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EDITORIAL

A lesson in being fibrowno

Growing up part African American
and part Scottish, lan Spiers said he
rarely, if ever, experienced racism in
his life. Late last month, however,
the photography student at Shoreline
Community College learned a lesson
that he will likely never forget.

Spiers, a dark-skinned, curly-
haired 35-year-old, was at the Ballard
Locks taking pictures for a 100-level
class assignment. As is common at
this city landmark, there were visitors
all around, taking pictures with their
own cameras. Spiers also saw one
man underneath the train bridge with
an easel and a canvas. And yet when
police ofpcers and federal authorities
arrived soon afterwards, they made a
beeline towards Spiers.

In what he described as the longest 30 minutes of his life, he
was surrounded and interrogated by these ofpcials as curious
bystanders looked on. At one point, Spiers said, a Homeland
Security agent told him that it was illegal to photograph federal
property. Then how come none of the camera-toting tourists
around them was being questioned, he retorted.

Spiers wanted badly for the ofpcials to say that it was be-
cause of the color of his skin i because he might have had ties
to Arabs or Muslims. But they didndt.

This wasnit the prst time Spiers had been questioned about
his photographs of the Locks. In April, after being seen taking
pictures of the landmark and jotting down notes, police ofpcers
appeared at his Ballard home to ask what he was doing. Show-
ing them his notes of his camera settings, he told them he was
there for a class project.

OHumiliated, Angry, Ashamed, Brownd was the title Spiers
gave to his artistis statement, which he submitted as part of his
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project. His series of photos taken at the Locks conveys o0a loss
of innocence,0 he said.

Spiers knows his case isndt unusual. Heds not the only person
to have become the victim of racial propling in this post-9/11
era. Wedve heard countless stories of Muslim and Arab Ameri-
cans being subjected to intense scrutiny M at airports and else-
where. The integrity of their businesses are questioned and their
motivations are second-guessed. But itds not just happening to
othemd; this isndt otheird problem. Propling can happen, and
has happened, to all kinds of people, including Asians, immi-
grants, non-citizens, women, the poor and youths. Anyone can
be scapegoated and made into the enemy. During World War
I1, pngers quickly pointed to the Japanese in America, 120,000
of whom were sent to internment camps. Not one of them was
found guilty of working on behalf of Japan.

Living for years in wind-swept, dusty conditions, sur-
rounded by barbed wire and armed guards, takes a toll on your
psyche. So do 30 minutes of public and humiliating interroga-
tion by federal and city ofpcials. The feeling of powerlessness
is forever haunting.

ONow I3l have to make an effort to going back to feeling
safe and free in my own neighborhood,6 said Spiers, a lifelong
Seattle resident who said he feels like crying every time he tells
his story.

At least Spiers can tell his story. Articulate and educated,
he knows his rights and who he can turn to for help. But what
about people who arenit as articulate and educated about their
rights? Propling undoubtedly happens to these individuals, too.
What becomes of them when something like this happens to
them? Its frightening to think how helpless they may feel.

A lot of people in this country dondt think racism happens
anymore because slavery has been outlawed and lynchings, for
the most part, dondt happen anymore. But racism and discrimi-
nation come in more subtle forms, too. Sometimes theytre mas-
querading under a cloak of dsecurityd and opublic safety.6

Racism and discrimination are more common than we know.



