














Stereotypes are rigid and unmoving

I suppose part of the reason Vera
couldn’t switch gears and see my
father as someone like her is that
stereotypes are rigid and unmoving.
They are what I call “short cuts” for
the mind. We see something and
rather than thinking about it our
brains categorize what we see in
less time then it takes to make a

slam-dunk with a basketball.

Vera, who was in her 70s at the
time, was very comfortable with
her sterotypes, until she met me. I
observed how hard it was for her to
understand how she could like me,
since I was part native. I think she
struggled with that, which is why
she continued to occasionally ask
me questions about my parents.
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Was she trying to change her perceptions?

Vera’s questions always made me feel as if
she was trying to solve some sort of puzzle.
Wias she waiting to hear that her beliefs
about Native Americans were true? Or,
was she trying to change her perceptions
about us?

I do know this much, Vera continued to
whisper about me and my family to her
friends, but she always treated me well. In
fact, she always looked at me as though my
kindness to her was very unexpected, al-
though welcomed.

Vera also continued to ask me questions
that were often quite pointedly racist.
She used phrases like, “those Indians” and
“those kind of people,” when talking to me
about native issues in our town.

By using those phrases, I think it was
Vera’s way of including me as part of her
group, where I wasn’t one of “those people,”
which interestingly also excluded me from
belonging to the Native American group.




What would I have wished for Vera?

At 17,1 didn’t have the social awareness,
maturity and skills to have a real discussion
with Vera about race or stereotypes. With that
said, I do believe that I gave Vera things to
think about. My kindness to her, no matter
what she said to me, caused her to think about
how she viewed me, my family and other
native people.

I believe this, because Vera continued to ask
me questions about my family--especially
about my father--and she always looked as if
she were working out what I said and trying to
make it “fit” somehow.

I really wish that Vera would have gotten to
know my father, which may have challenged
her thinking further.

Ironically, we did attend the same church and
eventually my father did preach on a few Sun-
day’s when the regular pastor wasn't there.

Unfortunately, by then I had moved on to
another job and wasn't there to see if her in-
teraction with me, and later my father, made a
real difference in her life. I would have wished
that for her.




