From the Ending Racism Task Force
Friendship, Conversation, and New Understanding
By Stan Horwitz
White people interacting with Black friends, family members, colleagues, and
neighbors typically discuss the subjects that naturally arise from those
relationships. Racism, by contrast, is the kind of huge, uncomfortable topic that
few engage with in routine conversation. But in my opinion, white people who
strive to fight racism can never understand its full impact unless they address it
directly with Black people. I’ve learned a lot just by asking Black friends to share
their experiences with me.
One such friend many of you know: Eugene Charrington, who frequently attends
Sunday platforms at the Philadelphia Ethical Society. Eugene and I have spent
many hours talking about racism, usually at Good Karma Café. Some things he’s
told me about himself painfully highlight the differences in our lived white and
Black experiences.
In the Queens, New York neighborhood where Eugene grew up the population
was 99% Black. My Northeast Philadelphia neighborhood was 99% white. Eugene
was born in 1950 and I was born in 1961—so, both in an era when landmark
desegregation laws had just begun to affect things like housing and education.
Consequently, we did similar things but with different outcomes. For example,
Eugene told me he had many unpleasant interactions with white people during
his childhood. He recalled, in particular, being regarded with suspicion by white
people at Coney Island when he visited there with his parents and sister. Nothing
like that ever happened to my sister and me the many times our parents took us
to the Jersey Shore.
As an adult, Eugene worked a variety of jobs, including driving for a taxi company
in New York City for several years. He told me that the white dispatchers would
assign white drivers to the newer, better cabs. Eugene and the other Black drivers
got stuck with the older vehicles with worn seats, and radios and heaters that
didn’t work. During his years as a bicycle messenger, Eugene was frisked several
times by New York City police officers while simply standing next to his bike

drinking hot coffee on a cold winter’s day. In the countless hours I have ridden my
bike both in New York and Philly, I have never once been stopped by the police.
I gained further insight into Eugene’s experience when on March 6, after the
Ethical Society platform, we attended the Grannies for Peace rally. I didn’t notice
anything unusual about the event, which consisted of roughly 200 protesters
listening to anti-war speeches. Then Eugene pointed out the complete absence of
police guarding the rally in which, not coincidentally, most of the protesters were
white. If the protest had been organized by a predominantly Black organization,
we believe, a lot of uniformed and plainclothes cops probably would have been
on duty.
I challenge both white and Black readers of this column to sit down together and
talk, informally, one-on-one, about your personal experiences with racism. Only
when we do this can we really begin to understand racism and fight it.
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