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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Shouting “Race” in a Crowded Theater

I guess that we are so tired of hearing about race that the mere mention of the word causes many to groan in agony. Our collective attention to all things Iraq and Middle East are so intense that editors don’t even respond to a piece on race unless it’s accompanied with a videotape, and even then there are race-card-playing questions. 
We’ve already seen this in recent months with Rep. Cynthia McKinney (D-GA), with the immigration debate, and with the troubled, tainted Barry Bonds chasing down Babe Ruth in the record books. Whenever someone—usually Black—raises race or racial bias as a possible component in one of these issues (whether astutely or embarrassingly), Whites on TV or in newspapers vehemently push all issues of race aside. Not only that, many White commentators will say that the notion of racial bias involving illegal, mostly Latino immigrants is ridiculous. Or scoff at the idea that racial animus is embedded in the sports world’s response to the hated Barry Bonds passing the greatest White ever to play baseball, which for them is absurd. 
Yet a recent experience with an inadvertent episode of bias–and the group’s response to it–has compelled me to write about this dreaded topic. My experience should serve as a small example of what occurs in our society’s multicultural dynamics whenever race becomes an issue.

I played on my company’s volleyball team, one that hadn’t won a set of a volleyball match in two years. On this night there were only seven players available for a game that required six starters. I was the only person of color who attended. We finally won our first set. Our coach responded by increasing the pressure, saying that it was time for us to win. Everyone on our team missed a ton of balls in the second set. I noticed as the set ended that some players were jumping in front of me to hit balls I had been in position to hit. 


Just before the start of the third set, our coach said, “Alright, we need a victory here,” then assigned the six other players spots while I sat out as a substitute player. I said to myself that it “figured that the one Black guy on the team would have to sit out.” When I did come in to play, another teammate jumped into my immediate space to get the ball and missed it. 


It was at this point that I became numb, angry and confused. I felt that my teammates had treated me unfairly and inequitably, but I wasn’t sure if what I had experienced had any racial or other implications. I took myself out of the game so that I wouldn’t hurt the team and because I wanted to gather my emotions. After the match, when asked by our coach what had happened, I said with hesitation that there might have been some bias involved in decisions made by the team. My teammates received my statement with several moans and a sardonic “Oh God!” I had instantly transformed myself from a teammate, co-worker and writer to the stereotypical angry Black male. Our coach said that the “rest of us are White and that’s not going to change” and that I wasn’t “being a good sport accusing [them] of racism.” 

After the brief exchange and my attempt to decompress, I left the gym to find the rest of the team waiting for me in the parking lot. At least they weren’t carrying sticks and chains. They wanted to “hear me out” regarding my perceptions and what might have caused them. I was already emotionally exhausted at this point, and didn’t want to talk to a group that had banded together as Whites to defend themselves. I repeated what I had said in our earlier exchange about my emotions and my thought process during the third set, adding that I hadn’t drawn any conclusions about their intentions or my perceptions.
My teammates responded with platitudes meant to deflect the race issue that I raised. One pointed out that an African American recently coached the more competitive of our company’s two softball teams, as if this meant that I should think more like him. At this point, a teammate asked, “Are we cool?” Most of us nodded, and we went our separate ways.


But we weren’t okay. I knew that my teammates, though well-intentioned, had disregarded my perceptions, with one of them thinking that I had played the so-called race card. If I could discuss my perceptions again, I would’ve used a basketball analogy, since Blacks and basketball are linked in most American minds. I would’ve described a company basketball team with six players, of which only five could start. Five of the six players are Black, one is White. When the White player is in the game, his teammates consistently cut in front of him to catch passes and play defense. The White player is riding the bench at the beginning of the final period of a close game. And by the way, his teammates aren’t exactly NBA All-Stars. The White player recognizes that his teammates don’t trust him. He probably even thinks that the Black players have made him a bench player because he’s White.


If I had used this example, I’m sure most of my teammates would’ve understood what I had attempted to say. That a group dynamic had set in, one in which well-intentioned people had brought their unconscious assumptions together in a negative, unintended way. Its ingredients included some teammates’ desperation to win, my un-superior play when compared to them (with athletic racial stereotypes attached) and my relative newness as a teammate among those playing. At a minimum their actions proved that they didn’t trust me. When combined with my perceptions as a Black male, it made sense for me to pick up on these dynamics and to interpret them as I did.


Yet I know at least two teammates who couldn’t see this dynamic even if they lived it for a day. The need to belong to the dominant majority for some is so powerful that it often short-circuits one’s ability to understand a different perspective around race.


But as surprised as I was by my own perceptions around the volleyball incident, I found myself equally amazed by how much stronger the group dynamic became the moment I mentioned race. Their individuality as White women and men, Israeli Jewish and Scotch-Irish Americans melted away as they moaned derisively with one voice. 
As my teammates gave me their assurances, I realized that Whites and those who identify with Whiteness find it difficult to sort out how their sense of universal American privilege clouds their ability to see bias. This privilege, no matter how gently one confronts it, brings with it knee-jerk guilt and automatic anger. Yet this doesn’t mean that someone like me should stand by because I’m not completely certain about my colleagues’ intentions or actions or because I don’t others to see me as the “bad guy.” Even if race wasn’t a significant motivation for their actions, their lack of trust was obvious. And mistrust in a multicultural setting by definition connects to racial undercurrents, for we are human, after all. We each need to have the space to confront group dynamics that work against us, even in public. We should be damn sure about our own perceptions before we speak of them. But we also should feel welcome enough in our group circles to raise race and be taken seriously before folks who otherwise see themselves as “colorblind” dismiss what we’ve said. Maybe it’s here—in the everyday group dynamics that occur at work, at school and in other settings—where it’s most critical for all of us to strive for a more tolerant society.

