, this tax was bringing in 25% of California’s revenue, and violence against Chinese immigrants was skyrocketing.

· 1852-1952 Denial of naturalization for large numbers of Asian immigrants

· 1850 Fugitive Slave Acts (also 1793)

· Homestead Act of 1862 (162 acres west of Mississippi): Most Africans were enslaved and thus could not benefit, although freed slaves were eligible. Sometimes involved the breaking up of Indian reservations, esp. in Oklahoma.

 

1865-1930 Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and the Great Depression
· General Sherman’s Special Field Order No 15: 40 acres and a mule revoked by Andrew Johnson in 1865, and land was given back to whites, along with reparations to white slaveholders for loss of “property.” This affected about 10,000 freed slaves who had been granted 400,000 acres.

· 1876 first Jim Crow Laws legalized segregation of public facilities

· 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act (banned Chinese immigration, supposed to be for ten years, but not repealed until 1943) Also made the Chinese permanent aliens because they could not become citizens. Separated families. Also those who left the country to visit family, etc., could not return.

· 1885 San Francisco passed an ordinance requiring all laundries operated in wooden buildings to be licensed by the board of supervisors. Only 25% of all wooden San Francisco laundries succeeded in being licensed, 79 of them operated by non-Chinese people and only one by a Chinese family. (Chinese laundries were nearly all operated in cheaper wooden buildings, and laundry was one of the four primary occupations for Chinese in SF). This law was part of a whole series of laws in San Francisco to discourage Chinese settlement: In 1870, the Cubic Air Ordinance restricted the number of occupants in Chinese apartment buildings based upon certain space requirements. The Queue Ordinance of 1876 stipulated that all Chinese prisoners had to have their hair cut, and the No Special Police for Chinese Quarter Ordinance of 1878 denied Chinatown police protection. In addition, Chinese laundries had to pay a special fee if they used horse‐drawn delivery vehicles.  In 1886, Yick Wo and others deliberately violated the law to test its constitutionality.In Yick Wo vs. Hopkins, the Supreme Court decided for Yick Wo and struck down the law.

· 1887 Dawes Act allowed the US to survey reservation land and divide it into allotments for individual families, which were later appropriated by whites. (End of the commons among native Americans.)

· 1893 Annexation of Hawaii The Kingdom of Hawaii was sovereign from 1810 until 1893 when the monarchy was overthrown by resident American (and some European) businessmen. It was an independent republic from 1894 until 1898, when it was annexed by the United States as a territory, becoming a state in 1959.[31]

· 1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson decision tested constitutionality of Jim Crow

· 1898 Annexation of Puerto Rico and possession of the Phillipines as “commonwealths”

· 1913 Alien Land Laws: The California Alien Land Law of 1913 prohibited "aliens ineligible for citizenship" (i.e., all Asian immigrants) from owning land or property, but permitted three-year leases. It affected the Chinese, Indian, Japanese, and Korean immigrant farmers in California.

· 1913 Home Mortgage Interest Deduction passed

· 1919 English only laws

· 1924 Asian Exclusion Act (repealed in 1943) specifically targeted Asian immigrants, essentially guaranteeing that they would never qualify for naturalization or land ownership. Despite the restrictions of the Asian Exclusion Act, many Asians continued to immigrate into the U.S. illegally, because they felt that the country offered more opportunities than they had in their native countries.

· 1924 US Border Patrol instituted as part of the Labor Appropriation Act

 

1930s-1950s The New Deal
· 1935 FHA Redlining: FHA established in 1934 and began redlining in 1935. In 1935, the Federal Home Loan Bank Board (FHLBB) asked Home Owners' Loan Corporation (HOLC) to look at 239 cities and create "residential security maps" to indicate the level of security for real-estate investments in each surveyed city. Such maps defined many minority neighborhoods in cities as ineligible to receive financing. Since African Americans couldn’t generally buy in white neighborhoods, this often meant they couldn’t get mortgages at all.

· 1935 Social Security: Denied benefits to domestic and agricultural workers, which were disproportionately POCs. Also many teachers, nurses, hospital employees, librarians, and social workers (women’s professions).The act also denied coverage to individuals who worked intermittently.These jobs were dominated by women and minorities. This was amended in 1950 and 1954.

· Wagner Act (or National Labor Relations Act) did not eradicate racial discrimination in unions, and people of color were often excluded from pension programs and better paying jobs.

· 1942 Bracero Program through 1954 Operation Wetback Mexican agricultural and railroad workers brought in to provide inexpensive labor during WWII. By 1945, the quota for the agricultural program was more than 75,000 braceros working in the U.S. railroad system and 50,000 braceros working in U.S. agriculture at any one time.

· 1942-1945 Japanese Internment

· 1944 GI Bill: Hard to seek an education when income/employment was needed at home. Also, the American Legion and VFW often denied claims of black GIs. In addition, banks and mortgage institutions refused to lend to blacks.

· 1953 Tribal Termination (Public Law 280) dissolved sovereignty of tribes one at a time, meaning reservation land became privately owned. This action decimated tribes economically and often enabled federal takeover of resource-rich land. Ended tribal schools and dropout rate skyrocketed. The Indian Health Service provided health care for many Indian tribes, but once a tribe was terminated they lost their eligibility.[12] Many tribes no longer had any hospitals and no means to get health care. Indian clinics that didn’t meet state standards were closed, often leaving them without access to health care.

 

1954-1979 Civil Rights Movement
· 1954 Operation Wetback  under which 1,075,168 Mexicans were deported in 1954. Agricultural areas targeted by INS.

· 1960s Farm Loss to Blacks b/c of USDA discrimination in loans. On February 18, 2010, the court case was finally settled, awarding 1.25 billion dollars to black farmers who suffered discrimination

 

1980s-Present
· 1997 Tax cuts for asset owners

· 1994 NAFTA, followed by other trade agreements

· Rise of the privatized prison industry, along with increased incarceration through the “War on Drugs,” three-strikes law, and the criminalization of sex work.

· Predatory lending disproportionately affecting communities of color
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