







Advance Praise for Black Faces in White Places

“Black Faces in White Places is both a thoughtful reminder of the considerable progress made by African Americans in the workplace and a sobering wake-up call for how much work remains to be done. This book will undoubtedly spark dialogue, but above all, it will help to spawn much needed action to ensure that we continue to make progress.”—Dr. Johnnetta Betsch Cole, President Emerita, Spelman College and Bennett College for Women

“I have a great deal of respect for Dr. Randal Pinkett and the intelligent way he approaches individual and entrepreneurial achievement. His spirit and desire to help others is truly inspiring.”—Hill Harper, Emmy-Nominated Actor, Author and Activist

“Black Faces in White Places is both timely and timeless. Pinkett and Robinson have broken down everything professionals of color need to know into ten everlasting strategies.”—Mayor Cory A. Booker, City of Newark, New Jersey

“Black Faces in White Places is a timeless encapsulation of everything you wanted to know about being an African American professional in the 21st century. Your success today will largely depend upon your mindset and skill set. This book is a compass to lead you into getting out of your head and stepping into your greatness.”—Les Brown, Speaker, Speech Coach, and Author

“I hope readers of any race or class find valuable insights and nuances in this book that will allow them to advance and help others in the process. Our differences are something to be thankful for, and there are great opportunities within those differences for everyone to excel.”—Majora Carter, Environmental Activist

“Finally, a book that addresses what all African Americans talk about in private but rarely discuss in a public forum. Black Faces in White Places is bold, powerful, and inspiring. The content in this book confirms my approach to life: I am my best in every setting. Drs. Pinkett and Robinson not only show us how to be successful but also how to look beyond color to reach the goal of achieving success by the merit of our work without losing sight of our true authentic selves.”—Ledisi, Grammy-Nominated Soul, R&B, and Jazz Artist

“With this book a new voice of clarity and leadership has emerged for African Americans. Dr. Pinkett and Dr. Robinson provide a direct and blunt assessment of what is required for Black professionals to succeed—a road map for success—along with the knowledge needed for liberation. Leveraging lessons and context from history—along with powerful and forthright advice, there is sustenance for both the career and the soul in this book. I have never read a better personal advice book and have never seen a book that imparted more knowledge with better efficiency. Phenomenal.”—Luke Visconti, Chief Executive Officer, DiversityInc

“Black Faces in White Places deals directly with the contemporary role of race—its subtleties, its nuances, and its impact—in almost every professional arena. More importantly, the book offers ten proven and practical strategies to overcome the inevitable challenges.”—Sean Covey, Bestselling Author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens and The 6 Most Important Decisions You’ll Ever Make: A Guide for Teens

“Black Faces in White Places goes beyond how to be the only person of color in an institution to creating a strategy to own the institution.”—Jeff Johnson, Journalist and Author

“This book is a must-read for anyone running to win in the race against racism.”—Dr. Farrah Gray, Bestselling Author and Syndicated Columnist

“In the Age of Obama, African Americans are realizing an unprecedented potential to define ourselves beyond ‘otherness.’ Black Faces in White Places gives the individual a thoughtful guide to this cultural crossroad. This book needed to be written.”—Tatyana Ali, Actress, Producer, and Activist, HazraH Entertainment

“Drs. Pinkett and Robinson choose to BE the message that they bring! They don’t just enumerate the problems but offer solid solutions for navigating pathways to business ownership, and the halls and boardrooms of previously ‘all white’ corporate America. Black Faces in White Places is a necessary tool for anyone trying to make their own magic happen.”—Malik Yoba, Actor/Musician/Entrepreneur

“From the time America met Randal Pinkett on The Apprentice, it was easy to see that he was an extraordinarily gifted person. He quickly showed, with his trademark intellect and style, why he has become one of the leading voices of the latest generation of business leaders. In Black Faces in White Places, Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson share how to navigate the rough waters of the business world. They give a straightforward way for minorities to deal with the rigors and issues that can sometimes sidetrack a climb to the top of the corporate ladder or business ownership. Pinkett and Robinson give a new face on corporate America and entrepreneurship and share strategies that will allow others to become the best they can be no matter what hurdles they may face.”—Ed Gordon, Broadcast Journalist, BET News

“We have all been there, we have all thought it; finally Drs. Randal Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson have captured it in words—powerful words. Black Faces in White Places not only puts the issue of ‘being the only one’ in perspective, it gives us direction and skills to cope.”—Herman “Skip” Mason, 33rd General President, Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.

“Black Faces in White Places takes an issue out of the recesses of the minds of people of color and puts it in words to which we can all relate. Thank you, Drs. Randal Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson for giving voice, reason, and solutions to a problem as old as the ages.”—Kevin Powell, Writer, Speaker, and Activist

“Randal Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson have produced a tremendous resource for leadership development and community transformation. I would highly recommend anyone in the position of leadership to read Pinkett’s book, or any student of leadership should have a copy of this book on their shelf.”—Rev. Otis Moss III, Pastor, Trinity United Methodist Church

“Broad access to opportunity is the key to a truly equitable America. No matter who you are or where you grew up, Black Faces in White Places provides a blueprint to seizing opportunities at hand—and expanding opportunity for your entire community.”—Angela Glover-Blackwell, Founder and CEO, PolicyLink

“Dr. King once asked the question, ‘Will you be a thermometer or a thermostat?’ Black Faces in White Places is both. It tells us the current temperature in business and corporate America for minorities—and how we can change it. For all minorities in the corporate world or looking to grow their own company, this is a must-read book!”—Warren Ballentine, Attorney and Nationally Syndicated Radio Host

“Forget about playing the game by existing rules. In Black Faces in White Places, Pinkett and Robinson provide the tools to redefine the game and create an entirely new set of rules. A timeless book in the Age of Obama that allows everyone to win!”—Kwame Jackson, Entrepreneur/Speaker/Author; CEO and Founder, “Krimson by Kwame” Executive Neckwear

“As someone who has been a Black face in a white place on the stage of Miss America to the halls of Georgetown Law School, on the gridiron as a sports and entertainment attorney, and even competing alongside my brother Randal on NBC’s The Apprentice, I can attest that the formula outlined inside this book is a must-know for people of color. Black Faces in White Places shows that life is not about the challenges you face, which will be many. It is about how you face them. Bravo for cracking the code of conduct and challenging us all to take our talents to the next level.”—Marshawn Evans, Attorney, TV Personality, Best-Selling Author, and President of ME Unlimited

“Regardless of whether you want to climb the corporate ladder and become an executive or create your own ladder and become an entrepreneur, Black Faces in White Places is an absolutely essential tool for your professional tool belt.”—Stacie J, Entrepreneur, Jones Insurance Group and the “Stacie J Golden” Fragrance

“Black Faces in White Places is everything that business schools are too polite to teach. Whether you want to play by the rules or change the game, Drs. Pinkett and Robinson offer cutting-edge advice. Once I reached the last page, it became obvious that Randal and Jeffrey not only can see down the street, they can see around the corner.”—Dennis Kimbro, Author of What Makes the Great Great

“The ten strategies found in Black Faces in White Places represent the complete roadmap for people of color to transform their careers, transform our communities, and transform this nation. This book could not have come at a better time.”—The Three Doctors: Sampson Davis, MD; Rameck Hunt, MD; and George Jenkins, DMD

“WOW, this book is a game changer. Thank you so much Pinkett and Robinson for these insights, gems, and nuggets of brilliance. You and your team have put your heart and soul into this important masterwork. I was not only informed and inspired but also empowered by your impressive research and collection of thoughts, words, and ideas. This book is a prescription for our success, and everyone can benefit from reading Black Faces in White Places. My heartfelt thanks go out to each of you for giving us this important gem.”—George C. Fraser, Author of Success Runs in Our Race and Click

“Black Faces in White Places is an indispensable resource for navigating personal and professional pathways not only to achieving success, but most importantly, achieving greatness. It is an absolute must for students, young adults and seasoned professionals alike.”—Alonzo Adams, Award-Winning Artist

“There are written and unwritten rules for African Americans… and then there is Black Faces in White Places. This long overdue book offers the ten essential strategies that will redefine the rules and help level the playing field for people of all races, ethnicities, creeds, and colors.”—David Steward, Founder and Chairman of the Board, World Wide Technology

“What distinguishes Black Faces in White Places from previous books geared toward African American professionals is that it speaks to a broad range of audiences: entrepreneurs, academics, lawyers, teachers, politicians, doctors, ministers, corporate executives, and far beyond. It addresses how to achieve greatness in almost any field while maintaining a critical sense of identity and purpose.”—Zack Lemelle, Vice President, Information Technology, Johnson & Johnson; Chairman of the Board, Information Technology Senior Management Forum

“Much has been made, and rightfully so, of the need for America’s institutions to embrace diversity and inclusion in anticipation of the ‘browning’ of America. However, not enough has been provided in the way of survival and success strategies for those brown pioneers, many of them African American, who must brave and conquer frontiers their parents could scarcely dream of. Black Faces in White Places: 10 Game-Changing Strategies to Achieve Success and Find Greatness is the much-needed playbook that will empower this intrepid generation with the confidence and courage to meet the challenge.”—Alfred Edmond, Jr., Senior Vice President/Editor in Chief, BlackEnterprise.com

“Black Faces in White Places is insightful, compelling, and very smartly written. Pinkett and Robinson use a contemporary voice that speaks loudly to address critical issues that nearly every professional of color must face at different points in their careers.”—Sheryl P. Underwood, International President, Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc.; CEO, Pack Rat Productions, Incorporated

“Black Faces in White Places is required reading for African Americans at any stage of their career, including college students, young professionals entering the workplace, and even those who have reached the middle and upper levels of established organizations. Drs. Randal Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson capture in words an issue that affects all people of color—and they offer viable solutions and coping skills to address the issue.”—Dr. Charles E. Jones, Founding Chair, Department of African-American Studies, Georgia State University; President, National Council for Black Studies

“Dr. Randal Pinkett and Dr. Jeffrey Robinson’s Black Faces in White Places should be required reading for all of us as the nation struggles to find its way to and through the much-heralded “post-racial” era. Pinkett and Robinson invite us into the heads and hearts and lives of professionals of color whose careers require in equal measure boundary-crossing, modern day passing, relentless advocacy and a keen sense of survival. Through it all, Pinkett and Robinson paint a portrait of those who bear the burden and pay the price to create more hopeful futures for those who follow.”—Ralph R. Smith, Executive Vice President, Annie E. Casey Foundation

“Drs. Pinkett and Robinson are geniuses whose gifts and talents are contributing to the empowerment of many others. Their writing reflects the depth of academic preparation and the practicality of user friendliness. Anyone who is attempting to expand their capacity or increase their productivity can benefit from the wisdom found in Black Faces in White Places.”—DeForest B. Soaries, Jr., Senior Pastor, First Baptist Church of Lincoln Gardens

“Black Faces in White Places is a deeply personal journey to find answers to the critical questions that almost every professional of color wrestles with at various stages of their career.”—Rey Ramsey, CEO, TechNet; Founder and Chairman, One Economy Corporation

“Black Faces in White Places will usher in an entirely new wave of talented intrapreneurs who transform existing organizations ranging from corporations and schools to nonprofit and faith-based organizations. It will also spawn a new cadre of entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurs who launch new ventures that generate wealth and empower communities.”—Gwen Kelly, Multicultural Marketing Executive

“As people of color move from being ‘minorities’ to the majority of Americans, Black Faces in White Places tackles the challenges and the opportunities that emerge from this imminent reality.”—Darryl Cobb, Chief Executive Officer, Academy of Communications and Technology Charter School

“Black Faces in White Places will spark an entirely new conversation about the role African Americans can play in leveling the playing field for people of all races, ethnicities, creeds, and colors.”—Treena Livingston Arinzeh, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Biomedical Engineering, New Jersey Institute of Technology

“The combination of proven, practical strategies along with real-world stories from accomplished African Americans offers unique insight into the subtleties and nuances of exactly what it takes to succeed in any profession.”—Dudley Benoit, Community Development Professional
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To my daughter, Amira Leslie. I pray that our generation will indeed “redefine the game” and create a better world for your generation and those who follow.

—Randal

To my children: Gabriella Imani, Michael Jeffrey, and Zachary Mason. May this book be a guide for you in your life journey.

–—J.R.
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FOREWORD

It is an arduous road to get there. Its path is laced with obstacles and dangers and pitfalls and traps. Those who make it will find that when they finally arrive—they will likely be alone and will be left to their own devices with only grains of guidance, no direction, and little advice. The euphoria of success is tempered with the reality that in this place, their degrees will mean little, their past accomplishments even less, and the experience and talents that brought them here will be put to the test—a new test, never before given—and one whose rules are ever-changing. It is not a reality show, but it is real. It is all part of “the game”—a very serious competition.

Drs. Randal Pinkett and Jeffrey Robinson have opened the door to a place that few have talked about but many have experienced—that phenomenon of being “a Black face in a white place.” It is a life that many have had to confront, especially from the end of the 1960s to present day. This book captures in words the essence of the lives of thousands of Americans who dove headfirst into the exclusive waters of corporate America’s most guarded pool. They invaded education’s most honored institutions, and they had the audacity to proclaim their place as business owners, elected officials, and community leaders. They emerged as significant figures in the philanthropic, nonprofit, and religious sectors. The places they were are places few of “us” had ever been or seen. Some struggled, some floated, and a few actually swam against the tide and survived to give birth to others.

It is sobering that in 2010, African Americans are still underrepresented in several fields and in some cases grossly absent at the highest levels. Yet most successful people of color can tell you a story of being the only one in the group of their particular race or ethnic group. The money doesn’t matter. The prestige of the title on their business card is irrelevant. The fear of having to be a company’s Jackie Robinson—the only one shouldering the burden of an entire race—is difficult to bear unless you have been heavily fortified by your upbringing and have a strong core group of friends and family to lean on in the difficult times.

These modern day warriors can tell you the stories of the loneliness and the fear, the apprehension and the challenges. Now, this book captures that, and perhaps most importantly, offers solutions to make it easier for those who will follow in their footsteps. This is not just about corporate America—it is applicable to almost every professional endeavor you can imagine, from scientist and entertainer to pastor and entrepreneur to student and educator, and beyond. The areas of discipline are many, the issues are real, and from this the readers will be entertained, enlightened, and informed.

I have interviewed people from around the world, including leaders of major industrialized nations, corporate magnates, and celebrities. In far too many instances, I have heard stories of how people become successful—how to get there. This book gives sound advice on how to be the most effective while you are there—and how you can stay there. Drs. Robinson and Pinkett are well researched and thorough in this regard. However, they reach beyond the statistics to offer ten simple strategies for a wide range of circumstances. Their “10 Game-Changing Strategies” should be for people of color what Stephen Covey’s “7 Habits” were for highly effective people.

In addition to giving tools of survival, Black Faces in White Places encourages the reader to pursue greatness. Far too many of us are content with being successful, but not enough of us venture on that divine quest for greatness. Drs. Pinkett and Robinson admonish each of us to find our greatness by using our God-given gifts, individually and collectively, to “Give Back Generously.” This is a concept that has sustained us as a people for generations. Were it not for those who crowned themselves as guardians and keepers in our community, there could not have been the kinds of accomplishments we celebrate today. These were people who reached beyond their grasp to pull others ahead, thus creating scores of individuals who would perform in like fashion. They weren’t in it to win it for themselves; it was always about the next brother or sister, the next generation, the next millennium.

Another great thing about this work is that it stresses the importance of building bridges to other races, genders, and ethnicities, and reinforces the need to create coalitions that can address the issues affecting us all. Ultimately, this book draws upon our cultural and spiritual foundation as a source of strength and a means to transform America.

I am inspired when I read this work. I am empowered to share it with others and I know that you will too. This is not something we can afford to keep to ourselves. There are so many more who will follow and we must encourage them to lead with the ten measured strategies given to us in this book. We must, as Drs. Pinkett and Robinson put it, “redefine the game.”

Your greatness awaits you. The question that only you can answer is, “What are you prepared to do?”

Roland S. Martin
Analyst, CNN
Host, Managing Editor, Washington Watch, TV One Cable Network
Senior Analyst, The Tom Joyner Morning Show


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Black Faces in White Places has truly been a team effort. This five-year project has embodied the core principles of Strategy 4: Build Diverse and Solid Relationships and Strategy 6: Find Strength in Numbers by involving the coordinated and dedicated efforts of many different people. Without their assistance, support, and guidance this book would never have been possible. First and foremost, we commend the outstanding work of Philana Patterson, a friend and talented journalist who brilliantly helped transform our prose into words and concepts that will hopefully inspire the Black faces in white places who read this book.

Our public relations and strategic efforts have been capably led by April Peters, senior public relations and business affairs manager for Randal, as she has done anything and everything necessary to shape this project in a way that will resonate with its intended audience. Sakina Spruell-Cole from Cole Media, Renau Daniels, and Renee Warren from Noelle-Elaine Media have been instrumental in orchestrating the book’s national tour. Sakina also provided valuable input to the book’s first incarnation, which significantly shaped this final published work. We would also like to recognize our colleagues at BCT Partners, especially Darlene Harris, Lawrence Hibbert, and Vasya Dostoinov, for their ongoing administrative, editorial, and moral support.

We are grateful to our literary team, including David Vigliano from Vigliano and Associates, and Adam Korn, who represented us; Regina Brooks from Serendipity Literary Agency, who represented Philana; and the entire team at AMACOM books, including Ellen Kadin, James Bessent, William Helms, Alice Northover, Irene Majuk, and Lauren Johnson, all of whom signed-on to bring this book to the market when several agents and dozens of publishers rejected it. Thank you also to our graphics and website design team, which included our former creative director at BCT Partners, Rodney Frederickson; our interns, Quaison Carter, from New Jersey Institute of Technology, and Robert Dambreville, from Christ the King High School; and Frankie Gonzalez and Rob Monroe at 3rd Edge Communications, who helped design the iconic “10 Strategies” diagram.

We are eternally thankful to the dozens of prominent African Americans who agreed to interviews for this project, including the following: Roland Martin, Hill Harper, Jeff Johnson, Cory Booker, Benjamin Jealous, Angela Glover-Blackwell, Kevin Powell, Don Thompson, Deborah Elam, Gabriella Morris, Dudley Benoit, Anthony Jerome Smalls, Gwen Kelly, Lawrence Jackson, Majora Carter, Dr. Cheryl Dorsey, Rey Ramsey, David Steward, Zackarie Lemelle, Rev. Otis Moss, III, Marnie McKoy, Darryl Cobb, Dr. Treena Arinzeh, Alonzo Adams, Wayne Winborne, and Ralph Smith.

Nikki Hopewell was invaluable in helping conduct, transcribe, and edit the hours of interviews conducted for this book. Brittany Alston, a Rutgers University student, Clifford Joseph, a Rowan University student, and Vic Carter from Lee-Com Media Services, provided editorial and research assistance at various points in the development of this book. Roland Martin was gracious in agreeing to furnish a superb foreword.

We owe a great debt to our wives, Zahara Wadud-Pinkett and Valerie Mason-Robinson, who not only encouraged us but also carried the extra weight of family life when we were sequestered away researching and writing this book during evenings and even entire weekends. Without their love and support, it would have been impossible to find the time and space needed to bring this project to fruition.

We would like to thank our parents, the late Leslie and Eleanor Pinkett and the late Ronald and Doreen Robinson, for the foundational lessons that they gave us when we were growing up. Their unconditional love and support has made us the men we are today and the “game changers” we endeavor to be tomorrow. And last, but certainly not least, we thank our entire families, friends, and above all, God, with whom all things are possible.

Randal Pinkett, www.randalpinkett.com
Jeffrey Robinson, www.jeffreyrobinsonphd.com
Black Faces in White Places website, www.redefinethegame.com


Introduction

I wrote these words for everyone who struggles in their youth.
Who won’t accept deception instead of what is truth.
It seems we lose the game, before we even start to play.
Who made these rules? We’re so confused. Easily led astray.

—Lauryn Hill, “Everything Is Everything”

Not Getting Trumped: Randal’s Nationally Televised “Black Faces in White Places” Moment

It had all come down to this moment: Onstage at New York’s Lincoln Center, on live television with millions of people watching the possibility of me, Randal Pinkett, being chosen as real estate mogul Donald Trump’s next Apprentice.

It was the fourth season of the NBC hit reality show The Apprentice, and Trump would ultimately choose one person, out of eighteen candidates—selected from more than one million applicants—to work for The Trump Organization. At stake: the $250,000 prize and the opportunity to be part of a renowned company that runs—in addition to real estate—gaming, entertainment, media, and educational enterprises.

The competition was whittled down to Rebecca Jarvis—a financial journalist who had previously worked for a short time in investment banking and trading—and me.

I believe Trump’s choice should have been clear. Each week on The Apprentice, teams were charged with tasks under the direction of the team member selected as project manager. As project manager, I was undefeated, while Rebecca had a record of one win and two losses. When other project managers had a chance to choose team members, I was picked far more often. Rebecca was twenty-three years old at the time, and just beginning a career in business journalism. Ten years her senior, I was running BCT Partners, a multimillion-dollar consulting firm, and had already founded four other companies. Rebecca did have great education credentials, having earned an undergraduate degree from the prestigious University of Chicago. Still, my academic experience included five degrees, including an MBA and PhD from MIT, and a Rhodes Scholarship to attend Oxford University.

But this was reality television, and things turned on the unpredictable, so I was prepared for almost anything to happen. The final show of the season was a two-hour live event. Our final tasks, the outcome, the boardroom evaluations, and the debriefing of our team members had been taped and aired. It was time for Trump’s choice.

For those of you who missed it, or need a refresher, here’s how those final seconds went down:

Trump said, “Randal you’re an amazing leader. Amazing. Rarely on this … (Applause) Rarely have I seen a leader as good as you, and you lead through niceness. I mean, you really lead through example, and I think you’d be the first to admit that, Rebecca. People follow Randal whenever there’s a choice—we want Randal—I mean it just happened four or five times. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

Then he declared, “Rebecca, you’re outstanding. Randal, you’re hired.”

I leaped out of my chair, did a bit of an end-zone-esque celebratory move, and was embraced by several of the previously “fired” Apprentice candidates. My family and friends in the Lincoln Center audience and a group at a party in Newark, New Jersey, cheered my victory.

Then, the “moment.”

My celebration was stopped short when Trump’s voice called over the applause and well-wishes.

“Randal. Randal. Randal. Randal. Randal,” Trump said. “Sit down for a second. I want to ask your opinion.”

I took a seat at the “boardroom” table next to Rebecca.

Trump continued: “You two were so good, I have to ask your opinion. What do you think of Rebecca? If you were me, would you hire Rebecca also?”

I thought, Is he serious? Apparently he was, and I was insulted and angered. No previous winner had ever been asked that question before. That marked my nationally televised “Black Faces in White Places” moment.

—Randal Pinkett

[image: Image]

Your “moment” may not have been viewed on-air by millions of people, but if you’re Black, it’s likely you’ve had one. Perhaps you are the only Black in your predominantly white high school and have been asked to speak to the student body, as if you represent the entire Black community. Perhaps you serve as the founder and CEO of a Black-owned business that constantly has to prove and re-prove itself to the marketplace while larger firms are allowed to fail without any repercussions. Perhaps you work for a corporation with little to no minority representation and, for some reason, your opinion seems to fall on deaf ears, while the opinions of your colleagues somehow always carry weight. Perhaps you are one of the few, if not the only person of color in your department, division, or even company, and feel the weight of your race with regard to basic performance. You’re worried that if you’re late, all Black people are considered tardy. If you fail, all Black people are considered failures. But if you succeed, you’re the exception!

The range of such moments is as varied as we are as a people. While the larger society often views Blacks as a monolithic group, we know better. We are liberals and conservatives. We are rich, poor, working, and middle class. We are laborers, blue-collar and white-collar workers. We are Protestants, Catholics, Muslims, Buddhists, atheists, and agnostics. Though small in number, there are even Black Jews. Some of us have dropped out of school and some of us have earned multiple degrees. We are diverse—but at the beginning of the day, in the middle of the day, and at the end of the day, we are Black. And at some point—whether it’s early in life or late, we all will have our “moment” when we are confronted with a challenge related to our race.

Coach C. Vivian Stringer and the women of the Rutgers University women’s basketball team had their moment when radio personality Don Imus decided to refer to them as “nappy-headed hos” the morning after they played in the championship game of the NCAA Tournament. But they spoke back with dignity and held their heads high as they graced the cover of Newsweek magazine and received the Wilma Rudolph Courage Award from the Women’s Sports Foundation—awarded to female athletes who exhibit extraordinary courage and surmount adversity. Coach Stringer and her team “redefined the game.”

Olympic speed skater Shani Davis had a moment when he was unfairly criticized by a white skater (who had previously lost a race to Davis) for not being a “team player” when he chose to participate in an individual competition over the team event: an educated decision that was actually as much (if not more) for the benefit of the team than for himself, since Davis had never practiced or participated in the team event. But rather than submit, Davis stood by his decision and redefined the game when he became the first Black athlete to win a gold medal in an individual sport at the Winter Olympics.

Cathy Hughes had her moment when she realized the inherent limitations of remaining at a white-owned radio station, WYCB. Though she had faced thirty-two rejections before a bank granted her husband and her a loan, she persevered and redefined the game by creating Radio One, the largest radio broadcasting company targeting African American and urban listeners.

And perhaps the most stunning “Black Faces in White Places” moment of our time: Barack Obama making the bold decision to run for the presidency of the United States when many, including prominent Civil Rights leaders, said America wasn’t ready. But not only did he win the Democratic nomination, he redefined the game by becoming the first African-American president of the United States in the face of millions of naysayers—a Black man in the White House.

What all these people have in common is that they learned the game, played the game, mastered the game, and, at that “Black Faces in White Places” moment, found themselves in a position to redefine the game.

So how did Randal perform in his moment? Read on …
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Randal: Mr. Trump, Mr. Trump, Mr. Trump. I firmly believe that this is The Apprentice—that there is one and only one Apprentice, and if you’re going to hire someone tonight it should be one.

Trump: Okay.

Randal: It’s not “The Apprenti”!

Trump: Okay.

Randal: It’s “The Apprentice.”

Trump: All right, I’m going to leave it at that, then. I think I could have been convinced, but if you feel that’s the way it should be.

Randal: I think that’s the way it should be.

Trump: I’m going to leave it that way, then. Congratulations.

Randal earned the right to be named the sole Apprentice and refused to be one of two apprentices. (The plural form is, of course, “apprentices,” not “apprenti”—but, hey, it made for a great one-liner!) He asserted himself and did not allow the rules of the game to change at the last minute. In front of millions of Americans, in his own modest way, he redefined the game. And Trump never asked that question of any winner on The Apprentice again.

But you don’t have to be a college basketball player, a world-class Olympic athlete, a radio titan, a presidential candidate, or a reality TV star to have such a moment. Many others have overcome their moments, too. This book is designed to help you transcend your own “Black Faces in White Places” moments, redefine the game, and make it easier for the next generation to do the same.

FROM “THE GLASS CEILING” TO “THE EVER-CHANGING GAME”

The long-standing metaphor to describe the barriers to advancement for minorities and women is the “glass ceiling,” a term that was originally applied to white women who had the abilities to advance and sought to follow the pathway men had taken to run organizations, but found they could only get so far in corporate America. Since then, the term has also been used to describe the phenomenon of African Americans and other underrepresented groups being denied access to higher-level positions. African Americans represent 12 percent of the U.S. workforce. Yet, according to some sources, African Americans only hold between 3 percent and 4 percent of senior-level positions in Fortune 1000 companies today, a scant increase from 2.5 percent in 1995.1

As a metaphor for the challenges facing minorities, we believe the glass ceiling is outdated. To be clear, we are not suggesting that the impediments suggested by the term “glass ceiling” don’t exist. Undoubtedly, several barriers for African Americans still remain. We are suggesting that “the glass ceiling” is no longer an appropriate metaphor or symbol in the new millennium.

As a metaphor, the phrase suggests unseen and impenetrable barriers (hence the adjective “glass” and the noun “ceiling”), and it applied when we were still new to professional environments, had yet to understand their inner workings, and when minorities were not represented at all at the executive levels. But those days are now gone. Today, it’s time for a new metaphor. So we are officially retiring the glass ceiling and suggesting as a replacement a new metaphor that we call “the ever-changing game.”

The word “game” is subject to multiple interpretations:

[image: Image] It can be a noun meaning “ability,” as in “He’s got game.”

[image: Image] It can be a verb meaning to “cheat,” as in “Don’t try to game me.”

[image: Image] It can be an adjective meaning “ready and able,” as in “I’m game,” or “She’s game.”

A common definition of the word game, “activity engaged in for diversion or amusement,” is perhaps the furthest from our use of the word, as we in no way intend to trivialize the very serious issues raised in this book. To the contrary, we use “game” to refer to a very specific phenomenon. The closest definition of our usage of the word game comes from the Merriam-Webster dictionary, which defines game as “any activity undertaken or regarded as a contest involving rivalry, strategy, or struggle.”

In the context of this book, we define “the game” as any activity undertaken to pursue personal and professional pathways to success involving rivalry, strategy, or struggle, and that are governed by a collection of spoken and, more often, unspoken rules.

Along these lines, there is a “game of politics.” There are activities in the political realm that must be undertaken to achieve success, whether it is to get yourself elected or reelected or to work to help someone else get elected or reelected. There is a “game of corporate America,” where success can be defined as becoming a highly paid executive. There is a “game of entrepreneurship,” where success can be defined as generating millions, if not billions, of dollars in revenue. And there is even a “game of education,” where success can be defined as achieving good grades and being accepted to an institution of higher learning.

Each of these games is governed by a collection of rules; some are spoken and others are unspoken. As times and conditions change, so do the rules. We therefore propose using the adjective “ever-changing” to elaborate on the game metaphor. The ever-changing game applies to any competitive environment where the rules are differentially applied and subject to change. Unlike the glass ceiling, the ever-changing game is something we encounter from grade school to graduate school and from the classroom to the boardroom. It applies to employees and entrepreneurs, high school students and graduate students, as well as professionals, politicians, and professors.

The twentieth-century glass ceiling conjured the associated metaphor of the ladder. This focused our attention on individuals who “climb” the ladder in an attempt to “break through” the glass ceiling and ultimately “reach the C-suite” once they get the title of CEO, CFO, or COO, etc. But today’s ever-changing game conjures the metaphor of the playing field. By comparison, this focuses our attention on teams or groups of people who “work together” to “change the game” and “level the playing field” for everyone. The game and the playing field are appropriate metaphors for anyone aspiring to reach the top of their field, not only those who aspire to reach the C-suite, but also those who aspire to become school principals, head nurses, nonprofit executive directors, or reach other career heights, since they too are in the midst of a competition (whether they realize it or not).

So we are not concerned with breaking through a glass ceiling. Rather, the strategies you’ll find in this book are those we have found to be most effective for African Americans to compete, win, and ultimately change for the better an ever-changing game.

WHY THE GAME MUST BE REDEFINED NOW

Since the Civil Rights movement, African Americans have made great progress in the United States. In 2006, 19 percent of Black adults, age 25 and older, had completed college; it was only 4 percent in 1970. We are represented at every level of business, academia, corporate America, nonprofit organizations, and government, including the presidency. The growth of new African-American businesses at 6.4 percent is almost five times the rate of new companies overall. African Americans’ buying power is more than $913 billion today, and is expected to grow to $1.2 trillion by 2013. Yet these and other statistics reflect a persistent “illusion of full inclusion.”

As a group, we still lag far behind whites. In 2002, the Black poverty rate was three times greater than the white poverty rate, according to a study from the Pew Research Center. Based on the rate of change since 1968, it will take 150 years to close the gap. Black homeownership rose from 42 percent in 1970 to 48 percent in 2002, while white homeownership climbed from 65 percent to 75 percent in the same period (Pew study again). At that rate, it would take a staggering 1,661 years or fifty-five generations to eliminate this gulf.

For years, African Americans have passed down conventional wisdom that they must work twice as hard as their white counterparts and they must go to school—preferably to a good college—and make good grades. The advice isn’t completely off the mark, but if that’s all it takes, certainly many of us should be much further along.

Working hard and getting an education or training are cornerstones of success for any race of people. But the world is changing, and today these strategies simply aren’t enough. African Americans who cling to strategies that worked in the past, without taking into account how the world is shifting, will likely feel frustrated as they progress at a snail’s pace or, worse, lose ground in the future.

We must redefine the game now because while we have made tremendous progress, we still face tremendous challenges, and tremendous work remains to be done. Our communities and our country cannot afford to wait.

The Four Dimensions of Black Faces in White Places

So what do we mean by “Black Faces in White Places”? It is more than just a numbers game and being the only person of color in a predominantly white environment. It is more than being subjected to racism and discrimination based on the color of your skin. It is even more than being a “Black first.”

It is, in fact, about pursuing greatness in ways that leverage your culture and ethnicity as assets, not as liabilities.

The experience of being Black while pursuing such a path may raise issues along four dimensions (see Figure I–1): identity, meritocracy, society, and opportunity.

IDENTITY: WHO AM I?

The foundation of personal identity is often your ethnic and cultural background. Are you African American or Caribbean American? Were you, or your parents, born in Africa? Is one of your parents white, Latino, or Asian?

Then there’s professional identity. Are you working toward becoming (or already working as) a lawyer, doctor, professor, graphic artist, or software developer? Often our career aspirations shape our interests and social groups—even how we dress. Do you wear a suit most days—or maybe it’s a lab coat. Perhaps you find yourself in environments where jeans and polo shirts are the norm, even at the highest levels of your profession.

Another element is how you think of yourself. Are you a founder of, say, a business or a community group? You could be an activist—working to organize people in communities to fight for social change. Or perhaps you think of yourself as a trailblazer. Maybe you are the first Caribbean American to have earned a degree in a particular field or to develop a technical process.

Why Is Identity So Important for African Americans? According to Patricia Hewlin, PhD, a professor of organizational behavior at McGill University, African Americans are particularly aware of the issue of identity because we often make choices between our own personal and cultural identity and the identity and culture of our surroundings, especially if we are in predominantly white institutions and workplaces. And, Hewlin noted in an interview, “Since race has been such a prominent issue in American history, it is often the most salient when we ask people to define who they are.”
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Figure I–1. The four dimensions of Black faces in white places.

This complicates the internal and external conversation that African Americans have with themselves and others. Is race important to me because it is central to who I am or because I am defined by it in society?

There are many examples of these questions of identity. Am I the manager who happens to be Black or the Black manager? Am I the Black professor or the professor who happens to be Black? Who do I want to be and how do I want to be treated by others? This is where the first dimension of being a Black face in a white place, identity, intersects with questions about meritocracy, society, and opportunity.

MERITOCRACY: CAN I BE JUDGED ON MY MERITS?

When you are the Black person in a white institution or workplace, you won’t be alone if you wonder, “Can I be judged on my merits, or will race always be a factor?”

The idea of meritocracy (a society that is based solely upon merit) is illusive in America. Instead, we ask ourselves: How do people view me? Are the decision makers evaluating me based on my education, skills, character, and performance, or on the color of my skin?

Let’s recall the play-by-play of Randal’s final seconds before being named Donald Trump’s season four Apprentice, and then right after his victory, when he was reminded that he was a Black face in a “white place.” Here’s some of what the TV viewers that night didn’t see …

In the days leading up to The Apprentice finale, there were hints that Trump might throw a curveball. Reality TV message boards were lighting up and cast members were abuzz with rumors that Trump was considering a double hiring—which would have been the first in the show’s history. However, it was also clear that Randal still faced an uphill battle despite his standout performance on the show. One week before the finale Trump was quoted as saying, “He can be lazy” with respect to Randal, while referring to Jarvis as “smart” and “beautiful.” The article not only identified Jarvis as the “front-runner,” but also included separate pictures of her and Trump while conspicuously omitting a picture of Randal.2

Was it a coincidence that Randal was set to be the first-ever African-American Apprentice? This is the kind of question we’re talking about here; many people have concluded that Trump’s curveball was based on race. It certainly couldn’t have been based on performance—Randal won every time he was a project manager and had a winning team record, while Jarvis had a losing project manager and team record. During the final task—a charity fund-raiser—Randal raised $15,000 for his assigned charity while Jarvis raised zero dollars for hers. At the second to last episode, when it was clear that Randal and Rebecca Jarvis were the finalists, an NBC poll showed that 81 percent of respondents thought Randal should win. And many of his competitors—about nine of them—joined Randal for dinner the day before the live finale. Much of the conversation that evening centered on how unacceptable it would be if Trump decided on a double hiring.

We jumped into action, meeting with several friends to strategize how Randal should respond to Trump in the event of a double hiring—or if he hired Randal and then consulted him on how to handle Jarvis. We didn’t play out that second scenario with any great level of detail because it seemed so implausible, but the response we decided on was essentially the same as if there had been a double hiring. If Trump insisted, Randal would stick to his guns and settle for nothing less than being the sole winner, or else he would quit!

In the end, Trump accepted Randal’s argument and named him the sole winner. But even then, Randal was only able to enjoy his victory for so long. Randal’s response resulted in a firestorm of media controversy and hundreds of blog posts from people who thought he should have allowed Rebecca to be hired. One website, RealityTV.com, registered 582 comments, many of them negative, about Randal’s response. Hackers took down his personal website. Hate messages were left on the voicemail at his company. A “Fire Randal” website popped up within hours.

Conversely, Randal still gets kudos from people—particularly African Americans, but also some whites, who think he did the right thing.

Even still, when Randal travels the country, a similar scenario often plays out: A Black person will approach, congratulate Randal on his success, and then whisper, “I’m glad you did what you did, but I wouldn’t have done it.”

We have two questions for all those folks who say they wouldn’t have made the same choice. Why not? And why are you whispering?

There’s no need to whisper when you are confident about what you bring to the table. (In Randal’s case—it was his winning record.) There’s no need to whisper when you know the facts. (In Randal’s case, this was a competition billed from the very beginning as having one winner.) Instead, you should be willing to stand up and speak out for what you believe in and what you have worked for and earned. That’s what Randal did, and that’s your responsibility as well.

SOCIETY: IS AMERICA COLOR-BLIND?

No, America is not color-blind.

Okay, we said it, and if you’re reading this book, our guess is that there’s a 99.9 percent chance you agree. Minorities represent about 28 percent of the U.S. population; however, our collective businesses only represent 2.7 percent of all U.S. gross revenue. In 2001, the typical Black household had a net worth of $19,000—including home equity—compared with $121,000 for whites. The median net worth for whites is $88,000, while for Hispanics and Blacks, median net worth is only $8,000 and $7,000, respectively. And the number-one company on the Black Enterprise 100, World Wide Technology, doesn’t make the Fortune 100, or even the Fortune 500.

Power, wealth, and influence continue to be concentrated outside of Black America, and the institutions of influence have not changed sufficiently to allow for a color-blind ideal.

So where does that leave Black people? There are three key things you must understand before moving forward.

1. Relationships to people and organizations have importance. We must identify and connect with influential institutions. Whether it’s a university, a workplace, or a professional or volunteer organization, we must determine (and follow) the patterns that will enable us to successfully navigate those structures. Additionally, we must recognize and link to social and professional networks that help people progress. That means building meaningful relationships both inside and outside of predominantly white institutions.

2. Disparities exist, but there is progress. It’s easy to get mired in the negative statistics. But there are more highly educated, well-compensated Blacks than ever before. We can learn from those who have made it to the C-suite, opened high-growth firms, built wealth, wielded influence, and risen to the top of their professions.

3. As a Black person, the rules, though often subtle, are different for you, and the same strategies—good or bad—employed by your white counterparts will often yield a different result for you.

OPPORTUNITY: DO I HAVE EQUAL OPPORTUNITY TO FULFILL MY DESTINY?

The question that defines the final dimension of Black faces in white places is one that weighs on the heart of every American. Can I achieve my dreams in this country? Can I have life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness just as anyone else in this nation? Can I achieve my American dream?

African Americans want what everyone in the United States wants. We want a level playing field. We want good schools for our children, good jobs and businesses that flourish, safe places to live, and fulfillment in what we do. But often, African Americans do not believe they have equal opportunity to achieve their highest potential and fulfill their dreams. Many believe that there still are many obstacles to fairness and equality in the workforce, in our schools, and throughout society.

African-American professionals wonder why the “pursuit of happiness” looks so white, given the lack of African Americans at the executive level. We wonder why the boardroom doesn’t reflect the diversity of America. We wonder why the number of Black professors at the nation’s top-fifty institutions is so low. And we wonder why all institutions of power are not proportionately filled with people that look like us.

Consider your own access to opportunity, and try to answer the following questions:

[image: Image] How can I reach my highest potential in the organization or field I am in right now?

[image: Image] How can I find fulfillment in my personal and professional life?

[image: Image] How can I give back to others to help them fulfill their potential?

When we asked these questions of ourselves, we did some soul-searching and sought the advice of others. Finding answers to these key questions propelled us to a higher purpose, and ultimately, this book will challenge you to do the same.

Table I–1 provides a summary of the four dimensions and how they will relate to the ten strategies on which we’ll be elaborating.

A Roadmap for Redefining the Game and Reshaping America

For centuries, African Americans have been learning the game, playing the game, and mastering the game, based on rules traditionally defined by others. Overcoming barriers to advancement for African Americans has generally meant developing effective strategies to learn, play, and master their game. The roots of these barriers are found in historical, overt, and legal restrictions in voting, housing, employment, and education. Modern-day manifestations take the form of subtler yet observable obstacles that make it difficult to advance in corporate America, establish businesses, create wealth, and pursue one’s dreams.
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Table I–1. Four dimensions and 10 strategies for Black faces in white places

The rules of the game for Blacks have evolved and changed significantly over time. As a result, some strategies that worked in the past are now less effective, while others are simply outdated.

Additionally, the rules of the game have been, and continue to be, applied differently to Blacks: Greater penalties are often levied on African Americans for failure; higher expectations are often set for African Americans in order to achieve; and in response to those African Americans who reach a certain level of success, circumstances can often change in ways that make it difficult to attain even greater accomplishments.

Generally speaking, these dynamics are no secret to Black people. However, what is not as widely acknowledged is that the rules of the game for African Americans are becoming more complex, and therefore the strategies needed to win the game and succeed in life now require greater and greater levels of sophistication.

To thrive today, it is no longer adequate to be the smartest student in class, the top employee on the job, or the highest-scoring athlete on the field. Whether the landscape involves the cutthroat milieu of business and politics, the hallowed halls of academia and the church, or the popular fields of sports and entertainment, African Americans need to know and apply a new set of lessons for the twenty-first century.

In this book, then, we present to you a roadmap to help you apply those lessons so that you can learn the game, play the game, master the game, change the game, and, in the process, ultimately reshape America.

The 10 Game-Changing Strategies to Achieve Success and Find Greatness

First, we’ll be guiding you through the ten strategies we have determined to be most effective for African Americans to navigate today’s rapidly changing professional landscape. Along with our stories, we’ll share the stories of the dozens of accomplished African Americans we interviewed while completing this book. Excerpts from these interviews, which can be found throughout the book, clearly demonstrate how the ten strategies have unfolded in their lives. We interviewed a broad spectrum of people, ranging from prominent elected officials, corporate executives, nonprofit and community leaders, entrepreneurs, and educators to foundation executives, pastors, entertainers, artists, and scientists, such that the ten strategies we’ve identified reflect a wide range of paths. Our objective is not that you emulate their paths or even our paths, but that we help you to find your own path. Like any good roadmap, ours will provide a range of options and pathways that can lead you to the same destination of learning, playing, mastering, and redefining the game your way.

As you read on, you’ll see that we are following the roadmap illustrated in Figure I–2. The first three strategies are the seeds of Part I: Learning the Game. A firm grasp of these principles is necessary to move forward in your journey, since these strategies provide the foundation upon which all the other strategies are built.
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Figure I-2. The “10 strategies” roadmap: the path to greatness

The stories we present for Strategy 1 explore the complexities and importance of establishing a strong identity as an African American, with strategies that will help you determine your purpose.

In Strategy 2, we stress the importance of obtaining broad exposure and diverse experiences and moving beyond your comfort zone—and we show you how you can do so in your own life.

Strategy 3 illustrates the concept of demonstrating excellence through the application of discipline and empowering beliefs to your individual passion and God-given gifts.

With the first three strategies as a foundation, you will be ready to move on to Part II: Playing the Game, which will bolster your playbook with additional strategies that are all about relationships.

Strategy 4 shows the benefit of building solid and diverse relationships with all kinds of people as you move through your education and career.

Strategy 5 emphasizes the importance of developmental relationships with coaches, sponsors, counselors, and mentors, and helps you unlock the mysteries of finding and utilizing them. Tapping the “wisdom of others” is a vital aspect of playing the game.

Strategy 6 discusses informal and formal group relationships and the benefits of joining with like-minded people, within your organization or in outside groups, not only to boost your own success but to work for collective gain (the “strength in numbers” concept).

At this point, you are prepared to make a steady climb to the next set of strategies, so you can take the game to a higher level in Part III: Mastering the Game. Strategies 7 and 8 encourage you to tap into a mindset of thinking and acting intrapreneurially and entrepreneurially. Intrapreneurship and entrepreneurship are part of an ongoing cycle; they are different sides of the same coin. They represent an inside game and an outside game, depending on whether you find yourself working inside an established organization as an intrapreneur or working outside to create an entirely new entity as an entrepreneur. You’ll notice in Figure I–2 that the transition from Part II to Part III represents an inflection point—the incline becomes steeper moving ahead. That’s no accident. We regard this transition as the most difficult one because the entrepreneurial mindset is not a traditional way of thinking and acting.

Strategy 7 applies the principles you added to your repertoire to strategic career management, networking, mentoring, and organizational involvement, so that you can become an intrapreneur who not only effectively navigates your organization, but also exerts your influence to help the community.

Strategy 8 orients what you’ve learned so far toward starting your own company or organization—and understanding your responsibility as an entrepreneur to launch ventures for a profit and for a purpose.

Once you’ve mastered the game, you are ready to move on to Part IV: Redefining the Game. Here, everything you’ve learned from Strategies 1 through 8 comes together in harmony to bear fruit, while we introduce two new strategies for how you can work with others to effect large-scale change in your industry, in the community, and in society.

Strategy 9 describes how to achieve synergy by creating connections between people and organizations, and then reach scale by amplifying their collective efforts to have the broadest or deepest possible impact. We harness the capabilities, relationships, and organizations discussed throughout the previous strategies and show how to apply them to leveling the playing field. As you can again see in Figure I–2, the transition from Part III to Part IV represents the final inflection point—the incline becomes less steep as you continue forward because, like a lever, you are able to multiply your efforts by working with others who share a common agenda.

Strategy 10 reveals how being generous with your time, talent, treasure, and touch throughout your life and career not only benefits others, but solidifies your sense of identity and purpose. It enables you to create a powerful and lasting legacy that makes America a better place and levels the playing field for everyone.

To guide you in applying the ten strategies to your daily life, throughout the book we will provide Game-Changing Strategies or strategic considerations, most of which are geared specifically to African Americans. Be sure to also visit the website www.redefinethegame.com to browse or contribute to the wide range of resources available there. You can also download additional materials that supplement this book and learn more about us.

So, with great joy and excitement we invite you into our lives and the lives of the intrapreneurs and entrepreneurs profiled in these pages. Learning, playing, mastering, and redefining the game is an uphill climb, but as we have found in our own lives, when you are armed with the right set of strategies, reaching for the top is that much easier. And the opportunity to put oneself in a position to reshape America is simply awesome.


PART I

LEARNING THE GAME

Whatever you choose to do, you will end up playing in one game or another. You may play a corporate game, you may play an education game, you may play a health game. You can play any game, but if you want to be successful, you need to understand the rules and the subtleties of that game. Take it seriously. It’s a serious game.

—Bruce Gordon

America is commonly described as the “land of the free,” “home of the brave,” and “the Land of Opportunity.” America has also been described by a series of alternative phrases that speak to its orientation toward race. Expressions such as “segregated” and “integrated,” “multicultural” and “multiethnic,” “pluralist” and “post-racial”—are a reflection of America’s prevailing, yet evolving, laws, customs, norms, and attitudes regarding race during a given period. But it is important to understand how these notions have changed over time, because it helps paint a historical picture of why being a Black face in a white place can be a challenging experience, while at the same time an empowering one.

America’s Story: The United States and Race

Looking beyond the era of African enslavement, the years of reconstruction and Jim Crow (1876–1965) were a period of “separate but unequal.” Legal segregation of public facilities was in effect in many places in the southern United States, including public schools, restaurants, restrooms, and transportation systems—leading not only to substandard facilities but also poor treatment of non-whites based on the notion that they were inferior to whites.

As European immigrants came to the United States in the early twentieth century, the term melting pot emerged to describe the American experience. The idea behind it was one of assimilation: To get ahead in America one must shed his distinct ethnic identity and become something new. While this may have been useful for Europeans coming to a new country in search of opportunity, clearly this metaphor overlooked the history of African Americans who were brought to this country against their will (and Native Americans, who were displaced or decimated by European colonialists).

The Civil Rights Era (1955–1968) challenged American society to give all of its citizens equal rights and live up to its motto of “liberty and justice for all.” This was a period of desegregation during which America came to be regarded as a more “integrated” society. In putting an end to legal restrictions in housing, voting, education, and the like, the Civil Rights movement marked a period of significant progress in terms of granting rights to people of color—rights we were previously denied.

In the 1980s, the “multiculturalism” movement gained prominence as a way to recognize the history, perspective, and contribution of all cultures to the development of America. Culture is defined as the history, norms, and values embodied in the people, organizations, and institutions of an ethnic group. Multiculturalism led to proactive measures such as accepting different types of clothing in educational and professional environments; organizing cultural celebrations and festivals; and providing government services in multiple languages, to name just a few. For example, this movement embraced Black History Month and created month-long celebrations for other under-represented groups (e.g., Hispanics, Native Americans, women, etc.).

Building upon the tenets of multiculturalism, voices also emerged in the 1990s to challenge the age-old metaphor of America as a “melting pot”—a country where cultures mix and combine to form a multiethnic society that is homogeneous and reflects a general combination of the ingredients in the pot (i.e., the various cultures). Instead, these voices argued that we actually live in a pluralist society, and they described America more accurately as “a salad bowl”—a collection of distinct cultures that, like ingredients in a salad, coexist while maintaining their individual uniqueness. As a result of both multicultural and pluralist advocates, we have a much greater recognition of the various, distinct cultures that comprise American society.

Finally, here in the new millennium the phrase “post-racial” has begun to receive attention. We see this expression as referring to two phenomena. The first phenomenon is the increasing number of people who are perhaps more naturally inclined to see beyond race. This includes members of Generation Y, also known as the Millennial Generation, who neither grew up nor were born during the years (or the years immediately following) the Civil Rights Era. Generally speaking, this generation fully reflects the changing demographics of American society and, as a result, has no firsthand experience with an America that is not an integrated and diverse America, much less a segregated America. While they are certainly aware of race and racism, these are not the defining issues of their generation.

The second phenomenon is the increasing number of people who, across all generations, desire to move beyond race. These individuals are more concerned with character than color. They are more focused on ethics than ethnicity. They are more interested in right and wrong than race and racism. Once again, they fully acknowledge that racism still exists, but endeavor to prevent it from biasing their thoughts or actions and would like to see our country get past it (despite the obvious and inherent challenges to doing both).


Part I: Learning the Game is rooted in the Kwanzaa principles of Nia (Purpose), which means “to make our collective vocation the building and developing of our community in order to restore our people to their traditional greatness”; Kujichagulia (Self-determination), which means “to define ourselves, name ourselves, create for ourselves, and speak for ourselves”; and Imani (Faith), which means “to believe with all our heart in our people, our parents, our teachers, our leaders, and the righteousness and victory of our struggle.”



Learning What the Game Is All About

Looking across these interrelated and intertwined eras, America has clearly become more receptive to the entire spectrum of colors within our society. This has slowly opened the door for people of all backgrounds to be accepted for who they are and to fulfill their destiny. But inasmuch as America is closer, it has yet to achieve the post-racial reality being bandied about nowadays. America’s prevailing orientation toward race continues to have direct implications for if, and how, Black faces in white places achieve greatness. This speaks again to the four basic questions implied by the four dimensions:

1. Who am I? (Identity)

2. Can I be judged on my merits? (Meritocracy)

3. Is society color-blind? (Society)

2. Do I have equal opportunity to fulfill my destiny? (Opportunity)

Even today, the answers to these questions can be significantly influenced by race.

Part I: Learning the Game is comprised of three strategies that directly address the first two questions. Learning the game essentially means four things:

[image: Image] Learning about yourself

[image: Image] Learning about the world

[image: Image] Learning about your craft

[image: Image] Learning about your game

In the first two strategies, you’ll learn more about us and how our experiences help illustrate the importance of being firm about your identity and purpose—the first, and most important, strategy in redefining the game and reshaping America. Strategy 1: Establish a Strong Identity and Purpose relates to defining who you are and why you are here. Strategy 2: Obtain Broad Exposure conveys the importance of exploring the world around you and how that experience not only informs your identity and purpose but also enhances your effectiveness in a global society. While we delve deeply into exposure in the second strategy of this book, we want readers to also note that it is an important component of what it takes to establish a sense of self and direction. The first two strategies are actually interdependent. If you have questions about additional ways to accomplish Strategy 1, you’ll likely find your answers within Strategy 2. Through our stories and those of other emerging African-American game-changers, Strategy 3: Demonstrate Excellence explains the value of demonstrating excellence, being among the very best at your personal and professional craft and understanding the context of your “game” or professional landscape.

Together, these three strategies speak to the what, why, and how of defining yourself and doing what is within your power to excel and be judged on your merits. Successfully establishing a strong identity and purpose, obtaining broad exposure, and demonstrating excellence are part of a foundation that ultimately gives Blacks the ability to forge ahead independently—that is, without being encumbered by society’s expectations of who you are and what you can achieve. This is all part of “learning the game.” Knowing who you are in the context of your upbringing and the world around you, having a broad worldview and an openness that allows you to learn, and working to be among the best at whatever it is you choose to pursue, puts you in a position to effectively play the game—a concept that we’ll tackle in Part II. In fact, everything we discuss in subsequent parts of this book is wholly dependent upon your ability to implement the strategies from Part I in your life.


Jeffrey, Randal, America, and Race

Our stories begin in the early 1970s. We were born in 1971 on the heels of the Civil Rights Movement. The Movement spawned significant legal advances toward equal opportunity in America, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which barred discrimination in public accommodations, transportation, education, and employment; the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which made the ballot more accessible to African Americans, especially in the South; and the Housing Act of 1968, which banned discrimination in the sale or rental of housing.

While the Civil Rights legislation of the 1960s was pivotal for African Americans—ourselves included—as we reflect upon our experiences, it’s clear that the circumstances that shape our experiences date back to 1954 and the landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which made it possible for Black children to be educated in the same classrooms as white children.

In the early 1970s, a growing number of African-American families, fearful of gangs, crime, and poor school systems in the inner city exercised their new rights. In 1973, Randal’s parents, Elizabeth and Leslie Pinkett of Philadelphia, and Jeffrey’s parents, Doreen and Ronald Robinson of East Orange, New Jersey, moved their preschool aged Black sons out of the mostly Black inner cities and into predominately white New Jersey suburbs.

The Pinketts settled in a subdivision 45 miles across the Pennsylvania state line in East Windsor Township—near Exit 8 on the New Jersey Turnpike. Having earned an MBA from the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania, Randal’s father was starting a new job at a New York investment bank, and the couple wanted Randal and his older brother, Dan, to live in a quiet, affordable community halfway between their father’s new job and their relatives in Philadelphia. East Windsor, with just 12,000 residents, was a stark contrast to Philadelphia, with nearly 2 million citizens at that time.

About a one-hour drive away, the Robinsons moved to an apartment complex in Parsippany—a quiet area which, when combined with neighboring Troy Hills, counted about 55,000 people. While it had just 20,000 fewer residents than East Orange, the seventeen-or-so-mile move meant a world of difference. East Orange neighbors Newark—a city still struggling today to overcome problems with drugs and crime. Ronald Robinson was known to say, “After they stole tires off our cars for the second time, it was about time to go.”

The Pinketts and Robinsons didn’t know each other back then—but both couples had something in common. They found communities that offered better schools and an escape from the escalating violence that permeated the cities they left behind.

The moves weren’t without challenges. Not long after Randal’s mother began telling people about their plans, she began hearing stories about crosses being burned near where they had put a down payment on a townhouse. Jeffrey’s mother, acutely aware that her son was one of just two Black children in their neighborhood and in his school, always had her antennae up, wondering if a skirmish with a schoolmate or being denied full recognition for his hard work (such as earning 22 badges as a Cub Scout while the white scouts had only earned four or five apiece) were racially motivated.

The challenge for us—being Black Faces in these White Places—was attempting to define ourselves as Black males. It’s common for young people to struggle to define themselves, but it’s particularly challenging for Blacks living in predominately white surroundings to figure out who they are.

We don’t want to suggest in any way that Black people who grow up surrounded by many other Black people don’t have their own set of challenges. In fact, growing up in a predominately Black environment may simply delay some of the identity struggles we faced early in life. The overwhelming majority of African Americans will find themselves at some point in their lives living and working in white places. It’s also common for Black Faces who are raised around many other Black Faces to be so comfortable—and perhaps so protected—that they haven’t been faced with many opportunities to engage people unlike them.

Nevertheless, it was within the communities of Parsippany and East Windsor that we began our personal journeys discussed in this book.




STRATEGY 1

Establish a Strong Identity and Purpose

Thank you [God] for allowing me to see myself the way you see me.

—Kirk Franklin, “Imagine Me”

IDENTITY IS NOT particular to African Americans, but it can present some unique challenges. Everyone asks themselves certain general questions: What are my values? What principles do I stand for? What are the beliefs I hold near and dear? However, for African Americans, having specific answers to these questions is of paramount importance, especially when you inevitably find yourself in environments that challenge or attempt to define you based on racial stereotypes, baseless assumptions, or ignorance. Establishing a strong identity can be the difference between thinking that people who look like you can succeed at anything and knowing it to be the case.


Learn more about us by visiting our websites: www.randalpinkett.com and www.jeffreyrobinsonphd.com. You can also subscribe to Randal’s e-newsletter, “Elevate Your Game.”



You may be a Black youth growing up in a predominantly white neighborhood, which was Randal’s experience. Or you may be a recent graduate from a historically Black college or university experiencing your first foray into corporate America. Or you may be the sole person of color in a company or a city that lacks diversity. In each scenario, as you become more attuned with your identity, you fortify your ability to stay true to who you are in any situation, and you prepare yourself to effectively deal with any circumstance that challenges your core being.

[image: Image]

Figure 1–1. The path to greatness (Strategy 1).

Identity

As the first dimension of Black faces in white places, identity is a complex subject. But we believe it is an important and appropriate topic to confront early on because establishing a strong identity is a vital component of the foundation on which you can build careers and businesses and undertake other activities that will transform your life and the lives of others. It is also an important consideration for parents raising children in a race-conscious society.

To do this the right way, we’ll need to start by defining a few things up-front.

Your identity is comprised of all those things that make you, well, you. Identity represents all of the characteristics for which you can say, “I am …” When we talk about identity we are actually talking about three aspects of the same idea, as shown in Figure 1–2:

[image: Image] Personal identity (how you define yourself)

[image: Image] Social identity (how you define yourself in relation to society)

[image: Image] Identity negotiation (the interaction between your personal identity and social identity)

[image: Image]

Figure 1–2. The aspects of identity.

Society may seek to define certain people as African American based on their physical characteristics (social identity). However, those same individuals may not define themselves as African American. By contrast, there are people who do not look Black (that is, they could “pass” for white) who still define themselves as African Americans (personal identity). The process of working through all of these considerations is the negotiation of identity.

PERSONAL IDENTITY

Personal identity represents the myriad things that make you unique. It embodies characteristics such as gender, height, weight, physical ability, and race. The formation of personal identity happens early in our lives, and parents play an important role. They tell us if we are a boy or a girl. Parents teach us language and are the first to tell us about our relationship to the world and to each other. These are defining moments that paint a picture of who we are.

For African Americans, you can’t underestimate the role of parents in the process of forming a positive racial identity early on. The Pinketts were among a small number of Black parents living in the mostly white and Jewish town of East Windsor, New Jersey, who decided not to leave the development of their children’s racial identity to chance. They helped form a group called “Our Kids” that provided opportunities for their children to interact with other Black children through trips to museums and amusement parks and homegrown cultural events like Black History Month programs, where the children starred in short plays. Sometimes the activity was as simple as just getting together at someone’s house to have a meal and hang out.

The importance of their identity as Black people was further reinforced in the children through a Kwanzaa celebration. Between Christmas and New Year’s, the family lit red, black, and green candles in a Kinara, with each candlestick representing one of seven principles (more on that later). Under the glow of the candlelight the family said out loud what each of those principles meant to them. It is these kinds of experiences—no matter where you live—that can help reinforce a positive self-image.

Of course, there are things that we learn on our own as well. We learn that we are tall or short by comparing ourselves to others. We observe that some students are better at math while we may be better at science. We learn that we are faster or more athletic than other children our age. Both of us learned we had athletic ability, for example—Randal while pursuing several competitive sports from junior high school through college, and J.R. (Jeffrey Robinson) while playing basketball in a competitive league through church.

What we learn about identity on our own is heavily shaped by communities, schools, friends, and extended family members. These influences—for better or for worse—are beyond our parents’ control. Parental influence diminishes as we reach adolescence and the influence of peers becomes one of the most significant influences on personal identity, either serving to support a strong sense of who you are or making you question your identity.

SOCIAL IDENTITY

Your social identity defines how you view yourself in relation to other people. As you gain greater awareness of self, you are able to further define and position your identity within the context of the broader society. For example, it is intuitively obvious that you speak a language. But it is not until you hear someone speak another language that you begin to define yourself as English-speaking.

Another way to consider social identity is to realize that we each have multiple social identities. Social identity includes, but is not limited to:

[image: Image] Cultural identity (membership in a cultural group)

[image: Image] Gender identity (the gender with which a person identifies)

[image: Image] National identity (membership in a nation)

[image: Image] Spiritual or religious identity (belief in a faith)

[image: Image] Professional identity (career affiliation)

These broad categorizations, whether deliberate or not, help us decide with whom and where we spend our time and how we think of ourselves. What makes groupings distinct is that “members” of groups typically share certain characteristics, norms, and values.

During our years as engineering students, our identities as academically talented, responsible African-American students were supported and celebrated at Rutgers where we joined the chapter of the National Society of Black Engineers (NSBE). NSBE cultivated a culture that promoted students working together. They’d say hey, we’re doing study halls Tuesday night; you all need to meet there and start working on that physics exam because it’s coming. We’d work on problems from old exams so that we’d be able to handle the ones we’d encounter on our test the next week.

NSBE believed in recognizing academic performance. Through the first semester we both got “shout outs” for strong performance on our exams. At the beginning of the second semester members were asked to voluntarily share how the previous semester went. Randal stood and said, “I got a 3.9 (GPA). I got an A in almost all my classes.” and then sat down. The decision to share came with a great deal of trepidation because he did not know if being academically excellent was going to make him more or less popular. Was he going to get stigmatized or stereotyped as an academic nerd, as a loser, as a geek?

Well, it didn’t end up being a problem—in fact, the opposite happened. Randal became a campus celebrity, or at least in Black engineering circles. People whispered on campus, “That’s the guy that got the 3.9.” or “Did you hear about the Black guy who got straight A’s in engineering—him right there.”

Black students started to congregate around him. People wanted to study with him. They wanted to come to his dorm. The public nature of his academic performance allowed him to be accepted. It was academics, ironically, that became a conduit for his social connections.

The affirming connections we made through our association with NSBE are just one of many examples of the groups that have helped shape our social identities over the years. We are members of, or are affiliated with, many different kinds of groups, including racial and ethnic, religious, educational, and geographic communities. For example, we are both African-American men, Christian, alumni of Rutgers University, and were raised in New Jersey.

Identifying with a particular culture or nationality, for instance, likely means that you subscribe to the norms, customs, and/or values of that group. At the same time, it also suggests that in identifying with that group you are also helping to shape its ever-evolving norms, customs, and values. In other words, if being African American is part of how you construct your identity, then you not only reflect African-American culture, you also influence African-American culture.

Did our academic performance help encourage a culture of striving for excellence among Black engineering students at Rutgers? We certainly hope so.

IDENTITY NEGOTIATION

There is an interaction between your personal identity and your social identity. They can reinforce one another or they can be in conflict. This negotiation takes place during our formative years, but it also takes place every time we find ourselves having a “Black Faces in White Places” moment.

For example, if you believe you are intelligent and those around you believe you are intelligent, then your identity of being intelligent is reinforced.

But what if you believe you are intelligent, but others tell you that there is no possible way that you are intelligent because people who look like you are not intelligent? This conflict poses a challenge to your identity. Do you really believe you are intelligent, or do you believe what others have said about you or people who look like you?

The negotiation of identity is the reconciliation of how you define yourself in relation to society. You must take into consideration how society may seek to define you. Accordingly, there are several “social identifiers” or discernable characteristics by which society can seek to define people. The “Big 9” social identifiers are: race, class, gender, sexual orientation, physical/psychological ability, ethnicity, language, age, and religion.

These characteristics are the markers of human difference through which power and privilege have been differentially distributed and prejudice may accrue. Each dimension meters power and privilege in the dominant culture of America. To the extent that an individual is or is perceived to be white, wealthy, male, heterosexual, able-bodied and rational, European-American, English-speaking, young (or in the “prime” of one’s life), and Christian, that individual has unearned advantages of which he or she may well remain unconscious.1

So it stands to reason that individuals who deviate from these norms have, in effect, unearned disadvantages of which they may or may not be aware. While a person who embodies the characteristics associated with privilege may enjoy easy success in some areas, a person who does not embody these characteristics likely faces a harder road.

Redefining the game and reshaping America is fundamentally about moving toward a society where advantage and disadvantage are independent of identifiers. But to ignore or deny the gross and subtle effects of these identifiers and the role they play in generating and prolonging inequality, is to ignore or deny the very dynamics that underlie our society.

The reality for Black people is that race and ethnicity continue to be among the most salient of these social identifiers in twenty-first-century America. Consequently, while it is important that we establish a strong identity, it is of paramount importance that we establish a strong racial and ethnic identity. Our race and ethnicity must engender a sense of genuine pride.

The navigation and negotiation of identity that takes place in the lives of African Americans can carry a unique set of considerations. Among them is a fundamental decision about how your identity interacts with society. Will you completely assimilate—adopt the values of popular American culture—or will you negotiate—challenge these norms and leverage your African-American identity in engaging others?

Perhaps one of the best descriptions of the complexity of Black identity in America comes from activist and author W.E.B. DuBois in his classic work, The Souls of Black Folk. DuBois describes African Americans as possessing two “warring souls,” one African and one American, a sort of “double consciousness” or a “veil.” DuBois writes:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

A strong identity finds harmony between these two perspectives. And while this identity may be informed by your history, it is not defined by your history. We must comfortably embrace our history as both descendants of Africans and residents of America. But we must also acknowledge that while America has come a long way in its perception and treatment of people of color, it still has a long way to go.

Purpose

Purpose is the remaining pillar of the first strategy for redefining the game and reshaping America. Your purpose is your reason for being. Purpose answers the question, “Why do I exist?” It explains your existence. It sheds light on what you are living for. It helps define your destiny. And there are a few considerations that can shape how you conceptualize and ultimately come to define your purpose.

[image: Image] You were made to serve multiple purposes. Your purpose could be to serve as a loving and responsible parent; to uplift and inspire others through music as a composer; and to mentor young people in your neighborhood. You are not confined to one purpose and, in fact, you may serve different purposes at different points in your life. For example, if you are diagnosed with sickle cell disease, you may dedicate your life thereafter to increasing awareness of how others can live the healthiest life possible with the condition. Life’s circumstances, including tragedies, may change or redefine your purpose.

[image: Image] You have an individual purpose and one that is shared with others. Part of your purpose is particular to you, while in some instances it is intertwined with other individuals. For example, your individual purpose may be to serve as an advocate for quality education in urban schools, while your shared purpose may be to work with others to establish a charter school in an under-served community. We (the authors) have long believed that we have a shared purpose. Throughout this book you will learn about some of the products of our collective purpose, such as the businesses we have cofounded and the ways we have touched people’s lives together. In fact, this book is one of those products!

[image: Image]

Figure 1–3. Purpose sheds light on why you exist.

[image: Image] Your purpose is a higher calling to show you what can be done with your passion and gifts. Some people argue that your purpose is defined by your passion and your gifts. They believe that those things you are naturally drawn to or that you love to do (your passion) and those things that you naturally do well (your gifts) describe why you were placed on this earth. Passion and gifts are central components of excellence, not purpose (as we’ll show in Strategy 3). You may have a passion and a gift for creating music. Your purpose, however, is what you do with that passion and gift.

[image: Image] Your purpose is determined by nature via nurture. Some people believe their purpose is determined by a higher power or by “nature,” while others believe it is “nurture” or their own will that determines their purpose. We believe it is a combination of the two, where purpose is determined by nature via nurture. Nature uniquely empowers you with the potential to pursue your purpose. However, you must nurture that potential in ways that prepare you for when opportunities present themselves. It is nature that equips you with the potential to compose music or reform the educational system. The extent to which you nurture that potential ultimately determines whether you fulfill those purposes.

[image: Image] We believe that we were created with a purpose in mind: a divine purpose. Along these lines, we’d like to share our personal perspective on what purpose means to us: God is the higher power and the “nature” that ultimately determines our purpose. Yet we also accept responsibility to “nurture” ourselves through worship, discipleship, stewardship, and fellowship. This enables us to draw closer to God and reveal His many uses for us. Both of us have an identity that is grounded in the belief that we are children of God. Our overarching purpose is to bring glory to God in everything we do. (In doing so, we choose to serve the purposes identified by Rick Warren in The Purpose-Driven Life, an excellent book on the subject of purpose.)

Warren defines a purpose-driven life as a “life guided, controlled, and directed by God’s purposes. Consequently, we look to God first, not ourselves, to understand our purpose. We look upward, not inward.”


Identity keeps you grounded and purpose keeps you going.



Identity and Purpose for African Americans

We proudly define our identities as African Americans. We are aware of the rich legacy of excellence established by our people and proudly, if not humbly, endeavor to continue that legacy. As we look to other African Americans as role models, this legacy is a source of inspiration for us that propels us both as scholars, entrepreneurs, authors, speakers, and community servants. Within the broader context of our lives, our identities also reflect the fact that we define ourselves as husbands, fathers, sons, friends, and much, much more.

Of these identities, it is our African-American identity, our Black identity, that has enormous significance for us and forms the premise of this book. What does it mean to be Black or African American? And, more important, why does it matter?

In many ways, we are asking the same question that other ethnic groups or immigrants to the United States might ask themselves. Our answer is not only about the unique aspects of our community but also about the history, culture, and values of African Americans as a collective. Some critics believe that our emphasis on “Black Faces in White Places” is a throwback to the days of segregation and racial tension. We don’t see it that way. We believe that pride in the history, culture, and values of African Americans is a source of strength that helps us better relate to others and empowers our actions at work, school, church, and in society. In fact, without a cultural foundation to our identity and purpose, we have no springboard for achieving greatness.


Jonas Salk once said, “Good parents give their children roots and wings. Roots to know where home is, wings to fly away and exercise what’s been taught them.” Identity represents roots, while purpose represents wings.


AFRICAN-AMERICAN CULTURE

What defines African-American culture? As we described above, culture is embodied in the history, norms, and values of the people, organizations, and institutions of an ethnic group. When Dr. Maulana Karenga developed the idea of Kwanzaa in 1967, he drew upon the traditions of West Africa and the historical circumstances of African Americans to create a modern context for African-American culture that could serve as the basis for education, exploration, and excellence in our lives and community. Seven principles, the Nguzo Saba, clarify what makes African Americans unique in the American context and give us a basis for discussing the future of our community.



	
Umoja (Unity)
To strive for and maintain unity in the family, community, nation, and race

Kujichagulia (Self-Determination)
To define ourselves, name ourselves, create for ourselves, and speak for ourselves

Ujima (Collective Work and Responsibility)
To build and maintain our community together and to make our brothers’ and sisters’ problems our problems and solve them together

Ujamaa (Cooperative Economics)
To build and maintain our own stores, shops, and other businesses and to profit from them together

Nia (Purpose)
To make our collective vocation the building and developing of our community in order to restore our people to their traditional greatness

Kuumba (Creativity)
To do always as much as we can, in the way we can, in order to leave our community more beautiful and beneficial than we inherited it

Imani (Faith)
To believe with all our heart in our people, our parents, our teachers, our leaders, and the righteousness and victory of our struggle

 

Source: www.officialkwanzaasite.org






Table 1–1. The Seven Kwanzaa Principles.

These seven principles (listed in Table 1–1) connect us to our roots before slavery and recognize the cultural aspects of the African-American experience. Dr. Karenga’s efforts helped to codify much of the cultural capital that was kept in the institutions of the Black community. Strategy 2 encompasses cultural capital in the context of exposure to others, and in that discussion we make reference to the importance of learning, studying, and transmitting the history, themes, and significance of African-American culture. This knowledge is a currency that can and should be leveraged. If you don’t know where you’ve been, you don’t know where you’re going. Therefore, understanding your cultural background is important to developing a strong identity and purpose.

We also believe that the seven principles represent the values that have historically kept our community together when political, economic, social, and institutional forces attempted to tear us apart. We are proud of that heritage, but we had to learn it. It was not taught in our public schools. It was not reinforced in popular culture. It was not always easily accessible. In fact, without our families’ efforts, the efforts of teachers like Dr. James Clark who led the Black History Month planning committee at Jeffrey’s (J.R.’s) high school, and our personal efforts, we might have chosen not to embrace this identity at all.

Society can misinterpret the fact and assume that being proud of who you are necessarily means that you are critical of others who do not share your characteristics or traits. For example, some people would argue that to be proud of being Black, or to be pro-Black, means that you are anti-white. Or if you are an advocate for women, then you are at odds with men. You can and should celebrate all of the characteristics of your identity and purpose while simultaneously honoring, acknowledging, and celebrating the characteristics of others who may be different from you. Throughout this book, you will see how the pride instilled in us by our parents gave us the strength to overcome certain challenges. This same pattern emerges as we describe the experiences of other accomplished African Americans in subsequent chapters. The great people we profile are proud of their identity and transparent about their purpose. Rather than deny their identity, they embrace it with ease. Rather than shy away from their purpose, they pursue it with passion.

As it relates specifically to identity and purpose, the signature challenges for African Americans, particularly for our youth, are twofold. The first challenge is developing, navigating, and negotiating identity, at times in a relative vacuum. In the absence of societal reinforcement (i.e., role models or mentors), the navigation of identity takes on a different dimension. Who should I emulate? What values should be important to me? This is not to suggest that a Black identity is dependent on having Black role models, but rather that it can simply be more difficult.

The second challenge is embracing one’s “nature” or calling and “nurturing” one’s potential in positive ways in a world with so many potentially negative or even limiting images, messages, assumptions, and stereotypes. This includes everything from history books that begin African-American history with slavery, to demeaning music videos, to the dearth of African Americans at the upper levels of almost any profession or industry. For example, as African-American men, we know that there are many who would try to stereotype us according to what they read in newspapers and see on TV and in music videos, making us out to be hustlers, “ballers,” and pimps. But if we believe that God created us for a divine purpose, we confidently chart a course that is different from these stereotypes.

OUR SPIRITUAL FOUNDATION

Spirituality has always been a cornerstone of African and other cultures, and it has been an important building block for what each of us has become. We’d like to share with you our thoughts on the relationship between our own spirituality, identity, and purpose.

Reading, studying, and pursuing God’s word has led us to four important lessons for our lives related to our identity and purpose.

1. A solid spiritual foundation has grounded us in a set of principles for living well

2. A solid spiritual foundation has provided boundaries for our actions and has been instrumental in developing a conscience that limits unhealthy actions and unproductive activities

3. A solid spiritual foundation has helped us prioritize what is important in our lives.

4. A solid spiritual foundation has helped us establish a belief system that puts our lives and living into perspective

These four lessons have been essential elements of our identity and purpose because they provide a context that is beyond the activities of every day. The development of this aspect of our identity and purpose has been of paramount importance to us as Black faces in white places.


Jeffrey’s Story

We were one of two Black families in our apartment complex in Parsippany. The other had a son named Raheem, and together, at least for a time, we made up the entire Black population at Intervale Elementary School.

While race wasn’t foremost on my mind, the first crush I remember having points to at least some awareness that I was different from most of the kids around me and perhaps that I wanted to be romantically linked with someone who was also Black. I was playing drums in a band made up of students from several schools in the area. I remember having a crush on Esperanza Escobar who played the flute on the opposite side of the band. And it was very simple for me because she was the darkest one around. There were no Black girls in the band. I remember saying to myself, “I don’t have a crush on any of these other girls here.” Using my eighth grade logic I thought, ‘I’m Black and she’s sort of Black. Let me talk to her.”

By the time I got to high school, I was a good student and was on the honors or higher-level track in school. And as much as it served as an academic benefit, it was a social hindrance. I was the only Black student in my classes and later one of just a few.

I may never know for sure, but I think Dr. Clark, the only Black teacher at my high school, deliberately got me involved with the Black History Month planning committee at my school because he wanted to keep me connected to the Black community. I never had a class with Dr. Clark—he was the chair of the department that taught remedial courses—but he made sure I was involved with the other Black students, even if only for a portion of the year. I wasn’t even sure why I was doing it at first, but it became one of the most meaningful events in my high school career and helped me to raise my Black consciousness.

It was during high school that I started to understand the significance of being “the first.” Dr. Clark or my parents would often wonder aloud—or pronounce—that I was the first Black person to win a student office at my school or to be the president of the National Honor Society. I never lost that feeling that what I was doing meant something.

Other than during Black History Month events and a special two-period politics class during my senior year, I didn’t get to interact with Black students. I simply didn’t get to know them and they didn’t get to know me because we weren’t in the same classes.

Near the end of high school, one of my four Black classmates, named Tanya, having had the chance to get to know me in that politics class, realized I wasn’t all that different from the other Black students. One day, she revealed that others thought I was “this smart Black guy.” All these years later Tanya’s exact words are fuzzy, but I recall that she said something suggesting that the other Black students thought that in some way, I had forgotten them.

While the Black students may have thought I was partying with white kids every weekend, I was actually spending more time taking part in church activities and didn’t get a lot of invitations to hang out with my white classmates. A lot of parties would happen on a Friday or Saturday night. I never got a real strong invitation until late, very late in my high school years. Sometimes I went and sometimes I didn’t. It didn’t mean much to me.

Watching the PBS documentary Eyes on the Prize, which chronicled the Civil Rights Movement, influenced my views about race and racism. Seeing Black students integrating Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, burned in my consciousness. I remember thinking if I had to go to school there, I would have to fight every day. All they wanted to do was go to school, and there was a bunch of white people trying to stop them. I definitely wasn’t militant but perhaps for the first time in my life I became very interested in my history as a young Black man in America, because I had a better sense of how some people might view me in the broader world. All of these experiences helped to shape my identity by giving me perspective on how my life fit into a cultural and historical context.

Randal’s Story

Our townhouse in East Windsor kept my mother connected to her city roots. When she and Dad were looking for houses, they gravitated to the townhouse instead of one of the many free-standing homes in the area because Mom didn’t want to be isolated. She liked the idea of neighbors being close by. We went from a big, diverse city to a small, largely Jewish suburban township. The neighborhood and our schools were mostly white, and so much of our social circle was made up of white kids.

At times, being the only Black student in so many of my classes—I was the lone African American in every class except gym—made me feel self-conscious. When topics like the Civil Rights Movement came up, I felt like the spotlight was on me. I felt like I had to speak for all Black people and felt pressure to represent Black people in a positive light.

Although I didn’t have a lot of Black friends at high school, I was popular. I was voted homecoming and prom king, “best personality,” and spoke at my high school graduation. I left high school on a high note—with lots of friends and a scholarship to attend Rutgers. It would probably have been a shock to my high school friends to find out just how challenging my first year of college really was.

During my first semester at Rutgers, I walked in predominantly white circles and predominantly Black circles with dramatically different levels of ease. The former represented a world I was all too accustomed to from my years growing up in a largely white neighborhood. The latter represented a world I desperately wanted to connect with at a deeper level despite limited interactions with Black peers in my hometown.

I wasn’t looking to divorce myself from my white friends. They were all great friends, but I still felt like there was something missing in my life. Instead, I was hoping to establish a wider range of friendships with Black people. This tension I felt inside was more than just your typical adolescent struggle to “fit in.” It also reflected unresolved issues related to my identity. I found it difficult to fully define myself with very few meaningful relationships with peers who looked like me. I wanted to find more balance with the hope of finding myself, and I figured college was my last chance to do it.

I didn’t connect with a group of Black students right away. When Friday night rolled around and Black students were hanging out together studying or socializing, I was hopping on a bus, by myself, and heading to the parties I was told I would find at the predominantly white fraternity houses on College Avenue. What I was yearning for was an opportunity to explore who I was, with people who were more like me. And as I sought out ways to make this transition, my identity began to evolve right before my eyes.

I will never forget the first meeting I attended of the Rutgers chapter of the National Society of Black Engineers. As I looked out into the all-Black room of students, I felt anxious, apprehensive, and to some extent optimistic. I was nervous because I was worried about whether I would be accepted, yet at the same time, I was hopeful that this could be the beginning of an important new chapter in my life.

I sat down, almost in the middle of the room. There was a guy sitting next to me, and he looked like he didn’t know too many people either. He turned to me and said, “Hi. I’m Jeff Robinson.”

Jeff, whom I later came to know as JR, told me he was from Parsippany, New Jersey. We continued to talk and had a really good rapport for an initial meeting. It became clear that we had a lot in common. We grew up in similar neighborhoods, attended similar high schools, and had similar interests.

That immediate connection with JR and that Rutgers NSBE meeting planted a seed that would grow into close relationships with other African Americans, African Caribbeans, and Africans, which continue to this day. Of all those relationships that began as a result of NSBE, JR and I formed a special bond. Today, he is my closest friend, business partner, and collaborator. Our connection from that day was a validation of where we had come from and a reinforcement of where we were headed. Not only did I get academic and professional support from JR and my fellow NSBE members, but I also learned about Black history and Black culture in a way that instilled pride in my people, shaped my identity as an African American, and ultimately helped me become the man I am today.

The Randal Pinkett who graduated from Rutgers was a much different person than the one who first arrived on campus. I was a better person, with a different walk, talk, style, and sense of self. I resolved my inner tension and found the balance I was searching for. I finally felt complete.



Self-Determination: Your Identity as an Asset and Your Purpose as a Source of Power

Establishing a strong identity and purpose is the foundation of redefining the game and reshaping America.

[image: Image] A strong identity is a tremendous asset. Your ethnicity, your uniqueness, your culture, and your diversity—all aspects of your identity—are perhaps your greatest contributions to anything you do. Inevitably, there are times when society may suggest that your ethnic identity should be suppressed or that it is a liability. We argue the opposite: that your ethnic identity should be amplified because it represents a personal, strategic competitive advantage that no one else can replicate. What makes you unique is also what enables you to make truly unique contributions. This is an idea we will revisit with Strategy 4: Build Diverse and Solid Relationships. Rather than assimilate and absorb every aspect of the dominant American culture, you should be critical of the values associated with the dominant culture and evaluate what aspects of your personal identity you are not willing to give up. At times, the prevailing wisdom will be at odds with the values you hold as your own, much like the principles of Kwanzaa can be at odds with popular cultural norms. A strong identity reflects an appreciation of your uniqueness, and the dignity associated with knowing it is something you value and that society should value.

[image: Image] A well-defined purpose is a tremendous source of power. Knowing and embracing your purpose engenders confidence in your capacities and command of your capabilities. For us, when we came to believe that God ultimately shaped our purpose, we realized that our power came from Him and Him only. This was an empowering revelation! Coming to understand your particular purpose unleashes a power within you that can transform your life and the lives of others.

[image: Image] A strong identity gives you a solid sense of self. A strong identity is an acknowledgment of what makes you, you. It reflects those traits that you choose to hold near and dear to your heart.

[image: Image] A well-defined purpose gives you a definitive sense of direction. When society suggests that you should go in one direction, it is your purpose that gives you the self-confidence to know that you can choose to go down another path. It gives you the strength and the stamina to withstand any negative influences or messages from society. According to Lewis Carroll, the author of Alice in Wonderland, “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will get you there.” Purpose is what points you in the right direction.

[image: Image] A strong identity grounds you. It allows you to define yourself on your terms, as opposed to others defining you on their terms. A saying that we both learned in college is that “if you stand for nothing, you will fall for anything.” Well, similarly, if you do not define yourself, others will define you.

[image: Image] A well-defined purpose gives your life meaning. People often make reference to the need to “find themselves” or identify the “meaning of life.” These are both attempts to find their purpose. In his book The Purpose-Driven Life (Zondervan, 2002), Rick Warren writes, “Without a purpose, life is motion without meaning, activity without direction, and events without reason. Without a purpose, life is trivial, petty, and pointless.” A purpose allows you to situate yourself within society and to see the interconnectedness between your purpose and that of others. A purpose gives the essential and much-needed meaning to your life.


Identity answers the questions, Who am I? and What makes me unique? Purpose answers the questions, Why do I exist? and Where am I going?



The process of establishing a strong identity and purpose ultimately leads to self-determination, which means defining who you are and why you exist (see Figure 1–4). Identity speaks to who you are. Purpose speaks to why you exist and where you are going. Identity is your anchor. Purpose is your compass.

Together, identity and purpose give you the strength and the stamina to withstand the inevitable challenges of being a Black face in a white place and an agent of societal change. Without self-determination, it is much easier for the game to redefine you than for you to redefine the game.


When people say, “You should never forget who you are and where you come from,” they are saying you should always maintain a strong identity and sense of purpose.



The Interdependence of Strategies 1 and 2

One of the most effective ways to establish a strong identity and purpose is to obtain broad exposure to the world around you, which is our second strategy. Strategies 1 and 2 are closely related and, in many ways, interdependent. The order of the two strategies could easily be interchanged.

Your identity and purpose are major factors in determining the kinds of exposure and experiences you seek. Conversely, the exposure and experiences you seek can significantly shape how you construct your identity and define your purpose. Arguably, the cycle between the two is never-ending, as you will see in the next chapter.

[image: Image]

Figure 1–4. The concept of self-determination.
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