Statement of Alyce Green

On Being Awarded the 2005 Martin Luther King, Jr. Humanitarian Award
King County Executive Sims, King County Councilmembers, Ms deIongh, members of the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Celebration Committee, fellow employees, community members, and friends.  This is the greatest honor of my life.  Martin Luther King, Jr. has been my hero since I was a teenager.  I joined the struggle when I was ten years old and on vacation in Georgia.  My father supported me as I assisted an elderly African-American gentleman in Savannah, who had been rudely pushed down while trying to get a drink from a “whites only” water fountain.

This experience galvanized my awareness of the destructive power of segregation and discrimination.  I learned about Dr. King and the civil rights movement from Walter Cronkite, who for those of you who are too young to remember, was the master of the evening news in the 6os and 70s, but it all seemed so big and far away from my small town in upstate New York. Then in 1963, Dr. King gave his I Have a Dream speech in Washington, DC.  After hearing that speech my heart was touched and my devotion sealed.  

Throughout my adult life, I have been blessed with the gift of being paid money to do what I find so rewarding. My careers in medical research and administration of community and technical colleges allowed me to go home at night knowing that someone’s life was made a margin better.  This is also true of my work with King County Community Corrections.  I now work with offenders, sentenced to complete community service hours and I link them with non-profit agencies in King County. This program provides opportunities for offenders to pay back to the community while allowing non-profit agencies the help they need to achieve their specific mission.  

During my life, I have spent much of my free time volunteering in the community. My focus is usually the hungry, homeless, and discrimination. Recently, I was asked to list my hobbies.  Community service and cooking were on that list.  Cooking because I love to eat and community service because it feeds my soul.  I currently serve on the board of Boomtown Café, located across from the King County Court House.  Boomtown Café provides between 15,000 and 22,000 meals a month to the homeless and low income individuals in King County.  There are several locations.  The meals are served in a restaurant style where customers sit and eat at tables in a safe and dignified atmosphere, while creating a community of openness and respect.  (You can learn how to help Boomtown Cafe with its mission at www.boomtowncafe.org). I encourage you to find an issue that touches your heart and find the joy of giving back. I’m sure if you browse the King County Charitable Campaign booklet you will be able to find several organizations that work on issues that have significance to your life. 

While in graduate school in the 1990’s,, I read Peggy MacIntosh’s seminal article on Invisible White Privilege and it was a transformational experience. Professor McIntosh discusses the history of systemic power bestowed on European-Americans that precludes power for racial and cultural minorities in this country.  Then she offers an enlightening list of unearned privileges that most European-Americans can count on in their everyday lives that most individuals of color can not.   Here are just a few:

1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time. 

2. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure renting or purchasing housing in an area which I can afford and in which I would want to live. 

3. I can be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me. 

4. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed. 

5. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely represented. 

6. When I am told about our national heritage or about "civilization," I am shown that people of my color made it what it is. 

7. I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their race. 

8. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group. 

9. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to "the person in charge," I will be facing a person of my race.  

10. If my day, week, or year is going badly, I need not ask of each negative episode or situation whether it has racial overtones. 

At the end of this piece Professor McIntosh challenges European-American readers to choose to use unearned advantage to weaken hidden systems of advantage and to use any of our arbitrarily awarded power to try to reconstruct power systems on a broader base.  I encourage you to read Professor McIntosh’s article by going to the following link: http://www.utoronto.ca/acc/events/peggy1.htm

I wish to thank the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Celebration Committee for presenting me this award.  I also want to thank my father, who later that day explained why the man was pushed down and why we can never tolerate injustice; Nate Caldwell, my boss and mentor; my children, Angela, Richard, and Alyssa who are already so much smarter and better at seeing injustice and struggling against it.  And most of all I want to thank all of the people in King County who go out every day to provide others with opportunities to improve their lives and their communities. 

