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On the Eve of the Momentous Seattle World Trade Organization Meeting, 
a Call for a Revolution of Values 

Remarks by Arnie Alpert, AFSC staff in New Hampshire (aalpert@afsc.org), at a Labor Day Breakfast, Sept. 6, 1999 where Alpert was 
honored for his successful efforts to have January 15 recognized as an official Martin Luther King Day holiday in New Hampshire, the 
last state in the union to sign on to this national homage to Dr. King.

As a union member, I’d like to say a few words about Martin Luther King, Jr., and why it is important for the labor 
movement to honor him and live up to the challenges he gave us. We should of course remember that King was first tapped 
for leadership by E.D. Nixon, of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in Montgomery, that King worked side by side 
with organized labor throughout his public career, and that his assassination came while he was supporting striking work-
ers—AFSCME members—in Memphis.

The labor movement, at its heart, is a movement for social justice. We need to remember Dr. King, not merely as a civil 
rights leader, but as a prophet of social justice. Here is what King wrote in 1967, during the war on poverty, before the era of 
computers and de-industrialization, and decades before creation of the World Trade Organization forced us to think globally 
and act like members of an international movement: 

A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty 
and wealth. With righteous indignation, it will look at the thousands of working people 
displaced from their jobs with reduced incomes as a result of automation while the profits 
of the employers remain intact, and say: ‘This is not just.’ It will look across the oceans and 
see individual capitalists of the West investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa and 
South America, only to take the profits out with no concern for the social betterment of the 
countries, and say: “This is not just.” 

King warned that the poor countries of the world were being dominated by 
foreign corporations. He called it neocolonialism. Now, the rich countries, too, 
are dominated by large corporations. We can call that neocolonialism, too. King 
challenged us to create an “international coalition of socially aware forces, oper-
ating outside governmental frameworks,” as the way to fight neocolonialism, and 
move governments to act on behalf of their citizens rather than the interests of big 
business.

Thirty years after King’s death, the contrast between wealth and poverty is 
even more glaring. We hear that the CEOs of the biggest US companies make 419 
times the pay of their average worker, and that the richest American owns as much 
wealth as the poorest 40% combined. We know that globalization is increasing in-
equality everywhere. We read about the American-based companies that contract 
with Korean-based companies to produce clothes in Honduras, and about workers there who were beaten and teargassed 
last Monday to break their union. We understand in our guts what the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
reports, that while “in theory US law provides for workers to have freedom of association, the right to join trade unions and 
participate in collective bargaining is in practice denied to large segments of the American workforce in both the public and 
the private sectors.”

Brothers and sisters, we still need King’s revolution of values that looks uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty 
and wealth, and the unequal distribution of power that flows from it. We need the kind of campaigns King led. We should 
remember that King’s last campaign, the Poor People’s Campaign, was designed to unite the poor and workers of all races 
to put pressure on our government for change. And in this global era, we need to pressure not only our government, but 
also power centers where the rules of the global economy are being dictated. 

King’s call for international coalitions is being heard. When the World Trade Organization meets in Seattle in November, 
American steelworkers will be in the streets with Mexican assembly workers, Indian farmers, South American environ-
mentalists, and European consumer advocates, marching with righteous indignation. Together we will send a message 
that the needs of global business should not take precedence over the needs of our communities for decent jobs, a healthy 
environment, human rights, and democracy. Together we can live up to the challenge that Dr. King left us. Thank you. 

Reprinted from Peacework,  October 1999
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Candle light vigil for victims of handgun violence in Elysies 
River, a township near Cape Town, South Africa, July 1999

Excerpts from “About being a pilgrim, 
being on pilgrimage”

“The ancestors have a saying, if you want to talk the 
talk, you have to walk the walk.”  So says Smitty, as he 
introduces a chant we offer at most stops. “What do they 
say? TALK THAT TALK!  What’s the best way? WALK 
THAT WALK!”

I am part of a living prayer that carries the spirits 
of enslaved Africans back to their homeland. The an-
cestors—mine are white, part of the ruling class, as I am 
of the group benefited by slavery—rely on me for their 
redemption. I redeem their suffering—or their mistaken 
notions of property—by my own token suffering. I leave 
my home, can’t yet find a resident to assume my rent pay-
ments. I offer up this modicum of suffering. I miss Louise, 
my partner, Kate and Josephine, my two daughters, Jon, 
my good friend and photographer colleague, Minga with 
her sons, Asa and Eli, all three walking much of the Boston 
section with us, and innumerable others I love and cherish. 
I offer up this small suffering.

My feet blister. I offer that up. I am in the company 
of nearly 70 other pilgrims, sojourners, compatriots from 
Japan, Germany, Australia, the south of the US. I am not 
always delighted with their company. I offer up my im-
patience. We learn of the hidden history of slavery, the 
monumental pain of the enslaved, the arrogance and greed 
of the traders and owners. I am shocked, saddened, hurt. 
I offer it up.

In our first ten days, we walked from Leverett Mas-
sachusetts to Boston, residing in churches, community 
centers, private homes, arts centers. We sleep all in one 
space, sharing only several toilets, and we sleep separately, 
able to use Jacuzzi hot tubs. People join us for the morning, 
the day, the week, others leave, to resume their quotidian 
lives; some chose not to endure  the suffering of our 1998 
Middle Passage journey.

Initially I hoped to continue to the end of our year-
long journey, Cape Town, South Africa. I prayed I would 
rent my apartment. I hoped we would eventually settle 
the irksome chaos of our nascent organization. Where do 

we end the day’s walk? How do we shuttle the walkers? 
What’s the program in the next town? Will my feet ease into 
the routine? Will my stomach learn to accommodate the 
different cuisines? Will I find a way to appreciate forms of 
prayer other than my own? Will I reach west Africa?

I decided not to go to west Africa. That is another story. 
I did meet the pilgrimage in South Africa, with some trepi-
dation and much reluctance. That also is another story. And 
I discovered an alternative vision: itinerant photographer, 
in the south of the United States and in the new South Af-
rica, my services in exchange for food and housing, no fee. 
Giving back when so many had given to us, to me.

We learn from the Christian gospel, “When you are 
young, you decide your path, gird your loins, and set 
out. But when you are old, you will reach out your arms, 
your loins will be girded for you and you will be carried 
where you do not wish to go.” I am carried, transported. 
And many of those hearing this account have offered their 
arms of support. Let’s stay together, step by step, strong 
and resolute, fully engaged in the world, each in our own 
manner, on our own pilgrimage for freedom and justice.

Skip Schiel, October 22, 1999
9 Sacramento Street

Cambridge Massachusetts 02138
617-441-7756

schiel@ccae.org
www.ccae.org/~schiel

A participatory photographer, trying to photograph while en-
gaging in struggles for justice, peace, right treatment of the 
environmental, and enlightenment, Skip Schiel makes photos 
for publications, exhibits, slide shows, and individual use. He 
is currently in the post production phase of a 15-month project 
inspired by a pilgrimage of the Middle Passage, retracing the 
route of the Atlantic slave trade.

Walking the slavery route on the Interfaith Pilgrimage
of the Middle Passage, October 1998
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NEYM and Racism
As a black Quaker, I am surprised and disappointed 

to find so many racists among us. Quakers are supposed 
to have gentle love for all God’s children, even their 
enemies. Are we black Quakers not God’s children too? 
How does one explain Quakers, who are noted for their 
gentle love and understanding for all people, embracing 
racism against black Quakers? Do you know that the 
largest number of Quakers on the planet are black and 
live in Africa? I think the actual number of racist Friends 
is very low, but because of the condoning and inaction of 
most other Quakers most black Quakers feel alone when 
experiencing racism from other Quakers and we get the 
feeling that the number of whiter Quakers who are racist 
is much larger than it is. As a black Quaker I can tell you 
that racism hurts right down to the marrow of the bone 
and that pain is compounded one hundred fold when it 
comes from Quakers you consider family — people you 
love and expect to love you.

Because most of us are white, we have 
relatively few encounters with racism 
within the yearly meeting. We would do 
well to listen closely when our brothers 
and sisters of color speak out. 

Rob Yager, co-clerk, 
Committee on Prejudice and Poverty

White nonracist Quakers should feel a duty and re-
sponsibility to educate the racists among us, by educating 
and bringing them to the table of understanding, accep-
tance, and most importantly love. By doing this we im-
prove race relations, and reduce tension and stress among 
all Quakers; we improve conditions for future generations 
of Quakers and invite blacks to become Quakers. How 
then best to rid our Quaker community of the concerns 
for issues of racism, diversity, and inclusiveness discussed 
among white and black Quakers at a gathering in April 
1999 in Burlington, New Jersey? It is not a simple task, 
and it is a task which will test our individual Quaker faith 
and beliefs to the fullest. I think this journey to healing 
and bringing us together in an honest spirit of love and 
understanding among all Friends, regardless of their skin 
color needs to begin now!

The journey begins with each one of us as individuals 
accepting in most cases our own racist behavior, beliefs, 
and attitudes which we may have unknowingly acquired 
over our lifetime from home, school, work and the media. 
New England Yearly Meeting needs to place a high pri-
ority on working on the issues of racism, diversity, and 
inclusiveness regarding blacks which continues to divide 
us as Friends, even today.

I am working with Friends General Conference on 
these concerns. In addition I am a member of New Eng-
land Yearly Meeting’s Committee on Prejudice and Pov-
erty which is also working on these concerns. I am hoping 

that our NEYM Committees can develop an educational 
program which can be shared and used as a guide among 
all NEYM members.

This program could contain the following:

•  Discussion guides around these issues of racism that 
can be used in individual monthly meetings within 
NEYM

•  Teams that can travel with presentations to all NEYM 
local meetings

•  Special resource materials for young people as well as 
adults on the issues of racism

•  A suggested reading list that addresses concerns of
racism

•  A library of appropriate videos and films
•  A guide to help local meetings get involved with the 

black communities in their areas
•  A contact person in the NEYM office who can help with 

questions around these concerns and other issues that 
victimize black Quakers

•  A contact person in the NEYM office to whom a black 
Quaker can report a racial incident in monthly or quar-
terly meetings

•  A contact person in the NEYM office where a white 
Quaker can turn for help with his/her own racism

James Varner, Orono (ME) Meeting
President Greater Bangor (ME) Area NAACP

NozizweMadlala Routledge, newly appointed deputyminister of 
defense, speaking on women’s day, South Africa, August 1999

(Photo by Skip Schiel)

Committee on Prejudice & Poverty
Co-Clerks

          Joyce McKelvey                                           Rob Yager
            860-423-8245                                          603-428-3402
                                                                      r_yager@conknet.com

Comments, letters, articles, etc. 
may be sent to the editor via e-
mail, fax (508-457-2175 -- att: 
K Brown) or mail (155 James 
Circle, Mashpee, MA 02649).

Newsletter Editor
K Brown

508-539-0843
kbrown@whoi.edu 
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For further information please contact Bert Skellie, 416 Page 
Avenue NE, Atlanta, GA 30307, 404-378-5883. bertskellie@
mindspring.com

From Atlanta Friends Meeting October 99 Newsletter, we reprint a provocative report of their efforts to eradicate racism 
in their meeting and beyond.  We of the Committee on Prejudice and Poverty feel that their insights could apply to our 
meetings in New England. (The report has been shortened & edited.)

Moved by the Spirit, out of the personal and individual 
search of several in Meeting, a gathering in late 1997 began 
with a deliberate focus on the history we live in America as 
descendents of Europeans and Africans. As others joined, 
we became a group working to understand our part in 
America’s racial history. [This group called] Our Role as 
Individuals in America’s Racial History (ORAIIARH) became 
a safe place to explore our role, discern our leadings and 
support each other in antiracist work. As individuals we 
have come to a place of life-altering behavioral change in 
the way we now endeavor to live our lives.

We encourage the rest of the Meeting to join us in tak-
ing a structured look into the heart of [Atlanta Meeting 
and wider Quakers] over the next year. Our journey has 
made us mindful—
•  of the fundamental Quaker testimonies of equality of 

all and integrity in our practices
•  of the continued pervasive presence of racism and white 

privilege and their effects in our lives, communities and 
society

•  of the essential role of whites as individuals in ending 
racism in our lives, communities and society

•  that the Society of Friends seeks continually to be open 
to reexamination of its leadings and practices within the 
knowledge of the current moment

•  of [the group’s] unity with the concern of the Friends 
recently gathered in Burlington [GA] that “unless our 
Meetings and Churches become more welcoming and 
inclusive and deal with issues of racism, the future of the 
Religious Society of Friends in America is in danger.”

•  of the persistent paucity of African Americans and 
other people of color within the Society of Friends in 
the United States

•  of the early concern of the Atlanta Meeting in the 50’s 
and the 60’s with external projects supporting the end of 
segregation and that this era was followed by a lengthy 
period of quietism

•  that what draws individuals to the Quaker experience 
does so without regard to color

•  that there are possible lessons in the ability of the Meet-
ing to become a place safe for gays and lesbians

 
Our recommendations arise from our concern to live our 
lives in the spirit with true human equality as a focus. They 
are grouped in three areas:
I.    Meeting support for [Friends intending to develop and 

foster] individual awareness and responsibility
A. The Meeting will ask each person in the Meeting to 

develop and foster her/his own awareness of and 
continuing responsibility for this country’s racial 
history. 

B.  The Meeting will support individuals as they seek 
to live out Quaker testimonies against racism and 

How One Meeting is Addressing Their Own Racism

for equality and peace. 
C.  The Meeting will challenge and support white 

members to intentionally go outside their 
comfort zones within the dominant white 
community and to address their acknowledged 
and unacknowledged fears. 

D.  The Meeting will seek opportunities to participate 
as an equal or secondary partner with African-
American groups or institutions in projects such 
as building a Habitat for Humanity house. 

II. Intention as an institution to become a place that is 
clearly safe and welcoming for people of color
A. The Meeting will ask all committees and organized 

groups of the Meeting to audit themselves 
using guidelines provided jointly by Oversight 
Committee and ORAIIARH over the next year. 

B. Near its beginning, this process of review and 
reflection should incorporate a workshop on 
racism and Quakers for clerks or designated 
individuals from each committee and group of 
the Meeting. 

C. The Meeting will support participation of Meeting 
members in gatherings focusing on racial issues 
sponsored by Friends General Conference, Pendle 
Hill, Fellowship of Friends of African Descent, 
etc. 

D. The Meeting will support development of a section 
of the library for appropriately related resource 
aids and materials. 

E. The Meeting will ask ORAIIARH and other 
committees as appropriate to provide ways of 
assistance for those of the Meeting who take on 
individual intentionality.

III.  Meeting Outreach/Committed Intentionality
A.   The Meeting will prepare a written statement 

based on Quaker testimonies of its intention to 
become a welcoming and safe spiritual community 
for African Americans and other people of color. 

B.   The Meeting will use appropriate local media and 
alumni lists from Quaker educational institutions 
to spread awareness of itself to African Americans 
and other people of color. 

C.   The Meeting will seek to host or co-host events 
that would be of particular interest to African 
Americans and other people of color, while 
encouraging attendance by all. 


