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ABSTRACT
A Critical Inquiry Into the Perspectives of African Americans Who
Consider Themselves Equal to Other U.S. Citizens
Since the end of the Civil War when African Americans became free citizens in U.S.
society, they have been on a quest for recognition with the rights bestowed upon them by
the Bill of Rights and United States Constitution within the culture of the United States.
After decades of struggle for equality, the following questions remain in the public
discourse: What have they achieved as a race upon becoming citizens? Who among
African Americans is confident enough to verbalize their conviction that they consider
themselves equal? As postulated by Bauer (1992, p.1), ―Do they feel they are a part of
―one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all‖?
This qualitative participatory study was conducted to determine the extent to
which African Americans perceive themselves as having the same access to opportunity,
freedom to pursue happiness, and equal rights as promised to all U.S. citizens. The
research data was collected through dialogues between the researcher and participants
that created a text for interpretation and meaning and themes for categorization, thus
illuminating the voices of 14 African Americans U.S. citizens, between the ages of 50
and 82 years of age. The study revealed that (a) the African Americans who perceived
themselves as equal to other U.S. citizens were educated from a very early age, mostly by
their mothers, and by other African American role models who infused them with
knowledge and convinced them of their own value and self-worth, and (b) the
participants developed an immutable and internalized conviction that they are not merely
equal to, but better than, any of their contemporaries in other U.S. cultures. The
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significance of this research study sheds light on how African Americans perceive their
self-image as African Americans in U.S. culture and how this self-image of being and
becoming more than equal is what has sustained them through their experiences and
struggles for equality in the context of racism, alienation, and unequal situations within
all U.S institutions. This reflection upon their lives as U.S. citizens has compelled them to
overachieve and review their participatory roles in U.S. society.
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These ills associated with the maladjustments by African Americans in urban life
intensified during the periods of large African American immigration waves to many
U.S. cities. Racial problems resulted in social upheaval and often the incarceration of
many African Americans. Thus, the manifestation of disparity of social and workplace
acceptance and treatment by U.S. society between African Americans and non-African
Americans was only exacerbated. However, in 1948-1949 with President Truman‘s
proclamation of ―freedom to serve,‖ integration occurred in the military, followed shortly
thereafter by changes in fair housing laws and labor practices. However, as assaults on
discrimination and segregation of African Americans transpired—and African Americans
became more involved in U.S. society through the arts, sports, music, and the Harlem
Renaissance—their participation in the economic life of the country was still not
significant (Franklin & Moss, 2004).
The issues surrounding what is known as ―America‘s Great Dilemma‖ (the
integration of former slaves into a U.S. democracy) has continuously plagued U.S.
culture. Yet, as a result of peaceful sit-ins, marches, civil disobedience, and legal briefs
filed by the NAACP and other concerned U.S. citizenry in the civil rights era of the
1960s, legal rulings and legislation were instituted by Congress and the U.S. Supreme
Court. These important events resulted in more favorable treatment of African Americans
in U.S. society, and they included the Voting Rights Act (1965) and Brown v. Board of
Education (1954). During the civil rights movement, it was general public knowledge
among its leaders that it was important for African Americans to engender selfconfidence as a way to endure the racist practices that undermined their integrity, dignity,
and humanity. In spite of the repressive environment exhibited by U.S. society to the

3
progeny of slaves, African Americans continued to press for economic and political
equality for their race (Franklin & Moss, 2004).
This researcher ascertained that it was important from a research perspective to
examine and understand the concerns of African Americans through their lived
experiences in both segregated and integrated cultures and subcultures of equality and
inequality in transitional, legal, social, and behavioral events. For the most part,
―African Americans have attempted to live in two worlds‖ (Franklin & Moss, 2004, p.
471): one world where they are perceived by many to be second-class citizens and the
other where their existence is marginalized by White privilege. The effect and impact
upon African Americans living in these two worlds has not been fully measured, although
scholars have noted that many African Americans may have suffered both psychologicaland physical-related harm due to the presence of institutional racism in U.S. society.
Researchers in the fields of education, sociology, and psychology have focused on the
aforementioned dilemma, and yet, many African Americans have resisted being put
under a microscope of sociological study.
In addition, little research has been done to develop techniques to listen to the
voices of African American men and women who have shared experiences—
interpersonal and as a participant in significant events—during periods of their
adjustment into the greater U.S. society. In short, the voices and perceptions of individual
experiences have not been heard. More importantly, the following question has not been
explored, which provides one of the underlying premises of this study: How do African
Americans perceive themselves as participants in the changing events of equality and
inequality within U.S. society?
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This qualitative participatory research study was conducted to determine to what
extent African Americans perceived themselves as living equal when compared to all
other Americans. The researcher investigated to what extent they were privileged to share
equal rights—as promised in the Bill of Rights and the preamble to the Constitution of
the United States of America—with all United States citizens. As African Americans
who salute this country‘s flag, do they feel they are a part of ―one nation under God,
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all‖ (Baer, 1992, p. 1)?
The researcher engaged in a process of inquiry through interviews and
conversations with the participants and then collected and interpreted the responses,
which were analyzed into themes to identify the representative voices of the study
participants. The participants included 14 African American U.S. citizens: 7 men and 7
women. A particular criterion for participation in this study was that the participants be
at least 50 years of age such that they had lived through the advances and retreats of the
civil rights era and had indicated they had struggled in an effort to attain basic
opportunities of housing, education, employment, the right to vote, and simple civility
within their cultural worlds. It was assumed that their longevity provided them with
multiple experiences, and hence, significant wisdom on the topic of equality. The
participants and the researcher originated from a shared community context, inhabiting
and observing similar societal situations and events. That is, the participants were chosen
because they resided in the same county, attended the same neighborhood churches, or
were employed in similar fields of employment.
Through the interviews and conversations, the researcher examined those who
struggle to claim equality as they try desperately to escape the internalized label of
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oppression that others have imposed upon them. In the initial conversations, the
researcher discussed with the participants social labeling, such as oppression, equality,
and inequality, and the criteria by which society utilized those terms to demean and
categorize African Americans in U.S. society. In addition, the participants raised
questions about personal freedom and the right to choose personal equality. The
researcher postulated that fighting against oppression was the key to personal freedom,
and in a sense, permission to choose personal equality. Other questions were raised in
the conversation: How should any measure of personal equality be manifested? What
privileges were accorded with the claim of equality? What hard evidence or
characteristics are present when one has achieved feelings of being equal? One
intriguing question posed by the participants related to the task of discovering what
criteria must be in place for acquiring, maintaining, and sharing the feeling of personal
equality while guiding others to join in this process.
As a result of the initial conversations with the participants, the researcher
implemented an inquiry methodology with individual African American participants
who may have shared similar experiences over time and who may have developed some
thoughts and perspectives about their lives about such matters of equality and inequality
through their extensive experience and interaction with others in U.S. society . From the
voices of the participants, the researcher was able to extract an interpretation of meaning
from their perspectives of how equality and inequality influenced their lives. The
information gathered from the group of participants could be viewed as an important
aspect of African American life and culture among African American citizens as well as
other cultures within U.S. society. It is hoped that the information gleaned from this
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study will be useful for teachers and administrators, as well as other educational
professionals involved with African American citizenry, as they develop curricula and
professional development materials in the areas of history, civics, and cultural
competence, multiculturalism, and cross-cultural understanding. In addition, it focused
on the notions about the impact of equality and inequality among African Americans in
U.S. society from their own voices of experience and perceptions.
Statement of the Problem
The problem to be explored in this research was why some African American
people remain philosophically imprisoned by their oppressor when others declare
themselves equal and behave as equals. They dare anyone to treat them otherwise.
Others who have been oppressed are unable to let go of the mental tethers that surround
and encage them. Even though physically free, they are entrapped in the oppressor‘s net,
limited by their own self-image and self-effacing thoughts. They are limited in their
glimpse of opportunities and in their quest for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
They feel compelled to battle the ghosts of the oppressors, fearing the consequence of
crossing an imaginary line imposed mentally by the oppressor in their minds.
African Americans fear their declaration of equality will offend in a way that will
result in harm coming to them. With this group of people, the dread of failure, the fear of
consequence stands as a wall that prevents their trying to escape their prisons of
oppression. Freire (1970) examined this feeling of dominated people caught within such a
web of oppression when he articulated:
The oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they are
immersed and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the struggle
for freedom so long as they feel incapable of running the risks it requires. (p. 47)
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While some African Americans remain mired in their oppressed status, other
African Americans, living in similar circumstances or even worse—including those born
to the most abject poverty in the most constricted surroundings—declare and claim that
they are equal. Such African Americans who do declare and claim they are equal have
shared many of the same disadvantages and obstacles with those who do not declare and
claim they are equal; nevertheless, they have somehow prepared themselves to maintain
their free spirit and elected to build and live in a world in which they claim their equality.
It is again instructive to refer to Freire (1970) who iterated the effort it takes in liberating
oneself from such an imprisoning cocoon:
Only as they discover themselves to be ―hosts‖ of the oppressor can they
contribute to the midwifery of their liberating pedagogy. As long as they live in
the duality in which to be is to be like, and to be like is to be like the oppressor,
this contribution is impossible. (p. 48)
Mr. Nelson Mandela, Mr. Mahatma Gandhi, Dr. Martin Luther King, Dr. Paolo
Freire, Ms. Sojourner Truth, and Ms. Rigoberta Menchu are all examples of people of
color who have broken the mental chains that bind them despite physical circumstances
that greatly curtailed their activities. Yet, they still thrived and continued to build their
own world, achieving their goals, claiming and living their equality. Although these have
become more visible leaders, certainly there are and must be many ordinary people who
without such visibility were still able to forge such paths despite the barriers they must
have hurdled. The 14 people in this study can be described as fitting into the latter
category: as people who may not have achieved the visibility that the better known
leaders might have, yet have been fearless in claiming and living their equality daily in
their own ways.
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In order to explain the differences in the mindset of those African Americans who
see themselves as equal—and those who do not—the researcher explored the question of
the equality this group of Africans Americans experienced during their lives. As such, it
is an inquiry into the lived experiences of the participants. Freire (1970) framed the
dilemma as follows:
The oppressed suffered from the duality which has established itself in their
innermost being. They discover that without freedom they cannot exist
authentically. Yet, although they desire authentic existence, they fear it. They are
at one and the same time themselves and the oppressor whose consciousness they
have internalized. The conflict lies in the choice between being wholly themselves
or being divided; between ejecting the oppressor within or not ejecting them;
between human solidarity or alienation; between following prescriptions or
having choices; between being spectators or actors; between speaking out or
being silent, castrated in their power to create and re-create, in their power to
transform the world. This is the tragic dilemma of the oppressed which their
education must take into account. (p. 48)
Historically, significant responses by the oppressed have resulted in alterations in
the course of human history. These events range from the silent suffering of the voiceless
to Paolo Freire‘s critical consciousness or conscientizaçao (1970, p. 67), a concept based
on the determination to develop an internal mindset in oppressed peoples so that they are
not subject only to the whims of the leader, but are inspired to take action to liberate
themselves by the strength of their own individual desire; a creed of nonviolence or
ahimsa as practiced by Mahatma Gandhi (Easwaran, 1997, p. 87); the resilient inspiration
of Dr. King‘s Letter from a Birmingham Jail: ―Freedom is never voluntarily given by the
oppressor, it must be demanded by the oppressed‖ (King, 1964, p, 82); to Nelson
Mandela‘s Amandla, a rallying cry using a Zulu word meaning power (Staley, 1990, p.
18).
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The researcher studied the life work of those cited above who dedicated their lives
to struggling for human rights and others who followed their example because they
fought the battle for equality without choosing violence as one of their weapons.
Certainly, history documents that some of the responses from oppressed peoples and
institutions and individuals have been violent in their expressions of opposition to their
oppressors. Their grave acts have been widely covered by the media and discussed by
self-appointed experts, and they have been appropriately designated wise philosophers. In
efforts to measure the effectiveness of struggles against oppression, observers have
variously claimed that great progress was being achieved or that regression in human
rights could be the only possible result for people who did not deserve more.
Many among the oppressed awaited laws that announced a promise to create and
ensure change, while others reached out, seized opportunities, and were willing to risk
their lives to achieve equality. They hoped that the laws preceded a change of social
attitude, while at the same time they steeled themselves against a tide of negative
backlash. Some leaders like Mandela, despite life-threatening efforts to wrest it away
from them, declared and actualized their own equality.
Background and Need for Study
This study illuminated the responses of African American people who have faced
oppression head on and survived racial storms. They have survived life-threatening
predicaments. They stood by during the gut wrenching, centimeter-by-centimeter
progress toward racial equality, whether through laws passed with great struggle or
through customs, like seating minorities in the back, were overturned by protests and
marches, boycotts and sit-ins.
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African Americans have borne witness to lynching and tell of relatives whose
corpses lie in Southern rivers—those killed merely because they looked a White person
in the eye or expressed a desire to vote. They also tell of the bloody steps backwards, the
retreat and regression to whence they came from and the need to regroup, rearm,
reenergize, and start all over again, chasing the equality they feel is their birthright. Paolo
Freire (1970) analogized this process as follows:
Liberation is thus childbirth, and a painful one. The man or woman who emerges
is a new person, viable only as the oppressor-oppressed contradiction is
superseded by the humanization of all people. Or to put it another way, the
solution of this contradiction is born in the labor which brings into the world the
new being: no longer oppressor, nor oppressed, but human in the process of
achieving freedom. (p. 49)
This researcher‘s inquiry becomes more significant in light of the fact that studies
on equality often serve as perpetuating mechanisms for marginalization, and as Lynch
(1999) elucidated:
If people are structurally excluded from democratic engagement with research
practice, they are precluded from assessing its validity in an informed manner.
They are effectively disenfranchised from controlling the generation and
dissemination of knowledge about themselves and/or the institutions within which
they live and work. This issue is especially acute for marginalized groups and
communities who are the subjects of so much social scientific research. Such
research is frequently undertaken without the involvement of the groups or
communities in question. The ownership of data gives researchers and
policymakers power over the groups which may add to their marginalization;
there are now people who can claim to know you better than you know yourself.
Without democratic engagement therefore, there is a real danger that research
knowledge can be used for manipulation and control rather than challenging the
injustices experienced. (p. 95)
While there are a few such research projects wherein writers have chronicled
experiences of oppression through observing the oppressed and recording their feelings, it
is more often the case wherein the individuals within the oppressed groups themselves
have had their voices appropriated, edited, or embellished; thus are they rendered
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inadequately prepared to categorize or participate in the transformation of their reality.
Walsh (1991) made a powerful argument that is instructive to note in this context:
It is only those who must struggle with and against domination and for voice who
truly comprehend this reality; they are the ―experts‖ the insiders who know what
oppression is and feels like. They are also the ones who must adapt because the
dominant group seldom endeavors to find them out or to listen to their speaking
voices. (p. 9)
It is perhaps redundant to point out that seldom have the oppressed themselves
been regarded as credible sources of information about the transformations of their own
realities. Studies on equality need to reflect the voices and opinions of those ordinary
Americans of color who claim they feel equal—racially, economically, ethically,
philosophically, politically, and socially. Otherwise, it can be argued:
The very owning and controlling of the stories of oppression adds further to the
oppression as it means that there are now people who can claim to know and
understand you better than you understand yourself; there are experts there to
interpret your world and to speak on your behalf. They take away your voice by
speaking about you and for you. This is sometimes referred to as the ―hit and run
model of research‖ wherein the career advancement of the researchers is built on
their use of alienating and exploitative methods of inquiry. (Lynch, 1999, p. 48)
The need for this study is predicated upon two interrelated constructs that seek
resolution. First, it sought to provide an authentic, unmediated vehicle for the voices of
African Americans who claim equality and to inquire into and share their process of how
they came to declare it. Second, the study sought to utilize a methodology that would
permit a joint inquiry, while also providing a phenomenological, transformative basis that
can illuminate libratory possibilities for those African Americans and others who might
benefit from it.
Given the current, post-civil rights rhetoric that has permeated the context of the
United States wherein multiple arguments have affirmed that equality has been achieved,
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and that we are close to a post racial, color-blind society, it can be useful to learn more
about the lived experiences of African Americans—most importantly, those lived
experiences of African Americans who are perhaps the most uniquely affected of groups
in the history of the United States. Brown and Conroy (2003) affirmed the need for such
an illumination by sagely observing:
In rejecting race-conscious classifications of remedies, the court adheres to
jurisprudence of color blindness that made sense in the 1950s and 1960s when
segregation was legal and was based on a rigid system of racial classification.
Color blindness undermined and transformed that system. But fifty years later
when state sanctioned racial segregation is illegal and people of color still have to
achieve truly equal opportunity with white Americans, the color blind ideal
actually impedes efforts necessary to eliminate racial inequality. (p. 58)
A review of the literature reveals a scarcity of the voices of African American
U.S. citizens who consider themselves equal to other U.S. citizens. Ultimately, this study
is needed because there are still uncertainties about the equality that was promised,
struggled for, and won; because we still may require evidence of the plausibility of
equality; because we live in a society that will always require a reiteration of trust due to
our history; and because we have not heard from the voices we can trust, in their own
voices. Thus, questions (as below) regarding equality may be relevant to the current
discourse in the United States of America. In the year 2009, is the claim of equality by
any living human being in the current social structure and the post-civil rights cultural
order in which we live still plausible? If it is plausible, how did they respond to the
oppression they felt? How did they cope with their own suffering, and how did they
overcome it to evolve to a place of peace and confidence whereby today they declare
their equality?
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The history of the oppression of African Americans serves as a classic example of
how the perpetration of inequality is not a twist of fate. The literature revealed that the
framework for oppression of chosen peoples evolved in the wishes, dreams, and acts of
humans who anointed themselves as superior. It was neither a divine decree nor an
accident. But rather, oppression is envisioned, anticipated, planned for, and executed by
those who declare themselves to be superior. Throughout the history of the human race,
facilities and rules are carved and institutionalized for those considered to be different,
undeserving, and not good enough.
During the birth of the United States of America, the building of the economic
infrastructure of this nation was on the backs of minority immigrants: Native Americans,
Asians, African Americans, Latinos, and so on. The list includes those who were
entrapped and exploited in the folds of this country‘s labor caste system for the sake of
making profits for those who anointed themselves the caretaking fathers of this land. It
became an established pattern for Americans of European origin to make their fortunes
using the blood of the most recently arrived immigrants, using cheap labor as their elixir,
their fuel, their product.
More than 2 centuries have passed and still the same status applies to most
minority workers today. Minorities work for a mere pittance of what the ―boss, owner‖
earns and does double the work. This extreme differential in power is noted by Dye
(1976), who posited:
Great power in America is concentrated in a tiny handful of men. A few thousand
individuals out of 200 million Americans decide about war and peace, wages and
prices, consumption and investment, employment and production, law and justice,
taxes and benefits, education and learning, health and welfare, advertising and
communication, life and leisure. (pp. 3-8, 150-53)
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A century following the official end of slavery marked by the signing of the
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, it can be said that African American men and
women were still struggling to vote, to access adequate education, and to find jobs that
paid decent wages. This struggle continues today even through the progressions of laws
assuring equal access. Renner and Moore (2004) pointed out:
Under President Johnson affirmative action was based on the compelling
justification of establishing equality and remedying the effects of past
discrimination. However, since 1978 when the Supreme Court acknowledged the
educational value of a racially diverse campus (Regents of the University of
California v. Bakke), there has been a slow but steady shift from ―equity‖ to
―diversity‖ as the rationale for affirmative action within higher education (Allen,
Teranishi, Dinwiddie, & Gonzales, 2000; Johnson, 1965). This shift has a
negative effect on actually achieving the original goal of affirmative action of
racial equality. It is our conclusion that it is without factual or legal foundations
that whites can argue that they (relative to minorities) are the victims of
discrimination through unfair and unequal educational policies and practices that
determine access to higher education. (p. 228)
Yet, despite the ebb and flow of laws designed to dispense equal opportunity,
courageous warriors must and still do struggle to achieve what they perceive to be their
birthright. Page (2003) stated, ―In the U.S., race-ethnicity is a major divide. It opens and
closes doors of opportunity and privilege. It is a primary source of identity, uniting us
with some people while separating us from others‖ (p. 334).
There seems to be a wide range of positions and theories among scholars, civil
rights leaders, and other people as to the meaning of equality. However, there are
common elements found in definitions of equality as noted by many historians and
philosophers. One continuous theme that seems to be omnipresent throughout history is
that of the relationship between the human being and his or her relationship to objects, to
other humans, and to ownership or claim to freedom, property, or possessions. In the
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Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stefan Gosepath (2007) aggregated definitions of
equality as follows:
―Equality‖ is a contested concept: ―People who praise it or disparage it disagree
about what they are praising or disparaging‖ (Dworkin, 2000, p. 2). Our first task
is therefore to provide a clear definition of equality in the face of widespread
misconceptions about its meaning as a political idea. The terms ―equality‖ (Gr.
isotes, Lat. aequitas, aequalitas, Fr. égalité, Ger. Gleichheit), ―equal,‖ and
―equally‖ signify a qualitative relationship. ―Equality‖ (or ―equal‖) signifies
correspondence between a group of different objects, persons, processes or
circumstances that have the same qualities in at least one respect, but not all
respects, i.e., regarding one specific feature, with differences in other features.
―Equality‖ needs to thus be distinguished from ―identity‖—this concept
signifying that one and the same object corresponds to itself in all its features: an
object that can be referred to through various individual terms, proper names, or
descriptions. For the same reason, it needs to be distinguished from ―similarity‖—
the concept of merely approximate correspondence (Dann, 1975, p. 997; Menne,
1962, p. 44 ff.; Westen, 1990, pp. 39, 120). Thus, to say e.g. that men are equal is
not to say that they are identical. Equality implies similarity rather than
―sameness.‖ (p. 1)
One element cited as being a critical aspect of equality, for most modern scholars
or crusaders who define it, is access—access to institutions, jobs, housing, and the pursuit
of happiness. For example in 1957, nine Black teenagers struggled to achieve access to
Little Rock, Arkansas‘s Central High School in search of an equal education (Beals,
1994). Seeking equality has become a banner carried by brave leaders and the unknown
with strong hearts and souls throughout the ages. Although definitions may have
changed, each person who longs for and defines it comes back to the personal freedom to
choose to do, to be.
In 1964, Mandela was imprisoned because of his personal quest on behalf of his
people for access to the right to vote, to jobs, and to the freedom one needs to pursue
happiness. He would spend 27 years behind bars, yet never lose his sense of dominion
over his equality. Mandela (1994) expressed his guiding philosophy from the dock at the
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opening of the defense case in the Rivonia trial, at the Pretoria Supreme Court, on April
20, 1964, by stating:
During my lifetime I have dedicated myself to the struggle of the African people,
I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black
domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which
all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal
which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I
am prepared to die. (p. 368)
One of many issues that compel individuals to claim their equality by any means
possible is the fact that many solutions originating and imposed by the ruling structure,
and advertised as a means to alleviating inequality and injustice, are often exacerbating
the problem, not resolving it. As Bobo and Kluegel (1993) noted:
On the one hand white Americans adherence to Jim Crow racism, which asserts
the biological inferiority of blacks and calls for strict segregation (Fredrickson,
1971; Myrdal, 1944; Takaki, 1979) has declined steadily since the 1940s (Taylor,
Greeley, & Sheatsley, 1978). On the other hand, government policies to increase
opportunities for blacks—busing for school desegregation, open housing laws,
and various affirmative action efforts in education and employment—have faced
intense public opposition (Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Schuman, Steeh, & Bobo
1988). The juxtaposition of these seemingly opposed social trends raises
questions about the extent and nature of prejudice, the meaning of changes in
racial attitudes and the accuracy of our measures of tolerance. (p. 443)
More than 50 years after the 1954 Brown versus the Board of Education decision
and 40 years following the establishment of a perceived climate of affirmative action
(which was thought to be firmly entrenched), researchers Arriola and Cole discovered
that among young ―Whites‖ of this generation, there is still no love lost for the oppressed,
particularly for those of African American heritages. Arriola and Cole (2001) examined
attitudes of what they called ―out-group members,‖ toward affirmative action and
―White‖ identity: ―Of those sampled, 59% proposed that affirmative action programs be
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abolished, 24% believed they should be maintained, and 18% felt they should be
expanded‖ (p. 247).
This study and others like it support the notion that the oppressed perceive their
own equality differently, and moreover, that to wait for equality to be conferred or
bestowed from those considered to be the ―powerful‖ or their ―masters,‖ will only result
in further weakening their self-worth. Considering the total costs in lives lost and the
often violent and vociferous struggles waged for equality, this researcher was interested
in discovering whether any African Americans as individuals consider themselves in total
possession of the rights sought in those battles that were fought and deemed won, long
ago. A failure to ask this question of how many equal rights are currently possessed by
those whose ancestors suffered even greater daily battles for minimal freedoms would be
a disservice to all their relatives who died for equality.
The writings of Mandela (1994) pointed to the conclusion that the perception of
equality deep within is a potential power each of us holds. Mandela stated:
Prison authorities conspire to rob each man of his dignity. In and of itself, that
assured that I would survive, for any man or institution that tries to rob me of my
dignity will lose because I will not part with it at any price or under any pressure.
I never seriously considered the possibility that I would not emerge from prison
one day. I never thought that a life sentence truly meant life and that I would die
behind bars…I am fundamentally an optimist. Whether that comes from nature or
nurture, I cannot say. Part of being optimistic is keeping one‘s head pointed
toward the sun, one‘s feet moving forward. (p. 391)
What is immediately obvious is that Mandela did not equate liberty with equality.
He perceived his equality as an internal component present in his consciousness. The
question for this researcher was what sense of dominion enables some African American
people to demonstrate belief in their own equality as Mandela did (to perceive themselves
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as equal even behind bars) and others to be imprisoned by their lack of dominion even
when they are free?
Many peoples of diverse cultures sacrifice their lives, their health, their comfort,
and their homeland, struggling publicly and privately to claim what they define as their
equality. Some are embracing ―the struggle‖ or ―the cause‖ as merely a word or concept.
For these people, it would appear they need someone, something, or a group external to
themselves to give them permission to feel equal. In their case, the external imposition of
equality has imprisoned them to feel equal only by law, uncritically, and only as a
potential opportunity, a false consciousness. It has become their internal prison, their
container, the barrier that blocks their personal power. However, for Mandela, the
physical presence of bars and guards, and oppression surrounding him, could not take
away his commitment to his own equality, his personal power, his dominion, his vision,
or his hope of fulfilling his dreams.
Year after year, there are discussions and revelations about those who struggle to
achieve varying types of equality, and yet, there is little reporting about whether or not it
was ever achieved. And if it was, specifically when and how, and if not completely
achieved, how much more is needed to reach the goal? If we are to instruct the
generations to come about the process for achieving equality, we must have insight about
the varying methods and be able to clarify so that the information is discernable by
others. An additional issue to be examined is whether those who have claimed equality
are able to share their state of being by seeing others as equal.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study, using the methodology of participatory
research, was to collect significant data on those African Americans who claim their own
equality without the presence of a larger-than-life leader, but rather, of their own volition,
in their own voices. The purpose is to codify the difference in those who grab equality
and others who wait patiently for it to come, or complain and create ongoing conflicts in
the hope that the answer lies in the oppressor‘s benevolence.
This study was a rare opportunity to listen to and learn from the experiences of a
group of African Americans who were willing to speak candidly about their perceptions
of equality. The researcher jointly explored the lived experiences of the participants so
that ways and means of escaping from oppression could be derived and used for
instructional purposes, particularly for other African Americans who may be floundering,
bound in a self perpetuated prison of internal oppression. As Freire (1970) described:
Freedom is acquired by conquest, not by gift. It must be pursued constantly and
responsibly. Freedom is not an ideal located outside of man; nor is it an idea
which becomes myth. It is rather the indispensible condition for the quest for
human completion. (p. 47)
This study also aimed to provide the kind of learning that would endow the young
generations of all peoples with the hope and ability to achieve their own equality. A most
important goal was to collect the kind of information that lent itself to forging a
scholastic format that will enable the younger generation to be guided by parents, early
role models, and teachers to learn the basic characteristics needed to live as equals.
Information regarding the plight and escape efforts of African Americans is also helpful
in understanding their triumph in claiming their own equality.
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Research Questions
This participatory study jointly inquired into four primary questions:
1.

What factors do African American individuals include in defining their
equality?

2.

How do African Americans define, measure, and maintain equality?

3.

What life experiences have contributed to a sense of equality for African
Americans?

4.

How do African Americans‘ perceptions of equality impact their
individual decisions and relationships?
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was based on the work of Freire (1970),
whose concept of critical consciousness or conscientizaçao describes the process that
must take place if one is to evolve into a state of declaring oneself equal. The first step is
that the oppressed person must gain self-awareness, a consciousness whereby one
believes one deserves to have freedom and must have freedom. As Freire (1970) stated:
The conviction of the oppressed that they might fight for their liberation is not a
gift bestowed by revolutionary leadership but the result of their own
conscientizaçao. The leaders must realize that their own conviction of the
necessity for struggle (indispensable dimension of revolutionary wisdom) was not
given to them by anyone else—if it is authentic. Only the leaders‘ own
involvement in reality within an historical situation led them to criticize this
situation and to wish to change it. (p. 67)
The process of transformation begins when one enters into a state of critical
consciousness and commits to becoming a subject rather than an object in one‘s own
world. According to Freire, critical consciousness focuses on one‘s achievement of an indepth understanding of their own personal world, examining the perception and exposure
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of social and political contradictions. Critical consciousness also includes taking action
against the oppressive elements in one‘s life that are discovered by that understanding. In
this research process, the guiding questions prompted them to examine their own past,
frame their own questions and ultimately to categorize their conclusions as to the specific
nature of the equality they possess.
Freire embraced the notion that personal freedom results in exercising personal
responsibility. The goal of critical consciousness should be to begin acting as subjects in
the creation of democratic society. These research participants were guided to define
equality in the context of their own needs and experiences and to re-examine their goals
of achieving that equality. They were asked to measure their achievements and to express
honestly where they had success and failures, and why. Throughout history, leaders who
guide groups of individuals to freedom in the context of a nonviolent structure do so by
inspiring those who followed them to define freedom by their own needs. Most often
equal rights advocates have followed the procedures developed by group needs, desires,
and definitions.
Through a series of struggles and life-defining events, Freire created a theory of
transformation as one example of a specific plan for achieving equality. Freire suggested
that the oppressed liberate their oppressors by liberating themselves, thereby breaking the
cycle of oppression. He professed that liberation is achieved through education and via
knowledge, reflection, and action.
Limitations of the Study
Certain limitations existed for the topic under joint inquiry (namely, those who
claimed equality) as well as the methodology of participatory research through dialogue.
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For example, subjects were located in similar communities of the San Francisco Bay
Area. The number of subjects was limited to 14. This is a limitation because findings may
not be descriptive of all African Americans. Participants, perhaps, represented only one
slice of a complex process.
Participants had earned at least an undergraduate diploma, having studied for a
minimum of 4 years in an institution of higher learning. Some of the participants
professed belief in a specific religion—with all that it implies. This could be a limitation
because of the uncertainty as to what role religion plays in one‘s claim of equality.
The major limitation is that the size of the sample group of participants may not
have been large and representative enough to reflect patterns of a broader social context
that comprises this ethnic group, this city, this state, or this country. This approach may
have yielded results that cannot be generalized and therefore cannot be applied to the
broader social context. The results generated from this study are contextual and
experiential, and reflect patterns among a very specific group of people in a specific
location influenced by that designation, and as such, can only serve as an initial
exploration, not as a conclusive one.
Significance of the Study
This study sought to know and understand which characteristics and qualities
people express in their own words when they feel they have praxis about equality. With
that discovery, a transformative educational process can be created for others. This study
investigated whether those who were formerly oppressed but now emerge with a claim of
their own equality could articulate their process for achieving that state. If, for example,
they could express in their own words that internal characteristic that Mandela
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demonstrated while in prison, there is indeed transformation taking place. An evolution in
the way we have teachers address their students on the topic of equality could emerge
from the voices of the participants in this research process. Currently, people of all
backgrounds, including those from oppressed categories, are educated through what
Freire (1970) calls the ―Banking Method of Education.‖ Freire described this as follows:
In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider know
nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the
ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry.
The teacher presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; by
considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence. The students
alienated like the slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as
justifying the teacher‘s existence-but unlike the slave, they never discover that
they educate the teacher. (1970, p. 72)
Unfortunately, students of color in the US, or any student that is different, is
lumped into a category, analyzed, and squeezed through a system ultimately devised,
defined, and instituted by the oppressor. Darder (1991) illustrated this condition when she
stated:
Economic and institutional control is clearly perpetuated from generation to
generation through the process of schooling, which is defined by the dominant
society as a source of status. As such, the dominant culture strives to control
systematically the structure of schooling to insure that only its children are clearly
placed in secure positions of power to enter controlling roles in American Society.
(p. 5)
It is hoped that this study will result in the evolution of a curriculum that reflects
the teachable elements of equality but will also result in the reformatting of instructor‘s
attitudes about teaching this curriculum. The exploration and discussion of equality, its
origins, its definition, and the characteristics that build the confidence that one must build
to achieve that feeling with further knowledge of the topic, and that knowledge can be
shared with all peoples who are now and have ever been oppressed.
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Definitions of Terms
The terms listed below intend to clarify the meaning of definitions in the context
of this study.
African American: ―The term ‗African American‘ comes out of Black
Nationalism and replaces ‗Negro,‘ which while also Black Nationalist, does not
focus black identity on Africa. Schomburg supported the mass Black Nationalist
movement of Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) in the 1920s and continually stressed
the relation of African Americans to Africa and the international nature of
African-American identity‖ (Painter, 2006, p. 12).
Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education: A case in which, on May 17, 1954, the
U.S. Supreme Court ruled unanimously that racial segregation in public schools
violated the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which declares that no
state may deny equal protection of the laws to any person within its jurisdiction.
The decision declared that separate educational facilities were inherently unequal.
Based on a series of Supreme Court cases argued between 1938 and 1950, Brown
v. Board of Education of Topeka completed the reversal of Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896), which had permitted ―separate but equal‖ public facilities. Strictly
speaking, the 1954 decision was limited to the public schools, but it implied that
segregation was not permissible in other public facilities (U.S. National Archives
and Records Administration, 2009a).
Civil rights: ―The origins of the direct action phase of the Civil Rights movement
lay in the mid-1950s, in the Montgomery bus boycott led by the Reverend Martin
Luther King, Jr. [The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee welcomed all
to the movement.] This movement should not be considered one for Negroes but
one for people who consider this a movement against injustice. This would
include members of all races‖ (Painter, 2006, pp. 266-277).

Critical consciousness: Critical consciousness, or conscientizaçao, is a popular
education and social concept developed by renowned Brazilian pedagogue and
educational theorist Freire to address a state of comprehensive understanding
about the world and resulting freedom from oppression. Critical consciousness
represents things and facts as they exist empirically, in their causal and
circumstantial correlations (Freire, 1973, p. 44).
Declaration of Independence: ―On July 4, 1776, after much talk and many votes,
the Continental Congress approved the Declaration of Independence‖ (Fischer,
2005, p. 121). ―Rebellion against established authority is always a serious matter.
In that day kings were commonly claiming to rule by divine right, and according
to this notion there could be no ‗right‘ of rebellion. The framers of the Declaration
knew very well that however long their list of grievances against the king of Great
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Britain might be, and however oppressive they might make out his acts to have
been, something more would be required to prove to the world that in separating
from Great Britain they were not really engaged in rebellion against a rightful
authority. What they needed, in addition to many specific grievances against their
particular king, was a fundamental presupposition against kings in general. What
they needed was a theory of government that provided a place for rebellion, that
made it respectable, and even meritorious under certain circumstances‖
(Declaration of Independence, 1776/2010).
Emancipation Proclamation: ―The preliminary Emancipation Proclamation
applied only after January 1, 1863, and then only to slave states in territory
controlled by Confederates. It did not apply to slave states in the Union
(Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri). In those four states, politicians
held fast to slavery. They rejected Lincoln‘s pleas for gradual emancipation, even
with payments to owners. The final Emancipation Proclamation of January 1,
1863, differed from the September 1862 version in a crucial respect: The final
Emancipation Proclamation provided for the enrollment of freedmen into military
service on behalf of the union‖ (Painter, 2006, p. 113; (U.S. National Archives
and Records Administration, 2009b).
Freedom: ―Gaining the rights of citizenship in a free society and a fair share of
opportunities that had been denied‖ (Fischer, 2005, p. 564).
Phenomenological research: A method in which the researcher identifies the
―essence‖ of human experiences concerning a phenomenon, as described by
participants in a study. Understanding the ―lived experiences‖ makes
phenomenology as a philosophy as well as a method, and the procedure involves
studying a small number of subjects through extensive and prolonged engagement
to develop patterns of relationships of meaning (Creswell, 2003, p. 15).
Pledge of Allegiance to the United States flag: An oath of loyalty to the nation of
the United States of America, written in 1892 by Christian Socialist, Francis
Bellamy, in a youth magazine called The Youth’s Champion, equivalent in
popularity to today‘s Reader’s Digest (Baer, 1992, p. 1).
Racism: ―The origins of racism are rooted in the nineteenth century, intellectuals
in Europe and the Americas [focusing] their most demeaning stereotypes about
the working class on black people. In the nineteenth century, when intellectuals
believed that race determined the individual‘s inherent capacities, those adjectives
were applied to the enslaved as though they were characteristics of their race‖
(Painter, 2006, p. 93).
Segregation: ―In 1892 Homer Plessy (1862-1925) took newly segregated
Louisiana railroads to court for kicking him out of the first-class coach, for which
he had purchased a ticket. Plessy‘s case went to the United States Supreme Court
in 1896 as Plessy v. Ferguson. The Supreme Court ruled against Plessy and
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condoned racial segregation according to the fictional ―separate but equal‖
formula. The landmark Plessy decision gave a go-ahead to white supremacists
seeking to bar African Americans from American public life, whether in
transportation, public accommodations, schools, colleges, swimming pools,
libraries, and any other public spaces. ―Separate but equal‖ gave Southern states
and localities permission to humiliate black people and exclude them from civic
life (Painter, 2006, p. 142).
Summary
This dissertation research is seated in a profound historical profile of the struggles
of minorities and their quest for equality. People of color have lived through a
devastating journey in order to find a place for themselves and access to the opportunities
accorded to others. For those African Americans born today who will in the future look
forward to clarifying their own equality, there is a need to know where the crusade for
equality began, where it stands now, and where it must go in the future if it is to be
successful.
While Chapter 1 of this document is composed of the statement of the problem,
purpose of the study, background and need for the study, theoretical framework, research
questions, and definition of terms, the forthcoming sections of this dissertation were
organized into four separate chapters. Chapter 2 reviews the literature that further
establishes the theoretical and empirical base for understanding the findings of the study.
Chapter 3 contains descriptions of the methodology, the research design, population and
sample participants, the interview instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.
Chapter 4 reports the findings from the study. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses conclusions
drawn from the reflections of the participants and applications of those conclusions for
educational research and professional practice. The appendixes further illuminate the
contributions of the participants to the study.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Overview
This chapter discusses the diverse views of equality that have emerged through
the ages, from the oppressed, worldly philosophers, and other groups as they perceived
equality through their own lens. It presents a review of the literature relevant to this study
of equality through information that fits into the following broad topical categories:
(a) the evolving definitions of equality, (b) current perspectives of equality through the
eyes of privileged African Americans, (c) a history of the African American quest for
equality in the United States of America, (d) contributions of key figures in the struggle
for equality, (e) international voices that influenced the African American‘s quest for
equality, (e) common methodologies apparent in the quests of leaders seeking equality,
(f) educational institutions: equality and more oppression, and (g) life topics through
which African Americans must struggle as they perceived their representation of equality.
Defining Equality
Many of those leaders who contributed to the quest for equality believe it is not
achievable by one individual, but rather, that one can only be equal if each one of us is
equal. For instance, Mandela (1994) stated:
Freedom is indivisible; the chains on any one of my people were the chains of all
of them, the chains of all my people were the chains on me… When I walked out
of prison, that was my mission, to liberate the oppressed and the oppressor both.
(p. 624)
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A common theme expressed by those who write of the struggle for equality is that
it is not an individual pursuit but a collective struggle. Jordan (1998) wrote, ―Ours is a
need for freedom that does not omit any racial, gender, ethnic, sexual or physical identity
from its protection‖ (p. 60).
Equality has been defined and articulated in various ways by a myriad of people
ranging from those who suffered from inequality to leaders of civil rights movements to
the oppressors themselves. Many academicians and leading intellectuals have labored
over this concept, attempting to define it in easily understandable ways that reflect the
history of the times and the processes that inform such a concept. In many ways, the
concept and definition of equality is perhaps best expressed in a way similar to the way
various scholars have described what equality is not, rather than what it is for common
people. Horowitz (2005) explored a basic question debated in the literature by current
philosophers and educators:
Though simple as a mathematical concept, equality is complex and contested as a
political goal and philosophical concept. Many political struggles, historical and
ongoing have engaged in the contests over the nature of equality. This
consternation revolves around the basic question, what kinds of equality matter?
The answer in part depends on whether the topic is approached from a
predominantly political, economic, ethical/philosophical, or social perspective.
(p. 694)
It is plausible that equality is a concept that is defined by time and circumstance.
It is created, sought, executed, and demonstrated in accordance with the context of who is
seeking it and when it becomes a conscious and compelling desire of the human being(s)
in question. Assuming this notion is correct, freedom also seems to be intertwined with
any and all articulations of equality. A historical purview identifies the issue of freedom
and equality as not thought to be independent means or ends, but rather, two concepts
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inexorably linked. This link, this tension, somehow ensures that equality and freedom
exist in some form. Grimes (1964) postulated:
Equality, like freedom, involves a relationship. If every man [sic] seeks to be free,
every freedom-seeking man [sic] becomes in some way an obstacle in the path of
someone else‘s freedom. For questions of freedom eventually resolve themselves
into questions of ―whose freedom to do what, affecting whom.‖ (p. vii)
Throughout the literature, the connection between freedom and equality is noted.
It is evident that historians and philosophers have debated this issue from the beginning
of time. Scholarship seems to advance the notion that equality and freedom operate
through dialogue in that they are processes that are complementary and intrinsic to the
back-and-forth rhythm of dialogue, and hence, serve as transformative elements that
cannot be independent of each other. In lay terms, one would have to be free from
someone or something and therefore equal to someone or something in order to practice
that freedom. ―Freedom from‖ requires equality, and vice versa, ―equality with‖ requires
freedom. Moving from the personal and the collective concept and definition, in a
structural sense, again drawing upon Grimes (1964):
Where there is no accepted standard of proof, it is fruitless to dispute claimed
superiorities. Equality, as an ethical standard, recognizes the diversity of men [sic]
and acknowledges differentiation while rejecting invidious discrimination; it does
not, its proponents argue, level men to the lowest common denominator, but
elevates them to the highest common dignity. The principle of equality,
considered in this light, does not declare that all men are in fact equal; it does
declare that [in the] interest of public peace, men ought to treat each other in these
affairs as though they were equal. (p. viii)
In contrast to sociologists, academics, or the older master philosophers, a
psychological point of perception is found in Fromm‘s (1956) definition of equality:
Equality had meant, in a religious context, that we are all God‘s children, that we
all share in the same human–divine substance, that we are all one. It meant also
that the very differences between individuals must be respected, that while it is
true that we are all one, it is also true that each one of us is a unique entity, is a
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cosmos by itself. In contemporary capitalistic society the meaning of equality has
been transformed. By equality one refers to the equality of automatons; of men
who have lost their individuality. Equality today means ―sameness‖ rather than
―oneness.‖ It is sameness of abstractions of men who work the same jobs, who
have the same amusements, who read the same newspapers, who have the same
feeling and ideas. (p. 14)
It reflects one common generic chasm in defining equality—that of the difference in
perception depending on one‘s belief system.
Current Perspectives of Equality Through the Eyes of Privileged African Americans
For most people trapped in the confines of oppression, equality is access, the
precious coveted ability to do and be and have what one needs in life. It is the ability to
reach out and grab what one needs and wants to survive and have a comfortable life. For
some oppressed peoples, the assumed path to equality is economic power. One issue
worth exploring is whether some African Americans perceive themselves as equal
because of acquired wealth. And also, are people of color perceived as equal to their
former oppressors in the social order because they have now achieved undeniable wealth
or political power? ―For several centuries, capitalism has provided the economic context
for privilege and oppression based on difference‖ (Johnson, 2001, p. 139).
In an interview with Gates (2004), contemporary author, poet, and social activist,
Maya Angelou, spoke about liberation as equality: ―With liberation come choices. One of
America‘s worse race riots occurred in Atlanta, in 1906, yet today it is home to many
African Americans who choose to live there happily‖ (p. 149).
One of the question Gates (2004) asked during his many interviews with famous
people of color was whether wealth added to perceived power and public office (public
acknowledgement) always yielded an individual of color a personal perception of
equality. The ascent of an African American man, like former Secretary of State Powell,
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to the highest ranks of the President‘s Cabinet (where he influenced decisions that
impacted the future of this United States of America, and perhaps, even the world) would
lead one to speculate that he believes he is equal to his White American counterparts,
who could be called past (and present) oppressors.
According to Powell (as cited in Gates, 2004) describing his years growing up:
Here at home in America, people sometimes ask what is the significance of my
being the first African-American secretary of state. I hope it does have
significance, particularly to African Americans, and I hope the significance is that
it happened in America. It happened in a place where we were once slaves,
nothing more than property. It happened in a place where at the time the
Constitution was written, we were considered three-fifths of a white person for
voting purposes. And it happened in a little over a couple of hundred years.
(pp. 19)
The same questions that have echoed through the past years are viable today. Who
gets the liberty? Who gets the justice? Who is equal and who is not? Since the beginning
of time, the perception of equality has changed as lifestyles and the condition of
humanity changed. Some people assume that when a person from an oppressed class
ascends to a higher financial pedestal, concerns about equality are quieted. Yet, in an
article from the American Association of Retired Persons, Danny Glover (2004), a
wealthy, renowned African American actor and activist, stated that he worries about
equality at every moment of life.
Johnson (2001) proposed that equality and inequality have systemic value origins
that are often, if not always, defined by those with power as follows:
Privilege is a feature of social systems not individuals. People have or don‘t have
privilege depending on the system they‘re in, and the social categories other
people put them in. (p. 138)
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History of the African Americans‘ Struggle for Equality in the United States
In analyzing the history of the struggles of African Americans in this country, one
learns from the literature that initially there were no formal institutions that were used for
enslaving or excluding people of color in early America. Many scholars have long
espoused the view that Africans and other people of color were living in what we know
as the New World (the United States of America) long before Columbus landed. There
was much evidence of trade and contacts between Africa and the New World that attests
to the fact that Africans—and not Europeans—were the real pioneers of the Western
World:
Using Linguistic as well as archaeological and historical evidence, they
vigorously argued their case. Van Sertima (in Franklin and Moss, 2004) declares,
for example that: the case for African contacts with pre-Columbian America… is
grounded now upon an overwhelming and growing body of reliable witnesses.
(Franklin & Moss, 2000, p. 37)
Historians Franklin and Moss (2004) and Bennett (2002) conclude that from the
beginning of European exploits, African Americans were here as servants and slaves as
well as explorers. Even if you discount reports that Pedro Alonso Niño of the Columbus
crew was not an African (Franklin & Moss, 2004, p. 37) there are reports of many other
people of African descent who accompanied other European explorers:
America in the beginning was an African as well as an Indian and European
invention. Blacks, or people who would be considered Blacks in contemporary
America, were among the first to see the land and to say it. Within recent years
African American, and European, scholars have unearthed new archeological
evidence, including a carbon 14 dated sculpture, that prove beyond conjecture that
there was extensive pre-Columbian contact between Africa and America. This
evidence and corroborative data from explorers‘ diaries, Arabic charts and maps,
and the tales of African griots indicate, among other things that African mariners
and explorers, ―discovered‖ the already discovered land before Columbus.
(Bennett, 2002, p. 457)
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One concludes from the chronicles of historians that initially there was no formal
institution for enslaving or excluding. In the year 1492, people came to the New World
with pride in their skins of color and their roots. They came as servants, as slaves, as
explorers. Bennett (2002) observed: ―The first African American child was christened
William, in the Church of England at Jamestown‖ (p. 459).
A century later, there were no established and official rules regarding separation
of the races enacted in some of the pre-Colonial settlements that lived and experienced
the practice of enslavement of Whites as well as Blacks. W. B. DuBois (as cited in
Bennett, 2002) also pointed out the fallacy of ownership claims about the country as he
eloquently asked:
Your country? How come it is yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here,
we have brought our three gifts and mingled them with yours: a gift of story and
song—soft, stirring melody in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious land; the gift of
sweat and brawn to beat back the wilderness, conquer the soil, and lay the
foundations of this vast economic empire two hundred years earlier than your
hands could have done it alone, the third a gift of the spirit. (p. 27)
Similarly, James Baldwin (1987) added: ―No one was white before he/she came
to America. It took generations and a vast amount of coercion, before this became a white
country‖ (p. 33). It is, again, instructive to refer to Bennett (2002) who argued that the
evidence shows that:
America in the beginning was an African as well as an Indian and European
invention. Blacks or people who would be considered Blacks in contemporary
America were among the first to see the land and to say it. Within recent years
African American, and European scholars have unearthed new archeological
evidence, including a carbon 14 dated sculpture, that proves beyond conjecture
that there was extensive pre-Columbian contact between Africa and America. (p.
457)
Historians pointed to the fact that White women worked in the fields, were
flogged at colonial whipping posts, and lived and worked in the same huts and fields as
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Blacks and Indians. Thus, although there was prejudice, it was seated with the upper
class. According to historians who write of eyewitness accounts, Blacks and Whites
mated and married and birthed a sizable population:
Looking back on that age from our own, one is struck by what can only be called
equality of oppression. Not the least among the things that startle us in this period
is that the colony‘s power structure made little or no distinction between Black
and White servants, who were assigned the same tasks and were held in equal
contempt. (Bennett, 2002, p. 37)
It was not until 1641 that Massachusetts became the first colony to legally
recognize the institution of slavery. By 1750, first Virginia, then Maryland, New York,
New Jersey, South Carolina, Rhode Island, and Pennsylvania, as well as North Carolina
and Georgia, had followed suit. As Bennett (2002) asserted: ―Astonishing enough the
first rationalization for [the policy of slavery] was religion. Africans, it was said, were
good material for slavery because there were ‗heathens‘‖ (p. 44).
The history of Africans in America began in 1619 when there was no slavery, no
names for slavery, and no formal institutions of slavery or racism. Slavery made its first
appearance 43 years later, indicating a change in the status of Africans who were in
America. According to Bennett (2002):
Virginia took the lead in defining slavery, ruling that ―all children borne in this
country shall be held, bond or free only according to the condition of their mother.
Until this time Blacks and other minorities were granted land and fit into the
socio-economic grid according to the circumstances of their birth.‖ (p. 460)
Those African Americans who remained free saw their freedom being usurped,
each day, more and more. They had to go through a myriad of processes in order to
constantly prove that they remained free:
By the middle of the 1700‘s, slavery was widespread, prominent, and widely
accepted in American colonies. There was no hiding from it; between 1680 and
1750, Blacks, the overwhelming proportion of whom were slaves, grew from 4.6
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percent of the population to over 20 percent. In southern colonies, they went from
5.7 percent to nearly 40 percent of the population. (Klinkner & Smith, 1999, p.
12)
Thus, the institution of slavery would set into motion a careening freight train, a
conundrum that would move at precipitous speed, desecrating the hopes and dreams of
hundreds of human beings, as those enslaved realized their equality and their personhood
had been usurped, and laws were being enacted to ensure its continuance. In reviewing
the literature with respect to the methodologies employed by key figures in a quest for
their equality during those first years, one finds that few attempts to gain equality were
either explored or recorded. Kelly and Lewis (2000) stated:
The African-born slaves were divided along ethnic lines, which was an obstacle to
cooperative relationships between them and the development of a sense of
oneness. In addition there were cultural differences between those people who had
become familiar with the ways of Europeans and those who were newly arrived
from Africa bearing their traditional culture. Thus the slave population had to
overcome many obstacles before it could pose an organized challenge to the
institution under whose control it lived. (p. 39)
The first acts of defiance by people of color against their oppressor were officially
recorded in 1644. After serving their masters for nearly twenty years, black
petitioners were granted their freedom and recognized as equal by the council of
New Netherlands (New York City). This petition came long after the indentured
servants had been promised their release. (Bennett, 2002, p. 460)
There is no recorded evidence that there was a group leader who inspired or
initiated this defiance. As time passed and protests grew in defiance of a growing body of
laws establishing slavery and institutionalizing oppression, leaders and their methods for
inspiring action emerged. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1964) stated:
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom
eventually manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro.
Something within has reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something
without has reminded him that it can be gained. (p. 91)
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Contributions From Key Figures in the Struggle for Equality
In researching grassroots organizing practices common to the earliest protesters,
this researcher believes that the process, although impaired, was an amazing example of
what Martin Luther King spoke about—a ―yearning for freedom.‖ The first struggle
among the enslaved was cultural adaptation to the new world. Deprived of their
homeland, of everything they knew, how did Africans, Spaniards, Indians, and those of
other cultures manage to survive and mingle their ancestral peculiarities into their
coexistence? How did they come to terms with their oppression and find a voice of
protest?
In their book, The African Diaspora: African Origins and Identities, Okpewho,
Davies, and Mazrui (1999) discussed the dispersal of Africans throughout the Americas
during those first years and how that displacement affected the ability of slaves to
function. Okpewho et al. found that issues considered relative to the origination and
development of slavery were divided into phases:
The first, the era of the labor imperative, was marked by the one thing the West
wanted most from Africa: the labor of her sons and daughters. The slave trade
was launched, and millions of Africans were exported to the Americas or perished
in the Middle Passage. (p. xii)
By 1713, England‘s South Sea Company was granted permission to import 4,800
slaves per year into the Spanish colonies of North America for the next 30 years. With
the arrival of numerous ships carrying more African slaves to each of the newly formed
colonies, more laws that would confine, oppress, and restrict were increasing. By 1712,
there were several official reports of slave revolts. Nine Whites were killed and 21 slaves
were executed for their revolt in New York City. Reports from 1715 indicate that
approximately 51,500 African Americans as well as 287,750 White colonialists resided in
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Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, New York, Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina
(Bennett, 2002, p. 40). The slaves were working to accustom themselves to their loss of
freedom and to adapt to a new language, a new land, and a new life as well as becoming
accustomed to the very deep sting of oppression.
There are few records of this period, but those available show there was a slave
revolt in Stono, South Carolina, led by a rebel named Jemmy, in which 25 Whites were
killed. In 1741, a series of suspicious fires erupted and created havoc in New York City
during March and April. These incidents were labeled slave conspiracies, and as such, 13
Blacks were accused of the acts and burned alive. Ultimately, 31 Blacks and 5 Whites
were executed after the 1741 revolt (Bennett, 2002, p. 463).
By 1750, Crispus Attucks, a Black slave who would later become a leader of
revolts, escaped slavery in Framingham, Massachusetts. Although the protesting voices
of these oppressed peoples (including Blacks, Whites, Indians, and Spaniards) were not
heard clearly or recorded, the desire and process for seeking freedom and equality was
evident in their activities.
The first abolitionist society was organized in Philadelphia in 1775. Even as
Black patriots participated in the first action of American forces in the war for
independence, Horatio Gates (George Washington‘s adjutant general) issued an order
excluding Blacks from the Continental Army. By 1775, Franklin and Rush established
the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage. By 1790, the
Society of Friends (Quakers) had presented to Congress the first petition calling for the
abolition of slavery to Congress.
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Klinkner and Smith (1999) contended that the move forward for African
Americans has been ―an unsteady march.‖ These authors wrote of the ebbing and flowing
of efforts at civil rights, concluding that progress has only come:
1) In the wake of large scale wars requiring extensive economic and military
mobilization of African Americans for service; 2) When the Nature of
America‘s enemies has prompted American leaders to justify such wars and
their attendant sacrifices by emphasizing the nation‘s exclusive, egalitarian
and democratic traditions; and 3) When the nations possessed domestic
political protest movements are willing and able to bring pressure upon
national leaders to live to that justificatory rhetoric instituting domestic
reforms. (p. 3)
Civil rights history has been recorded in many contexts, most often through the
eyes of those who did not live it. For this researcher, the history of the civil rights
movement in this country can ultimately be linked to, and marked by, the struggle to get
laws passed: laws that were thought to compel the oppressor to alter behavior that inhibits
the level of equality minorities are entitled to enjoy. What is evident by this literature
review is the tedious and exhausting struggle to get those laws passed. Indeed, from the
beginning, it was sometimes a mind-boggling effort against insurmountable odds because
those capable of passing such laws were inevitably linked to the oppressors.
Marx and Engel‘s (1974) critical theory of class most accurately described the
literally hopeless predicament the slaves faced in trying to get the oppressor to pass laws:
The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch, the ruling ideas, i.e., the class
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling
intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its
disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so
thereby, general speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental
production are subject to it. (p. 64)
On February 12, 1793, the Fugitive Slave Law passed by Congress made it a
criminal offense to harbor fugitives or slaves, or prevent their arrest. This enactment
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would no doubt hamper the efforts of slaves, who by this time had established structures
and processes for escape. By January 1797, African Americans were daunted by the
refusal of Congress to accept their first recorded petition.
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (as cited in King, 1983) described the necessity of
linking protest and the institutionalization of laws as intersecting processes:
Direct action is not a substitute for work in the courts and the halls of government.
Bringing about passage of a new and broad law by a city council, state legislature
or the congress, or pleading cases before the courts of the land, does not eliminate
the necessity for bringing about the mass dramatization of injustice in front of a
city hall. Indeed, direct action and legal action complement one another; when
skillfully employed, each becomes more effective. (p. 57)
An investigation of the perceptions of key figures in the struggle for equality
revealed that a commitment to equality for all human beings, the desire to educate as a
means of achieving that equality, and a choice to practice nonviolent civil disobedience
are the goals of the men and women who most often succeed at giving voice to the
oppressed.
During the earlier years as settlers arrived on the North American shore, the
institution of slavery was conceived, established, and developed by oppressors with
determination to deprive their victims of equality. Throughout the literature, one is
continuously reminded that there is little chronicling of the efforts of those oppressed to
achieve equality. There are, of course, the few records of slave rebellions, which were
rarely successful, but most often tragically unsuccessful attempts, like that of Turner,
where all involved lost their lives (Bennett, 2002).
One of the earliest female figures in this country who felt compelled to seek
equality for all, educate in the best way possible, and engage in civil disobedience was
Sojourner Truth. Truth was an illiterate slave who would conduct her quest for equality in
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a way that later proponents of nonviolent grassroots would have supported. Against all
odds, she traveled far and wide (mostly on foot and struggling against the elements) to
teach her people about what they were entitled to and how to go about getting it. She
waged a tireless battle against slavery. Like Harriet Tubman, who helped 300 slaves
escape from the South, she was an activist, practicing civil disobedience at a time when
her life depended on being perceived as obedient by the oppressors.
Sojourner Truth, whose birth name was Isabella Baumfree, was born a slave in
1797. She was one of 13 children indentured to a Dutch family, sold four times as a
youngster, and forced to submit to the will of her third master. Her civil disobedience led
her to risk her life in violent confrontations with individuals, but more often with her
audiences. In 1828, when her owner would not keep his promise to release her shortly
before the Emancipation, she ran away carrying an infant son. Shortly after landing in
New York, she began orating in support of the abolition of slavery and women‘s suffrage.
Sojourner Truth was inspired in 1843 by a spiritual revelation that changed her
life. She changed her name and began speaking with—or without—permission of the
churches and the officials of other facilities where she held her meetings. She forged her
way through ruthless, bewildering factors that would deny her the privilege of voice and
at the same time worked to petition Congress to give ex-slaves land in the ―New West.‖
She preached and lectured about equality throughout the area, insisting on respect for her
race and her womanhood. One speech would become her trademark after she delivered it
before the Women‘s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, in 1851. Titled ―Ain‘t I a
Woman,‖ she urged both Black and White women to be strong and claim their equality
(Painter, 1997).
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Sojourner Truth urged Black male slaves to treat women with respect. She
contended that these men could not fight for their emancipation and equality for slaves
while at the same time treating women unequally. Her expressed convictions throughout
her career were that everyone is equal.
Steeped in religion, she insisted on speaking in her low-range voice, first singing
hymns to attract the attention of her audiences. She is said to have attracted the attention
of some White Liberal Democrats at the time who were persuaded to listen to her
arguments against slavery. Her voice was one beacon of light and hope that inspired other
slaves and other ex-slaves to claim as much of their equality as they could under
extraordinarily restrictive circumstance. In the biography recounting Sojourner Truth‘s
life, Painter (1997) paraphrased her view as follows:
The desperate decade of the 1850s saw ―the Slave Power‖ everywhere ascendant.
The fearsome proof—the punitive, massively cruel Fugitive Slave Act—turned
the whole country into the enemy of black people. Danger was palpable,
humiliation officially sanctioned, the threat of abduction real. Each fugitive
recaptured was literally a person who, they knew it ―could be me.‖ (p. 132)
Voices That Deeply Influenced the African American Quest for
Equality, Including International Figures
Across the world, not long after the peak of Truth‘s campaign, Mohandas K.
Gandhi was born on October 2, 1869. He was destined to become the spiritual guide to
freedom for his own people and show freedom‘s path to other oppressed peoples around
the world. He lived a rather ordinary upper-class life as a lawyer, exploring varying
lifestyles, curious about all that surrounded him until he took a trip to South Africa.
European settlers usually traveled first class. Indians were expected to travel third class,
but the man who booked his passage reserved a first-class seat. When he reached the
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isolated town of Marizburg late one evening, railway officials threw him off the train as
he refused to go to the third-class car (Easwaran, 1997).
Having spent the night in a high-mountain train station, freezing without benefit
of luggage or his overcoat, he would forever point to the bitter cold and shivering
darkness as a moment of transformation. ―It was not his own injury or humiliation that
infuriated him; it was the much deeper cancer of man‘s inhumanity to man, the
persecution of whole races because of differences in skin color or belief‖ (Easwaran,
1997, p. 41).
Considering the influence Gandhi exerted upon other key civil rights figures
around the world who followed the dictates of his methodologies (especially those
involved in America‘s civil rights struggle), this researcher is compelled to examine his
life work. There is a clear indication in the literature that his methodology is the
inspiration for numerous quests for equality, including those of key civil rights leaders in
the United States.
Most importantly, Gandhi would develop a methodology that would be instructive
for those around the world seeking equality. His demand that all people be availed of
equality, his satyagraha (pursuit of truth), would become a platform for other successful
methodologies developed by equality seekers like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the Dalai
Lama, Lech Walesa, Stephen Biko, Aung San Su Kyi, Nelson Mandela, Paulo Freire,
Rosa Parks, and Rigoberta Menchu Tum. These equality seekers are also revered for
demonstrating undeniable success at empowering the oppressed in a wide variety of
circumstances, using methodologies similar to Gandhi‘s use of civil disobedience. As
Easwaran (1997) documented, Gandhi stated:
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Civil disobedience is the inherent right of a citizen. He dare not give it up without
ceasing to be a man [sic]. Civil disobedience is never followed by anarchy.
Criminal disobedience can lead to it. Every state puts down criminal disobedience
by force. It perishes, if it does not. But to put down civil disobedience is to
attempt to imprison conscience. (p. 43)
This guiding belief inspired others to become leaders. Each of the leaders discussed was
tenacious in his or her commitment to relieving the suffering of populations that
experience inequality, illiteracy, poverty, and powerlessness. These disciples of Gandhi
are key leaders whose works have, over time, proven significant in elevating the plight of
millions of oppressed peoples.
Gandhi believed that to be civil, disobedience must be sincere, respectful, and
restrained, as opposed to what he considered violence, which was sourced in ill-will and
founded in hatred. Again, Easwaran (1997) was explicit in quoting Gandhi:
I object to violence because when it appears to do good, the good is only
temporary, the evil it does is permanent.… I do not believe in short-violent cuts to
success.... However much I may sympathize with and admire worthy motive, I am
an uncompromising opponent of violent methods even to serve the noblest of
causes.… Experience convinces me that permanent good can never be the
outcome of untruth and violence. (p. 43)
One is struck by Gandhi‘s consistent and uncompromising love for ordinary
people. Despite his station in his society, he was determined to share his knowledge so
that they might have voice and determination of their own fate. Perhaps his
uncompromising views were developed in his childhood where he learned the tenets of
non-injury to living beings, vegetarianism, fasting for self-purification, and mutual
tolerance between members of varying sects and creeds.
Easwaran (1997) wrote that during the years 1893 through 1914, Gandhi was
engaged in the civil rights movement in South Africa where, after witnessing racism,
prejudice, and injustice against Indians in South Africa, he began to question his people‘s
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status and his own place in society. During the Zulu rebellion, he organized one of the
only medical units to serve wounded Black South Africans because White doctors
refused to attend to them. During the upheaval, he made the decision to devote his life to
community service while driving an ambulance. He organized Indians to oppose the
Natal Legislative Assembly Bill to deny the vote to Indians. His process would be what
we in America call grassroots organizing, reaching out to the ordinary, comforting them
while instructing them, and having complete faith that they must and will determine their
own destinies. Gandhi was a man who organized people no matter what their status, in an
effort to voice their needs.
Gandhi adopted his platform of Satyagraha, or nonviolent protest, for the first
time asking fellow Indians to defy the new law and suffer the punishments for doing so,
rather than resisting through violent means. This plan was adopted, initiating the 7-year
struggle in which thousands of Indians (including Gandhi) were repeatedly jailed,
flogged, shot at various times for striking, refusing to register, and practicing other forms
of nonviolent resistance. Gandhi‘s process did not cause the suppression by the South
African government to abate, but his action resulted in such a public outcry in the face of
harsh actions by the South African government that he was granted the privilege of
negotiating a compromise.
By 1915, having returned to India, Easwaran (1997) described Gandhi‘s evolution
as summarized in the following paragraphs. Gandhi began what is written about as a new
phase of his life—changing his habits, lifestyle, and manners to the more traditional
Indian ways. At the request of a friend, Gandhi became more involved in important
national issues. While entering the political arena, fighting ruthless landlords who would
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take the land of the poor in Champaran, a district in the state of Bihar, he organized civil
resistance on behalf of thousands of landlords, farmers and serfs, and poor farmers who
were forced to grow indigo and cash crops rather than the food crops they needed for
survival. These poor faced the vicious militias who worked for the British landlords.
Because they were victims of the policy of untouchability, they were paid very
little. They lived in unhygienic conditions and were often victims of alcoholism. Because
of a famine, the British levied an oppressive tax that increased regularly. In response to
the need, Gandhi established an ashram, organizing scores of veteran supporters and new
volunteers in that region. He also established a detailed study and survey of villages,
chronicling atrocities and suffering as well as the subhuman state of living. Using the
confidence of the villagers as his vehicle, he began leading them to build schools and
hospitals, and devise a leadership structure.
Compelled to clarify his notions of nonviolent protest because of the massacre of
some 375 civilians by British troops and realizing that the Indian populace was not
prepared for mass protest, he clarified some of his concepts and focused on making them
enlightening and inspiring to the people who followed him. He added them to his
platform that would be passed on to key leaders in the movement around the world:
1.

Swaraj— ―In other words, swaraj is to be attained by educating the masses
to a sense of their capacity to regulate and control authority.‖ (Gandhi,
2005, p. 135)

2.

Swadeshi policy—―Love of one‘s own country or patronage of things
indigenous or native (Gandhi, 2005, p. 178)
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3.

Khadi (homespun cloth)—to be made and worn by Indians as they
avoided purchasing British-made textiles (Easwaran, 1997, p. 76)

Through his respect for individual freedom and the love of equality, Gandhi
would change the course of a nation, empower his people, and influence civil rights
movements around the world before his death. His nonviolent demonstration of
inspiration, education, and action would begin a process that would drive the release of so
many similar souls entrapped in the world‘s oppression (Easwaran, 1997).
Unlike Gandhi, Freire began his life deep in the poverty and hunger in his native
Brazil. He was born on September 19, 1921, and the following Great Depression of 1929
influenced his concerns for the poor and inspired his process for reaching his people.
Freire believed that illiteracy was an opportunity rather than a barrier. His conviction that
no one must be thrust out of the quest for equality is what sets him apart as a key leader
in this effort. His literacy campaigns and transformational experiences in adult education
altered the path of hundreds of people in Nicaragua, Guinea-Bissau, Sao Tome, Cabo
Verde, Principe, and Tanzania. Historians credit him with impacting the efforts of women
and workers to educate and liberate themselves. He was committed to the notion that
language barriers, or a lack of language facility, need not inhibit human progress.
Freire‘s liberating pedagogy involved giving illiterate people an opportunity to
hear their own world, speak their own world, and know their own world:
Dialogue is a kind of necessary posture to the extent that humans have become
more and more critically communicative beings. Dialogue is a moment where
humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it. To the extent
that we are communicative beings who communicate to each other as we become
more able to transform our reality, we are able to know that we know, which is
something more than just knowing. (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 98)
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First there was dialogue, a creative art in which people became engaged in
discussing similar problems that affected them. This dialogue led to conscientizaçao, in
which people perceived social, political, and economic contradictions and how to take
action against the oppressive elements of reality. This knowledge resulted in praxis,
reflection, and action whereby people reflected and worked to transform it. The result
was liberation, such that people resolved the negative elements of society and created a
more human social order. Freire‘s approach involved providing native populations with
education that was nontraditional and anti-colonial rather than the traditional philosophies
of education set forth by the colonizer.
Credited with teaching 300 sugarcane workers to read and write in 45 days, he
awakened the interest of the Brazilian government, leading them to establish thousands of
cultural circles. His work with the natives was similar to that of Gandhi‘s work with his
citizens of poverty. Freire‘s focus was guiding the oppressed to think and feed, clothe and
protect themselves, thus breaking dependence on the colonizer—the oppressor. A highly
educated man, having studied philosophy and the psychology of language, Freire worked
with people in the fields struggling to escape poverty. His first book, Education as the
Practice of Freedom (1976) described his working philosophy.
Freire‘s experiences with educating the poor were recorded in his book Pedagogy
of the Oppressed (1970), in which he examined the relationship between the colonizer
and the colonized and how that relationship remains stable because the powerless of
society are actually frightened of freedom until educated. Freire (1970) warned that
freedom is never a gift but must be acquired with a conquest. In his view, freedom must
be pursued constantly and responsibly. Freire (1970) stated:
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In order to dominate the dominator has no choice but to deny the praxis to the
people, deny them the right to say their own word and think their own thoughts.
He cannot act dialogically: for him to do so would mean either that he had
relinquished his power to dominate and joined the course of the oppressed, or that
he had lost that power through miscalculation. (p. 126)
A part of Freire‘s legacy was his commitment to educate every human being in his space.
He used education as the tool with which to claim freedom. He made educators and all
who would listen see that words involve radical interaction between reflection and action
and that this process is transformational.
His chief contribution to the freedom movement was a clear understanding that
―authentic‖ education involves reflection and action and that true words—dialogue
between teacher and student—must always be cast in mutual respect and cooperation,
developing understanding and hence a change in the world. His use of cooperation, unity,
organization, and cultural synthesis (overcoming problems to liberate human beings)
became an instrument to free the colonized. The similarity in his process and that of
Gandhi did not elude this researcher. The striking way in which Gandhi further
contributed to the notions of Mandela are apparent throughout his life‘s work.
Mandela‘s love of the poor and indigent, his determination to share his knowledge
and inspire all of his people, is similar to that of Freire. As an antiapartheid activist and
leader of the African National Congress, his determination was to bring a consciousness
to his people that they deserved to be treated equally. His unrelenting commitment to
equality cost him 27 years in prison. He would become the most prominent antiapartheid
activist and ultimately president of South Africa, elected in a democratic election with
voters seeded in his struggle for equality.
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During the course of Mandela‘s early struggle against apartheid, on the other side
of the world, in the southern United States, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was struggling
against oppression by Whites. Born January 15, 1929, Martin Luther King Jr. grew up in
a middle-class family alongside his father, a renowned minister. From the beginning he
was an academic, studying the philosophers of the age, the Constitution, and the thoughts
of wise people who came before. On June 5, 1955, King earned his Ph.D. from Boston
University. He could recite Plato and studied Brightman and DeWolf, philosophies that
persuaded him in the direction of Personalism, which emphasized personality as the
supreme value and the key to the meaning of reality.
King‘s life would be forever transformed by a quiet revolution, an event that
began on December 1, 1955, when Rosa Parks, a 42-year-old seamstress, refused to give
up her seat to a White man in the Black section of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. Her act
would mobilize some 50,000 ordinary Black citizens to mount a 382-day bus boycott.
King, elected president of the Montgomery Improvement Association, led the boycott
and began the long road to becoming the revered inspiration of the civil rights movement
throughout the southern United States of America.
This grassroots movement reduced the city‘s income from bus transportation by
$250,000 and prepared poor Black folks to understand the power of saying no to those
who would oppress them. By hitching rides, using mules, and organizing carpools, they
forced the Supreme Court of the United States of America to rule that Alabama‘s bus
segregation laws—laws that had reigned for the more than 100 years since Jim Crow—
were unconstitutional.
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In respect for his hero Gandhi, on January 30, 1956, King stopped an armed mass
of African Americans from retaliating against those who bombed his home by
announcing to them, ―We cannot solve this problem through retaliatory violence. We
must meet violence with non-violence. We must meet hate with love‖ (as cited in
Johnson, Adelman, & Putnam, 2000, p. 16).
King‘s idol was Gandhi, and therefore a large portrait of Gandhi hung in a place
of honor in his home, above the table where he dined. Gandhi was called the Mahatma, or
Great Soul. Throughout King‘s battles waged on behalf of the equality of African
Americans, women, and the poor, from the Montgomery Bus boycott through the streets
of his home city to his famed March on the Lincoln Memorial, and through his marches
on behalf of the rights of garbage workers, King continued Gandhi‘s tradition of
nonviolence. He led with speaking, marching, and preaching among the people in the
manner of Sojourner Truth. He led with teaching of the indigenous and the uneducated
poor in the manner of Freire and with protests in the manner of Gandhi and Mandela and
all of those whose quest for equality had honed a map through humanity. He continued
with an ever-present devotion to nonviolence and struggle for the equality of all people
practicing the Swaraj of Gandhi. As quoted by C. S. King (1983), King stated:
As long as there is poverty in the world I can never be right, even if I have a
billion dollars. As long as diseases are rampant and millions of people in this
world cannot expect to live more than twenty-eight or thirty years, I can never be
totally healthy even if I just got a good checkup at Mayo Clinic. I can never be
what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. This is the way our world is
made. No individual or nation can stand out boasting of being independent. We
are interdependent. (p. 21)
The evolving nature of equality is evident in the nature of the work these key civil
rights leaders accomplished. Although there are common patterns in methodologies, each
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of them had a sense of equality that included a vision of accessibility for everyone. There
was no imposed hierarchy on those who struggled for equality. None of these leaders
perceived that some of the people sought their own superiority or that there was such a
scale of measurement among the people as they struggled to bring themselves to voice, to
equality, to freedom.
Common Methodologies Shared by Those Leaders Seeking Equality
The leaders profiled above achieved extraordinary advances in civil rights without
exercising violence. Each of them reached through the barriers of oppression to connect
with ordinary people, people imprisoned by their own ignorance, and discrimination
imposed by their oppressors. These leaders did not seek self-aggrandizement; in fact, they
avoided attempts by others to worship them. They portrayed themselves as having
ordinary abilities. The very platforms from which they crusaded were based on the
recognition that all the people they reached were capable of doing and being the same as
they were. Still, no one who researches their accomplishments can deny their
extraordinary achievements.
Against all odds, they searched and strengthened the human souls of those who
had no education, no knowledge of their own worth, no voice, no world. They skillfully
and lovingly taught those people to wage a nonviolent battle for what was rightfully
theirs—equality. These leaders employed the education of self-awareness, exerting effort
to have individuals have knowledge of themselves, their world, and hence, to become
their own agents to speak out for what they needed to survive.
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Educational Institutions: A Vehicle Meant to Bring Equality
That Also Brought Oppression
While one might assume that education would be one tool for enlightening
humans as to the definition and value of equality as it applies to everyone, in fact, from
the beginning of its founding in this country, the institution of education was and is used
as a vehicle for oppression. Spring (2009) posed the theory that the strict, oppressive, and
confining rules of education have all along been one of the major tools used to entrap
minorities. Spring‘s theories question whether we who follow the instructions of the
dominant culture—as our ancestors did—in order to earn degrees are ―jumping from the
frying pan into the fire.‖ Spring (2009) asserted:
Unfortunately, violence and racism are a basic part of American history and of the
history of the schools. From colonial times to today, educators have preached
equality of opportunity and good citizenship, while engaging in acts of religious
intolerance, racial segregation, cultural genocide, and discrimination against
immigrants and nonwhites. Schooling has been plagued by scenes of violence,
including… the punishment of enslaved Africans for learning to read. (p. 3)
According to Spring (2009), the economic exploitation of enslaved Africans was
maintained through the denial of education and segregated schooling. Southern states
outlawed the education of enslaved Africans because the resulting illiteracy and
ignorance would minimize the likelihood of slave rebellion. The oppressors, to further
their own cause, implemented this same pattern of education following slavery, when
African Americans were educated specifically for chores of labor. An evolution to
educate in public schools (as separate and inferior as they were) took many years and
much hard work. Again, Spring (2009) asserted:
By the 1830s, the African American community did not wish to attend school.
They realized that a segregated education was resulting in an inferior education
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for their children. The school community was appointing inferior teachers to the
all-black school and not maintaining the school building. (p. 94)
The great leaders like Sojourner Truth, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King
Jr., who led many people to achieving more equality, have left behind maps and
evidence of how one achieves these goals. The question is whether humanity as a whole
has grown too timid, too comfortable to be honest about what is needed to accomplish
freedom and thus equality for everyone.
A Discussion of Journal Articles Relevant to the
Topic of African Americans‘ Perspective of Equality
Among those journal articles examined, which appeared to have some relevance,
five clusters were chosen. They included perceptions held by African Americans and the
non-African American public at large, which profoundly affects the reality of life for
many Americans and especially African Americans. Topics included White versus Black
perceptions on discrimination, on health, on education, and on racial disparities, the gap
in perceptions of progress on abating inequality and poverty, and the impact of media on
the perceptions of equality.
Multiple studies presented evidence that new research is needed in the healthcare
field to accurately reflect the status of health care among African Americans. Carlson and
Chamberlain (2004) contended that as much as we would like to believe that the concept
of cultural competency exists in health care, until recently there was little honest dialogue
about how race and racism influenced health. The authors attempted to provide insight
into disparities in health research regarding African Americans and to explore the
implications of those disparities. The question is how the nature of such research impacts
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its relationship to the overall effectiveness of health care for African Americans. Carlson
and Chamberlain (2004) concluded:
In this country the lived reality of African Americans (regarding health care) is
experienced through the color of their skin. Their identity is bound with the racial
inequalities of our society. To eliminate or reduce health disparities suffered by
African Americas, researchers will have to approach their data analysis from a
different perspective, one that explores biological pathways to health or disease.
Health disparities research must recognize that identity and emotions are crucial
links to the causal pathways. (p. 372)
The data indicates that African Americans either do not perceive of their health in
terms of social inequality or give responses that protect their social identity and
perception of control (Krieger, 1999; Ostrove, Adler, Kuppermann, & Washington,
2000). Additional authors have concluded that African Americans‘ mistrust of the
medical community and their feelings of being used as experimental objects for
professional training and research are not unfounded (Smedley & Syme, 2000; Smith,
1999). In order to ensure progress, it will be necessary to shift to a research paradigm that
acknowledges the link between knowledge, power, and action. Carlson and Chamberlain
(2004) are again instructive in reiterating the point:
To be able to bridge the Black-White perception gap, it is necessary to connect at
an emotional level of engagement and involvement. Academic lectures on cultural
sensitivity or cultural competency only reach us on a cognitive level. It is much
more important to find ways to connect with each other on an emotional level, to
experience empathy in order to change ingrained attitudes and behaviors. (p. 377)
Other Articles Relevant to African Americans and Perceptions of Equality
Two scholarly works by Rowe (1990) and Hallinan (2001) provide insight into
subtle forms of discrimination that people of color in general and African Americans in
particular experience in daily life that lead to a debilitating loss of confidence that can
have cumulative effects on both education and production. While Rowe introduced the
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concept of ―micro-inequities‖ (1990) as the ―principal scaffolding‖ for segregation,
Hallinan (2001) identified educational access and success as the primary area of
structural discrimination in the United States. Rowe (1990) defined micro-inequities as
small events that occur when people are perceived to be ―different,‖ and contended that
micro-inequities work by both excluding the person of difference and by making that
person less self-confident and less productive. According to Rowe (1990),
―Micro-inequities are often ephemeral and hard to prove. These covert events are often
unintentional and frequently unrecognized by the perpetrator‖ (p. 155).
Hallinan (2001) investigated recent theoretical and empirical work by sociologists
on Black-White differences in access to educational opportunities and in the outcomes of
schooling. This author asked: What is the real cause of inequality among Blacks and
Whites? Should sociologists be researching schools, or individuals or other institutions to
discover what perpetuates inequality?
Hallinan (2001) posited that ―two of the primary goals of sociologists are to
identify the causes and consequences of social inequalities and to describe the social
process that perpetuate them‖ (p. 50). In his work, Hallinan (2001) cited scholarship in
which several theories have been formulated to explain disparities between Black and
White educational outcomes. These theories include (a) biological differences; (b) family
and cultural differences; and (c) the effects of social stratification, school characteristics,
and organizational process. The first two categorize minorities as different and inferior,
while the third theory focuses on education as a racist institution. The tendency of the
government of the United States has been to focus on education as a solution to racial
inequality.
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Although most of the sociological research on racial disparities in education
focuses on students K-12, Hallinan (2001) noted that much of the recent research is with
college and university students. A third point of view proposed by Massey (1995) argued
that recent sociologists have acted in a cowardly manner and have failed to bridge the
power of their theories to impact sensitive political and social issues.
Currently, most studies focus on either schools or the individuals within the walls
of the schools. Massey (1995) concluded that schools are only one of many social
institutions that must build more equitable social structures and processes. Schools are
the major institutions that affect the lives of nearly all Americans, and as such, must be
targeted as an environment that could seize responsibility for reducing racial inequalities
in expanding educational opportunities to minorities. Research in the 20th century has
increased understanding of the behaviors that determine racial equality and the
consequence of inequality, such as reduced educational achievement and attainment. This
theoretical and empirical research provides an opportunity for explaining racial inequality
as a means of eradicating the ―problem of the color-line‖ (Massey, 1995).
Broman, Mavaddat, and Hsu (2000) attempted to measure discrimination and its
effects through their study that explored ―isolate discrimination,‖ defined as an individual
act of discriminatory behavior by one dominant group or person directed at a member of
a subordinate group. The study examined the experience and consequences of
discrimination among 312 African Americans and hypothesized that discrimination
affects one‘s sense of mastery and creates psychological distress. Broman et al.
concluded that the perception of personal victimization from personal acts of
discrimination is a relatively common occurrence for African Americans. About 60% of
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the sample believed they had been victimized in this way in the past 3 years. The second
result showed that discrimination is differentially perceived by sociodemographic groups
among Blacks. Both Bobo and Kluegel (1993) and Sigelman and Welch (1994) added
that Whites are also significantly less likely than Blacks to perceive that racial
discrimination against minorities exists. To drive home the point, Bobo and Kluegel
(1993) noted:
Recent studies show clearly that the racial attitudes of Whites still do not fully
support equality but that Whites‘ attitudes are more positive than they used to be.
A majority of Whites in America tend to endorse the idea of equality in principle,
but they are opposed to many policies designed to enhance opportunities among
Blacks. (p. 129)
The work of Gandy and Baron (1998) addressed the influence of race, education,
and information as factors determining perceptions of the nature and extent of racial
inequality. According to these authors, African Americans and Whites differ significantly
in their estimates of White and Black poverty, the extent to which African Americans are
worse off than Whites, and the circumstances that explain this disparity. Gandy and
Baron (1998) also noted that differences in the ways in which poverty is defined may
explain departures between popular and official estimates. However, consistent and
substantial differences in estimates of status, power, and access to resources, accurate or
not, are likely to influence citizens‘ evaluation of government, feelings of self-efficacy,
and levels of participation in the political system. The role of the media in shaping and
reducing these perceptual gaps needs to be understood so that they can be addressed.
Summary
This chapter dealt with the important necessity to examine the progress of African
Americans in the United States through a critical and analytical lens. The complex
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tapestry of equality must be examined, and the state of racism in educational institutions
and how it influences the present and future success of minorities is also a major question
to be asked and answered. As the available scholarship demonstrated throughout the
literature, it is clear that discrimination can and does minimize self-confidence,
particularly among African Americans.
How will African Americans know where to go to advance their equality if they
do not review the effective methods in their quest for equality? For example, the
oppressed, often distracted by the pain of their condition, must nevertheless take time to
be clear about the goal of the journey, even while drawing the map and navigating that
path that leads to their equality. The maps left by leaders like Gandhi, Mandela, and King
are invaluable as guides for pushing everyone toward progress.
What is missing in the chronicles of the contributions of civil rights leaders who
struggled to free African Americans is a specific measurement of how effective those
struggles have been in the eyes of those who currently live with varying degrees of
oppression. This dissertation is intended to spark interest in the questions of how
individuals feel about equality and the maps left behind by heroes and heroines in the
civil rights movement.
Those who fight the conscious battle for equality must consistently ask
themselves what has been achieved and what is left to be achieved. The compass that
guides one down the road to more equality must be held in an iron grip, even during
times like today when bells are joyously ringing to the heavens to mark the election of
President Barack Obama. Still, there needs be some accountability to the souls of African
American slaves who sacrificed their lives generation after generation, to those African
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Americans and White people who gave their lives, struggling to secure the right to vote,
and to African Americans whose silent downtrodden days of hopelessness stretched into
years of self-loathing.
Yes, during the 2008 election, Mr. Obama, a biracial American, reached the
―promised land,‖ but what is the fate of the totality of the African American population?
Not only has Obama climbed to the pinnacle where he ran for the top office in this land,
but by his own hard work he became the first African American president of the United
States of America. The precise question African Americans must ask is: Can the ordinary
African American always count on voting, on working, on getting the housing they seek,
on sitting in the front of the bus, on membership to any chosen private or public social
club?
In the perception of this researcher, African Americans working in the cotton
fields of Georgia or Alabama or Arkansas cannot yet feel the glee at President Obama‘s
victory because they are thirsty and hungry and weary. Some do not yet know that there
is a way out of their impoverished entrapment. They do not know how to get access to the
map that will free them to explore the equality that lies within. As long as this is so, none
of us is really equal.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Overview
This chapter details the participatory research methodology employed to jointly
inquire into and collect responses to questions of equality voiced by the 14 African
American participants included in this study. Initially, four formative questions were
posed by this researcher to begin the process of joint inquiry with the participants that
then resulted in the final research questions for this study. Freire (1974) asserted that the
methodology of participatory research provides a basis and a process for people to
educate themselves while educating others.
The study followed the accepted practice of participatory research methodology
whereby the participants and the researcher co-created the research questions and
engaged in dialogic reflection as the means of joint inquiry. As Kieffer (1981) noted, ―It
is participatory to the extent that its participants are engaged in personally meaningful
critical reflections upon individual growth experience‖ (p. 3). This study availed 14
African Americans and this researcher the opportunity to jointly examine their beliefs
about how they perceived they have come to understand, practice, and act as equals
during their lifetimes in the social context of the United States.
Research Design
This study utilized a qualitative research design that jointly inquired into the lived
experiences of 14 African American participants (7 men and 7 women) over 50 years of
age. Denzin and Lincoln (2008) proffered that ―qualitative research is the situated activity
that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices
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that make the world visible. These practices transform the world‖ (p. 4). Since the study
jointly inquired into the lived experiences of the participants, the specific qualitative
research design is necessarily phenomenological, and as described by Creswell (2003):
research in which the researcher identifies the ―essence‖ of human experiences
concerning a phenomenon, as described by participants in a study. Understanding
the ―lived experiences‖ marks phenomenology as a philosophy as well as a
method, and the procedure involves studying a small number of subjects through
extensive and prolonged engagement to develop patterns. (p. 15)
The process of joint inquiry through interview and conversation played a crucial
role in eliciting and critically analyzing the experiences of the participants. The aim was
to examine and contribute to the body of research related to the way ordinary U.S.
citizens of color define and perceive equality, and how they actualize responsibilities in
relation to their claim. It was envisioned that exploring the common experiences or life
events that have shaped the participants‘ views of themselves as equals would provide
insights to guide others on similar quests as a means of effecting educational
transformation. The researcher conducted this process as a means of sharing with the
participants a vehicle that reflects their voices, so that they can empower themselves to
sustain their claim of equality as they inevitably face more waves of oppression. It was
hoped that the conclusions and advice derived from this achievement would then be
shared with generations to come.
Participatory research through dialogue empowered participants to interpret the
clues in their own history. It also encouraged participants to share, synthesize, and
compile information about their life experiences. In consideration of the nature of this
study, participatory research through dialogue provided a strategic methodological fit
because it positioned the voices of the participants at the front of the joint inquiry—using
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their knowledge to authenticate the progress and to assist others in achieving their own
states of being equal. It is helpful to qualitatively differentiate between conventional
research methodologies that often, if not always, objectify the participants, and
participatory research methodology that affirms and sustains a subject orientation
throughout the research process. As Freire (1974) instructively and cogently pointed out,
―I have gone back, and instead of taking the people as the object of my research I must
try, on the contrary, to have the people dialogically involved also as subjects, as
researchers with me‖ (p. 135).
The choice of participatory research through dialogue methodology provided an
authenticity to this joint inquiry about equality, enabling the participants to become
inimical and equal, as opposed to being rendered marginal and unequal. It gave voice to
those silenced by relentless oppression and negated the possible manipulation of
responses that would serve only the wants of the researcher alone. Perhaps most
importantly, participatory research through dialogue opened the possibility for sharing
the lessons learned through mobilized energy and physical movement. At the same time,
this process appeared to inspire group action to gather with others of like mind to create
emotional maps for declaring equality.
Methodology
In this qualitative research study, this researcher elected to use participatory
research methodology as a process because it afforded the most sensitive and emotionally
accessible means for joint inquiry into the nature and structure of equality. Many
scholars, including Freire (1970), Kieffer (1981), and Maguire (1987), proposed that
participatory research methodology is considered an alternative research paradigm to the
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objective-scientific research paradigm. A broad review of the existing literature suggests
that participatory research methodology has been used to engage in dialogues with
oppressed peoples of diverse origins, and its origins emanate from struggle against
exploitative, oppressive, and the dominating power structures of various societies. It has
been used to resist the efforts of oppressors to quiet the voices of those who may speak
out for themselves. Maguire (1987) defined participatory research as:
a method of social investigation of problems, involving participation of oppressed
and ordinary people in problem posing and solving. It is an educational process
for the researcher and participants, who analyze the structural causes of named
problems through collective discussion and interaction. Finally, it is a way for
researchers and oppressed people to join in solidarity to take collective action,
both short and long term, for radical social change. (p. 29)
Participatory research—or more specifically, as applied to this joint-inquiry,
participatory research through dialogue—was used to reflect the methodology described
in the literature (Freire, 1970, 1985; Kieffer, 1981; Maguire, 1987). In the context of such
a method, ―The participants are seen as the subject of his/her own history and encourage
shared control of the generation of knowledge‖ (Kieffer, 1981, p. 16).
The literature describes participatory research as creating natural pathways to
discover the individual and unique inner convictions of those who have held them close
until given the opportunity to release them. Freire defined dialogue as a ―moment where
humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it‖ (as cited in Shor &
Freire, 1987, p. 98). Shor and Freire also identified ―liberatory dialogue … as a dramatic
communication which conforms domination and illuminates while affirming the freedom
of the participants to remake their culture‖ (p. 99).
For those human beings whose views are seldom considered, this method also
plants the seed of hope for collective learning, while at the same time providing steps of
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action. The process may serve as a guide to understanding how power relationships work.
Participatory research through dialogue strengthens voices as it fosters communications
among those experiencing similar discrimination and oppression. Those whose points of
view have been dominated because of their positions of gender, race, ethnicity, and class
may be thus able to articulate these views through a participatory research process. As
Denzin and Lincoln (2008) noted:
Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the
ultimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied and the
situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such research emphasizes the valueladen nature of inquiry. They seek answers to questions that stress the way social
experience is created and given meaning. (p. 14)
Developing the Research Categories and Dialogue Questions
The primary research questions were developed through an initial discussion with
the participants that was informal and general, such that it also served as an entry point
into the overall community of participants from where the final 14 men and women
issued forth.
The preliminary questions used by the researcher to seek and select the research
participants prior to the first dialogue included, but were not limited to: (a) whether
individuals defined equality or felt affinity for defining the concept, (b) whether
individuals believed equality is possible for them to achieve, (c) whether individuals felt
they were equal, (d) whether individuals were able to respond to the questions in a way
that revealed information that contributed to the research, and (e) whether individuals
wished to participate in the study and were willing to commit the time necessary to
conclude the process.
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These basic questions formed the basis of this initial approach and discussions
and resulted in the following four primary research questions:
Primary Research Questions
1.

What factors do African American individuals include in defining their
equality?

2.

How do African Americans define, measure and maintain equality?

3.

What life experiences have contributed to a sense of equality for African
Americans?

4.

How do African Americans‘ perceptions of equality impact their
individual decisions and relationships?
Expanded Research Questions

The four primary research questions were then expanded through informal
discussion with the participants into possible categories for inquiry in the first dialogue
and included the following questions:
Question 1
What factors do African American individuals include in defining their equality?
a.

How do you define equality? Did some incident compel you to
explore your feelings about equality?

b.

Do you think of yourself as equal in relationship to promises by
our forefathers in the Constitution?

c.

Do you feel equal because you were told that you should be by
your role models?

d.

Do you feel yourself equal because someone said you were?
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e.

Have you discussed your own equality in a specific way as it
relates to how you think of other people?

Question 2
Do you feel equal in all phases and locations of their daily life?
a.

Do you feel equal in your place of work?

b.

Do you feel equal in your place of worship?

c.

Do you feel equal where you socialize—among friends?

Question 3
Does your perception of equality influence your relationships or decisions?
a.

Do you consider that feeling equal has any influence on your
friendships?

b.

Do you believe that feeling equal affects your decisions?

c.

Do your feelings of equality enable you to see others as equal?

Question 4
Are you familiar with the U.S. Constitution and its promises?
a.

What, if any, phrases or concepts of the Constitution do you recall?

b.

Do you recall studying the Constitution as a document defining the
nature of your equality in high school?

c.

Do you ever discuss the Constitution with friends?

Question 5
Are you familiar with the Emancipation Proclamation?
a.

What, if any, words do you remember of this document?
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b.

Does the Emancipation Proclamation have a special place in your
life?

Question 6
What life experiences have contributed to your sense of equality?
Question 7
Background and demographics
a.

Where were you born?

b.

When were you born?

c.

Where did you grow up?

d.

What was your experience of diversity as you grew up?

e.

How long have you lived in the Bay Area?

f.

Did you feel a part of any particular community as you grew up?

Question 8
What has been your experience in education?
a.

What were your elementary school experiences?

b.

Was your high school integrated or segregated?

c.

How diverse was the group of students with whom you socialized?

d.

Was the teaching staff of your school diverse?

e.

What was your social experience of college?

Question 9
What did your parents do to protect you from the pain of oppression?
a.

What did your parents tell you about responding to oppressive
incidents?
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b.

What instructions did your parents give you about dealing with the
feeling of lacking value one gets from being excluded?

Question 10
How do African American‘s perceptions of equality impact, for example, your
decisions at work?
Question 11
What are your experiences with work?
a.

What is your line of work?

b.

Was your present career always the same?

c.

Have you always considered your workplace diverse?

d.

Have you always been treated as an equal in your workplace?

Question 12
What are your experiences of community organizations and clubs?
a.

Where and how do you socialize?

b.

What are your hobbies?

c.

Do you consider that you have a diverse group of close friends?

d.

Do you feel accepted as an equal among those with whom you
socialize?

The process of joint inquiry requires that participants and the researcher together
review and revise questions to develop additional categories that address significant
issues, and as noted by Kieffer (1981), ―By allowing the researcher to play a more active
role in conversation with the participant, there is a greater degree of both honesty about
and control over the inevitability of subjective bias‖ (p. 13). Before the first dialogue,
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using jointly generated questions stated above, the researcher discussed with participants
the meaning, relevance, and appropriateness of the questions to this joint inquiry. On
several occasions during the initial discussions, the above questions arose from multiple
participants as relevant to this joint inquiry. As Hall (1992) suggested, ―The principle is
that both issues and ways of working should flow from those involved and their context‖
(p. 20).
The participants were informed that they were at liberty to contribute to the
development of more questions to further clarify the dialogue. The researcher did not
audiotape these preliminary interactions. Those conversations were instead noted in the
researcher‘s journal as a part of the subsection entitled ―Data Collection Procedures.‖
Entry Into the Community
During the past 4 years, with this joint inquiry in mind, I have acquainted myself
with a wide range of people, including people from various racial/ethnic backgrounds,
exploring, through formal and informal contacts, their feelings about equality. I had
already developed casual acquaintances with some of these people through informal
contacts over time. Some participants were strangers selected at random as I stood in the
line at my bank or while picking up the cleaning or attending my woman‘s harp group.
The Participants
Fourteen individuals were selected at random by the researcher and expected to be
the final participants in this joint inquiry. However, one person died during the
preliminary process of discussion and had to be replaced later. All participants were
contacted via telephone and requested to participate in this study and followed up with
written materials. The participants were recruited from communities throughout the San
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Francisco Bay Area. The final group of participants was composed of seven African
American males and seven African American females, aged 50 and older.
The criteria for selection of participants were that they must be 50 years of age or
older, have attained at least a 4-year undergraduate degree, and by virtue of their
education or associations, had knowledge of the U.S. Constitution and the Declaration of
Independence. They must have also perceived themselves as equal in at least three areas:
in their workplace, their place of worship, and their social circles. The participants
embraced a variety of lifestyles and professions. The final community of participants
included individuals whose paths crossed mine because we attended the same church,
shopped at the same market, or attended Weight Watchers and other public meetings (see
Table 1 below for demographic information).
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Table 1
Overview of Participants

Name

Age

Education

Birthplace

Profession

Where they
grew up

Ms. Abbot

72

Master‘s

Dayton, OH

High-ranking postal
official

Detroit, MI,
and Louisville,
KY

Ms.
Bouton

74

Doctorate in
Psychology

Houston, TX

Social service

Texas and
Marin City,
CA

Mr.
Carlson

82

Bachelor‘s

Jacksonville,
FL

Professional
photographer

Jacksonville,
FL

Mr.
Dawson

62

Doctorate in
Management

Hempstead,
NY

Professor

New York

Ms. Edison

71

Master‘s

Berkeley, CA

Teacher

Berkeley, CA

Mr. Foster

77

Master‘s

Little Rock,
AR

High-ranking official
for park and recreation
of a major city

Little Rock,
AR

Ms. Green

62

Doctorate

Houston, TX

High-ranking college
administrator

Houston, TX

Mr.
Henson

67

Master‘s

Oakland, CA

Musician

Oakland, CA

Mr. Iliad

55

Doctorate

Pinebluff, AR

Diversity expert

Pinebluff, AR

Mr.
Johnson

57

Master‘s in
San Francisco,
Business
CA
Administration

Marketing expert

San Francisco,
CA

Ms. Kelly

52

Master‘s

Berkeley, CA

Retired school
psychologist

All around the
world

Ms. Love

70

Master‘s

Baton Rouge,
LA

Social worker

Baton Rouge,
LA

Ms.
Mission

63

Bachelor‘s

Mississippi

Realtor

New York

Mr. Nelson

63

Master‘s

Dayton, OH

Trust administrator for
a major national bank

Dayton, OH
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All of the participant names in Table 1 above are pseudonyms provided by the
researcher to protect their identities, and all participants in the study participated
voluntarily. For samples of Consent and Release Forms, see Appendix A.
Data Collection Procedures
All of the dialogues (two per participant) were recorded to audiotape and
transcribed verbatim by the researcher for analysis of themes and patterns throughout the
duration of the participatory research through dialogue process. The data collection
procedures were followed in three phases:
The preliminary phase involved chronicling the steps described in detail, entry
into the community, and the evolving process of gathering the participants. The
introduction and maintenance of a researcher journal was used to chronicle relevant
information about self and participants with regard to context, setting, and related data.
A conversation was conducted with each participant regarding collaboration in
designing the research. The desired confidentiality, consent, and release of information as
well as preferred schedules for meeting, were also discussed.
a.

Conversations recorded to audiotape about the biography of each
participant provided the context for living history.

b.

A full hard-copy transcription of each participant‘s biography was
provided for review and comment by each participant so that
changes (if any) were incorporated.

1.

The first dialogue phase involved:
a.

Entries into the researcher‘s journal concerning the significant
aspects of the first dialogue with each participant
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b.

Conversations recorded to audiotape with each participant
discussing questions that guided the first dialogue

c.

One, full hard-copy transcript of the dialogue with each
participant, submitted for review and comment by each participant

d.

A hard-copy transcript of the dialogue after the incorporation of
changes and comments (if any), presented for review and comment
by each participant

e.

Analysis of the transcripts from the first dialogue to identify
generative themes and patterns, to guide the compilation of
questions for the second dialogue

f.

Participant reviews and comments on a hard copy of the questions
used to generate themes from the first dialogue.

2.

The second dialogue phase involved:
a.

A final hard copy of the questions, devised to guide the second
dialogue

b.

Conversations recorded to audiotape with each participant
discussing questions that guided the second dialogue

c.

Entries into the researcher‘s journal immediately following the
second dialogue

d.

Transcripts of the second dialogue with each participant presented
for review and comment by each participant
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e.

A hard-copy transcript of the second dialogue after the changes
and comments were presented for review and consideration by
each participant

f.

A final critical analysis of the second dialogue, and

g.

A hard copy of the final critical analysis presented for review and
comment by each participant

An application to the University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board for
the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS) was submitted prior to beginning this study.
The researcher was notified that approval was granted on September 18, 2008 (see
Appendix D).
Data Analysis Procedures
The interactions that resulted from the first dialogue were categorized through a
careful thematic analysis of the transcripts that were approved by the participants. Based
on the primary research questions and utilizing these as possible and interim category
headings for arranging the emergent themes, transcripts of the first dialogue were
analyzed. All throughout the thematic analysis, the researcher utilized a mindfulness that
the participatory process through dialogue could not be altered by the bias of the
researcher, or any attempt to predispose the thematic patterns to fit the interpretative
analysis. ―In allowing the participants to reflect upon and respond to full and unedited
transcripts of their own interviews, the dialogic method results in a more accurate
retrospection and self-validation of emergent interpretation‖ (Kieffer, 1981, p. 14).
The process used for analysis and interpretation of data evolved out of the
data-collection procedures:

75
1.

The transcripts from the first dialogue were analyzed for generative
themes defined as ―statements of formulated meanings into related clusters
of meaning‖ (Kieffer, 1981, p. 32). The transcripts were reviewed by the
researcher along with the audiotape version to constitute an accurate
perception of the exchanges. The components of verbal communication
such as tone, inflection, and silences were considered by the researcher
during these parts of the analysis.

2.

These generative themes from the first dialogue were then reviewed by the
participants and confirmed as to accuracy and interpretative consistency.
A ―naive openness‖ (Kieffer, 1981, p. 14) was rigorously and consciously
maintained throughout the generation of themes such that they were all
only ―preliminary themes‖ (p. 34).

3.

If and when there was verification of the preliminary themes by
participants, further synthesis was generated with attention to establishing
specific links to the participant. The responses from the second dialogue
were then used to finalize the preliminary themes into emergent patterns.
The nature of each participant‘s experience was to remain uncontaminated
by avoiding any comparisons across and between participants. These
intermediate themes were reviewed and validated by the participants.

4.

The analysis from both dialogues that confirmed the preliminary and
intermediate themes were integrated into ―primary themes‖ (Kieffer, 1981,
p. 39). Further analysis depended on the results of this process.
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Confidentiality and Protection of Participants
The research proposal was submitted for review and approved by the University
of San Francisco Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
(IRBPHS). The researcher sought to guard against any breaches of confidentiality. The
issue of confidentiality was dependent on the researcher‘s integrity and was an integral
part of the process. Because the participatory inquiry through dialogue involved
audiotape recording, it was protected in ways that ensured confidentiality. Delicate
emotional issues arose from this process, as participants voiced painful experiences. It
was understood that the ethical practices of the researcher in all actions was humane and
responsible, both in theory and in practice.
Permission was obtained from the participants to audiotape the dialogues through
the use of a consent and release form (see Appendixes A and B).The researcher masked
the identities of the participants by using pseudonyms. The researcher inquired as to
whether they wished the audiotape stopped during moments when emotional risk arose.
Permission to continue the recording process was requested and participants were given
the opportunity to take leave if they so desired. The researcher frequently checked with
participants as to their feelings about the process. The researcher minimized the risk for
the loss of information due to insecure storage by keeping all data collected under
personal lock and key.
Background of the Researcher
I was born in the segregated Southern United States, and I grew up in Little Rock,
Arkansas, during the 1940s and 1950s. This city, and its most acclaimed high school, the
all-white Central High, would become a battleground for my quest for equality,
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beginning with exercising my right to attend an all-White high school resourced by the
tax payments of both Blacks and Whites.
With the aid of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), their attorneys, and determined Christians, I began coming to voice,
determined to claim my equality as one of the 9 Black children to integrate the formerly
all-White Central High. Amid 1,900 White students, my 8 Black teenaged companions
and I struggled to be high school students with dignity. This struggle was not new; it was
just more visible because it was recorded by journalists and historians. Before that
moment, I had always struggled in silence and watched as my grandparents and parents
and those Black people around me struggled every moment of every day in silence.
With the help of the NAACP, I legally claimed my right to be officially
categorized as an equal, on the records of Central High School. However, it took the
101st Airborne and soldiers of the U.S. Army to compel segregationists to honor my
claim, to follow the law, and to grant me that right. When I had completed my junior year
at that school, I felt, at age 15, that I had taken a first step toward a claim of equality.
Little did I know it would be the first of so many steps that would be required throughout
my lifetime.
During all of the adult years of my life, I have struggled with my oppressors and
with myself to define and claim my own equality. From the dusty roads of Little Rock,
Arkansas, where I grew up defending my existence to Whites shouting nigger you don‘t
belong, to the sun-drenched hills of California where some ―chic‖ liberal Whites
whispered ―nigger‖ behind my back but smiled to my face, I have pressed against walls
of oppression.
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I thought that, like a pristine row of dominos on a shiny dining room table, the
walls of segregation would come tumbling down in many places along my life track, and
as time passed, reveal that my equality had always been attainable: at the segregated
swimming pool, on the bus, in the downtown restaurant, in the world I called home.
Those were the desperate hopes of a naive young girl. Now at age 67, I know that
oppressors never grant equality, but rather, those who are oppressed must seize their
equality inch by inch with each passing moment and hold on to it, in the words of
Malcolm X ―by any means necessary.‖
As I surf the golden years of my life, I want to know for certain whether or not I
have made it to the finish line. Were there other African Americans who have felt equal
in the face of oppression? Were there others whose mothers had so instilled in them a rod
of steel that they would not relent like me, or was I alone? Has all the sacrifice and
suffering I have endured brought my own victory and helped others to claim the victory
of their equality? What does equality look like and feel like for others? Is it the same as it
is for me? I am compelled to ask, who among us can claim they have achieved equality?
Summary
This chapter has detailed the participatory research methodology through dialogue
used in this qualitative phenomenological study to jointly inquire with 14 African
American adults into the being and living of their equality. All responses from the
dialogues with the participants were recorded to audiotape, transcribed, and analyzed for
major generative themes. The findings include the major generative themes related to
both the dialogues and research questions with subthemes. The next chapter presents the
findings from this study.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
Introduction
This chapter presents profiles of the participants and reveals the data collected
through the process of joint inquiry with participants. It continues with the identification
of primary themes from the two dialogues and discusses the self-discoveries that clarified
the process of coming to voice for the participants. For most of the participants, the deep
inquiry into memories of their past revealed information that surprised and informed. But
for all, it was inspiring and a real energizing hope for moving forward into their futures.
When they looked backward to see what they had overcome, the conclusion was that
whatever they face in the future could be dealt with because it could never match their
past encounters with segregation, with oppression. For most, the oft repeated phrase was:
―We‘ve come a long, long way.‖
Their acknowledgement of the depth and breadth of the journey only gave them
strength for their declaration that they would continue to pursue equality no matter what
the price may be. Past experience had taught them the reality of what it meant to merely
accept their situations of oppression without fighting back every moment of every day.
The study began with a premise that participants perceive themselves to be equal.
The goal was for them to share their definitions of equality and their perspectives of
where they are today in their process of feeling equal, and matriculating as equal people
in their place of work, their social settings, and their place of worship. The dialogue also
revealed the skills that enabled them to achieve their perception. Ultimately, the goal for
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analyzing such skills was to devise a curriculum that will instill and maintain the
characteristic of being equal, feeling equal, seeing equal with future generations.
The participants discussed their current situation regarding their reality versus the
tools they used while struggling to gain access to opportunity. Participants agreed that
they had never, prior to this inquiry, really codified their beliefs about their equality.
They acknowledged they had never before really considered the act of living, of
surviving, as the process they had gone through to get to a place where they can now
declare their own equality. They were apparently quite delighted to note that the
consideration of these questions enhanced their views of their achievements. The
participants discussed their backgrounds and how their family‘s core value system, their
family‘s belief of equality, their location while growing up, and how their education
contributed to where they believe they are today.
While engaging in the participatory research to explore these issues, each
individual dialogued about their past and how it shaped their knowledge of oppression
and equality. Each agreed that experiencing inequality had prescribed their determination
to achieve equality by any means possible. They also discussed the methods by which
they claimed their perspective of equality, when they knew they had achieved that lifechanging feeling, and how they maintain it in the face of oppression.
Findings from the dialogues with participants are analyzed in this chapter, which
is divided into three sections. The first section is a brief overview of the backgrounds of
each of the participants. The second section discusses the generative themes derived from
the analyzed data. The third section explores the findings and their implications.
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Profiles of the Participants
All 14 participants are U.S. citizens. All were given pseudonyms to protect their
privacy, in compliance with the agreement outlined in the proposal. All 14 participants
read and signed a form of consent and release prior to their participation.
They seemed anxious to discuss the issue, perhaps, they said, in the light of the recent
African American candidate and later in light of Mr. Obama‘s election for presidency.
Most of them pondered what information and insights they could pass on to the
next generations that will ease their journey to claiming their equality. Each participant
agreed that the recent election of President Obama has compelled them to reexamine this
issue of personal equality. Some described how they felt as they came to grips with the
magnitude of the election of a man of color.
Seven of the 14 participants said that since the election, they now think more
about their identity, their equality, and possibilities as African Americans. They consider
the wider range of possibilities that now exists, and they ponder what they can do to help
young people of color see those possibilities and pursue them. Although they came from
varied lifestyles, they expressed similar views on several issues. Irrespective of their
education, job status, or income level, each expressed a desire to acquire and sustain a
feeling of equality that could not be shaken by periodic incidents of oppression.
Descriptions presented of participants were determined through interactions
between the researcher and the participants during each of the dialogues. The revelations
and experiences were in response to the dialogue questions and the interactions between
researcher and participant on an extensive list of questions asked and discussed during
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two dialogues by all parties. The first participant was Ms. Abbott. They are named in the
alphabetical order of their participation. Therefore, Ms. Abbot was number one.
Ms. Abbott
A 72-year-old African American female, Ms. Abbott was born in Dayton, Ohio.
She grew up in Detroit, Michigan, where there were Whites in her neighborhood, but
nevertheless, there were the traditional lines of segregation. She spent some time in
Kentucky with relatives where she learned unexpected lessons about segregation, sitting
in the balcony of the movies, in an all-Black church, and being shuffled on certain streets
at nightfall because she was forbidden to go into White neighborhoods.
Still, her grandfather, uncles, and aunts owned businesses and were, by most
standards, upper middle class among African American people because they were
financially successful. Her family had earned respect among the Whites there because
they hired and maintained relationships with White sharecroppers. She loathed the
restrictions she felt in Kentucky. Her grandmother lectured her endlessly, explaining that
the situation was temporary, that she deserved equality and more. She also told her that
one solution to the problem was education and financial independence. She urged her to
get an education. Following those instructions, she grew up to become the first African
American female executive in a highly ranked, national, postal-management position.
During her travels back and fourth to relatives in Kentucky, Michigan, and the
Bay Area, she met the man she calls the love of her life. He was a post office executive,
a Chinese gentleman whom she would remain with for some 40 years, even though his
huge family constantly demonstrated disapproval of their marriage.

83
Ultimately, she became very close to some members of his Asian family, having
learned, she says, to weather their oppression. She emerged as a beloved member invited
to huge traditional ceremonies and honored with tributes from elders. She had earned the
cache to hostess significant family events. Unfortunately, the most recent of those events
was a huge dinner and ritualistic celebration of her husband‘s death, with more than 100
Asian family members present. She says because of her deep conviction that she was
equal, she was not compelled to retort when her husband‘s family at first treated her with
disdain. They shunned her, excluded her, and insulted her with an ―in-your-face nasty
campaign that might have shattered some marriages.‖
Ms. Benton
Born in Houston, Texas, this 74-year-old woman came to Marin City, California,
during World War II when her father moved here in the 1940s to work in the shipyard.
She grew up in a totally racially integrated community. She was able to experience the
cultures of Mexican Americans, Native Americans, and all descriptions of Whites who
lived in her neighborhoods. She grew up in a small town with one K–8 elementary
school where everyone knew everybody else and there was only one class at each grade
level. She stated that she came to trust people on face value, including White people.
The community remained diverse until the shipyard shut down, and African
Americans could not get the jobs and could not buy houses there anymore. At that point,
the African American population began to dwindle and people became suspicious of each
other.
Her father, whom she described as quite charming, owned a very successful shoe
repair shop in San Rafael, California. She and her two brothers lived quite a middle-class
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life. Although they did not have a lot of money, her parents owned their home. Her
parents broadened her vision of the world by providing her with all sorts of experiences.
They took her to San Francisco to see the great Black classical singer Marian Anderson.
Whenever someone of color who was an achiever came to town, they went to hear them
speak, or sing, or see them dance, or play an instrument.
Ms. Benton seemed particularly annoyed that she had not been taught African
American history in school. However, she spoke of how her parents had home schooled
her in it. They pointed to the contributions of people like Booker T. Washington and
other African American inventors, scientists, sportsmen, and sportswomen. At age 13, her
parents began assigning her books about African Americans and other people of color
who inspired her.
Benton feverishly pursued higher education, holding to her mother‘s instruction
that education was the key to feeling equal and being equal in the world. She holds a
doctoral degree in psychology. She worked in an integrated setting both as guidance
counselor and as a teacher for the San Francisco school district. She reports being treated
well by her White superiors because of her extensive expertise and education within the
field. She surmised that the task of keeping teenagers drug-free galvanized their
relationships and left little time for racial oppression.
Mr. Carlson
This 82-year-old participant believed that making the conscious decision that you
are equal is solely unrelated to race, creed, or color. He believes that equality is a state of
mind one chooses to have or not. It is, in his opinion, a process during which one must set
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goals consistently. He says it is not a characteristic anyone has automatically from birth,
but one that must be developed through one‘s life experiences.
This African American man is a retired teacher and a professional photographer
who shows his photographs across the country. He was born in Jacksonville, Florida, a
place he called an ―extraordinarily racist hell by definition.‖ At the age of 7, his mother
abandoned him, and he was taken on by a neighbor woman he calls a ―rescue mom.‖
He described her as an abusive caregiver who frequently beat him as she
compelled him to do many home chores. She also urged him to get his education so he
would not also become like her, a maid all of her life with no education and no
possibilities. He remembers that she urged him to study, to make good grades and not to
associate with other children who were not well behaved. Amid the abuse and traumatic
days they spent together as mother and son, she urged him to read every day and
frequently complimented him, telling him that he was brilliant.
By age 15, Mr. Carlson decided he would become a photographer. In 1946, he
wrote noted photographer Ansel Adams whom he had read was starting a photography
school. In the letter, he told Ansel Adams that he was an African American photographer
and that he wished to become a student in Ansel Adams‘ photography school. Ansel
Adams sent him back a letter saying that race was not an issue but that there was no
vacancy in his school. If a vacancy arose he would let Mr. Carlson know.
Ultimately, Mr. Carlson was invited by Ansel Adams to move to California and
became the first African American student in the School of Fine Arts in San Francisco.
He says this positive experience opened his eyes so that he no longer judged all White
people as being too stupid to treat African Americans equally. He began to believe that
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some were intelligent enough to disregard racial identity as the basis of all selections.
This experience gave him the hope that he could be blessed with opportunities for real
success if he strived to do his personal best. Indeed even now as a senior, he continues to
show his photos in galleries across the country, to work at photography, at writing books,
and is working on a film that is soon to be released.
Dr. Dawson
Born in Hempstead, Long Island, Dr. Dawson is a professor retired from the
University of California and a Fulbright Scholar. He earned the privilege to study in
Stockholm, Sweden, in an honored academic program where he remained for 8 years as a
student, doctoral candidate, and teacher.
Although he grew up in what he thought to be an integrated community, subtle
lines of segregation restricted his equality and at times made him feel inferior. For
example, he tells the story of having a White male friend—a best friend throughout high
school who spent weekends at his home. However, when it came time for the young
White man to invite Dr. Dawson to his home for his high school graduation party, he was
left off the list. Still, he believes one of his most significant mentors was a Jewish coach.
Although he grew up in poverty, his mother was a single parent and a school teacher with
a strong set of core values that she insisted that her children adapt and exercise as well.
Dawson readily admitted that he himself discriminates against those who are not
intellectual no matter the race, creed, or color. He says he closely follows the news, reads
The New York Times, and is a collector of the most recent books on politics, sociology,
and psychology as well as societal trends. He continues to make educational films and
write articles ―always crossing new frontiers,‖ as he says.
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Ms. Edison
In the late 1930s, this 71-year-old African American female began life in a fairly
integrated neighborhood in West Berkeley, California. During World War II, the
Japanese families on her block were sent to an internment camp. After the war, Asians,
Blacks, and Filipinos filled the neighborhood. She was one of the first African American
girls on the local basketball team.
Although educated in a somewhat diverse setting, her primary life was among
what she refers to as ―elite, highly educated, upper-class‖ African American people who
would later become the first rank of Berkeley‘s leadership, including Mayor Ron
Dellums. Several future, internationally known newsmen, top-rated basketball stars, and
successful businessmen were among the people with whom she grew up and attended
high school.
While her mother was a maid doing day work in White ladies‘ homes, she
preached to Ms. Edison to continue her education no matter what so that she would not
become a maid. At her mother‘s urging, Ms. Edison sought academic excellence, won
ribbons and other prizes for her papers and her math excellence.
Ms. Edison repeatedly attributed her self-comfort in a diverse world to her
mother‘s constant reassurance that she was a smart, capable person with every
opportunity to succeed, no matter what the obstacles appear to be. Although she
recounted severely striking incidents of racism that she confronted in school and on her
teaching job, she did so with a casual smile and soft voice.
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Mr. Foster
This 77-year-old man was born and raised in Little Rock, Arkansas. He lived
through a time when segregation, racism, and denial of equal opportunity were a way of
life.
He noted that ―in a larger sense being equal is being free. I do consider myself
absolutely free to do what I want as long as it does not interfere with others.‖ He grew up
among a family of educators whose life paths led them to be first in many professions.
His great grandfather, an ex-slave, was the first African American to serve on the Pulaski
County, Arkansas, school board. His mother, a teacher, also counseled him, ―As you
move along, always do your personal best.‖
He credits living among the role models in his family and extensive travel as the
elements that have been fueling and enhancing his quest for personal equality. He
observed that the role models in his life lived fairly free, as long as they kept within the
traditional racial restrictions that prevailed during the time. He mostly remembers their
enthusiasm for learning and for achieving goals even when it seemed impossible. Indeed,
he and his family saw some heinous acts of oppression, but rather than be dismayed by it,
he was instructed to use those incidents to inspire him to climb higher and achieve more.
He readily remembers following the southern rules of ―kow-towing to Whites,‖ but all
the while he also kept thinking of ways to retaliate.
At age 77, Mr. Foster serves on the board of directors of an East Bay municipal
utility district, is a community organizer, and coaches a basketball team with an eye
toward harvesting and saving wayward youth.
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Ms. Green
Ms. Green is a 62-year-old woman and a college administrator, matriculating in a
professional stratosphere where women seldom tread, but most certainly where African
American women are not often seen. She was born in Houston, Texas, and migrated with
her family to Berkeley, California, when she was 17. She believed that equality must be
seated in multiple categories—social, financial, gender, political, and racial.
She noted that whatever the category, her mother told her that she was not just
equal, but superior. Consistently throughout her years growing up, she encountered walls
of oppression within the schools and universities she attended and eventually taught in.
However, she was told by her mother that she had an incredible set of skills and a brain
that possesses the knowledge to exceed that of anyone she could ever meet. She feels
fully capable of handling any socioeconomic or social bias that she encounters because
she has become accustomed to it as an overachiever all of her life. She believes African
Americans who accustom themselves to climbing the ladder of success must educate
themselves to overlook the spiteful events purposely set up to demean them or slow them
down.
Mr. Henson
Mr. Henson believes he is equal because his world is filled with music and
musicians. This 67-year-old African American is a professional musician who spoke of
the evolutions he had witnessed as he traveled around the world making music. He
contends that the world of musicians has been one of the venues where racism has been
combated by the necessity to cooperate in order to complete a task. When one is playing
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in a band or an orchestra or any type of group, the opportunity to discriminate is
somewhat lessoned by circumstance, he says.
He believes that education was the key to his personal equality and his success in
life. His says his mother inspired him because she was so totally devoted to education.
Even though she washed laundry in deep and steamy vats each day and ironed until her
shoulders ached to satisfy her clients, not a day went past without her telling him that he
was a ―grand soul‖ who deserved an education. He said it astonished and inspired him to
observe his mother return to high school when she was 50 to get her diploma. He
remembered distinctly that it was she who taught him to be competitive and urged him to
―tend to his grades, son, you can be anything you want to be.‖
This Oakland, California, native grew up with blue-collar parents. His father was
a longshoreman. He says that although much of his life was spent within a racist
community, without the influence of a White music teacher in high school, he would
have been pigeonholed into wood shop. By a twist of fate, the Oakland School District
announced that because they had been jolted by the Rosa Parks incident, they would
organize a citywide, multiracial orchestra, including the bass violin, an instrument he
played.
While a White music teacher coaxed him forward with his music and challenged
him to go to the library to read, his mother urged him to beware of his associations so as
not to get caught up in the drug and violence drama playing out in his impoverished
neighborhood. He said he was repeatedly beaten up going to and from school because he
refused to join a gang. ―As the gang members beat on me, my big worry was that they
should not hurt my bass violin.‖
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Music would become everything to him, a measuring instrument by which he
would judge the world. He described how his view of humanity became global, no longer
defined by his ravaged neighborhood or the primitive laws of racism. He described what
the most amazing experiences were to him in the 1950s, like traveling to Korea, where
African American artists were treated like gods. They were given servants, kept in the
best hotels, and worshipped by audiences.
He described how some people in Asian countries would pretend to mimic
African American artists. They would dress like them, talk like them, pretend to walk like
them, and perform like them. In his opinion, equality is freedom, music is freedom.
As he mastered varying forms of music, including classical and jazz, he lived in
Korea and Japan, and as a result, he claims that the music made him colorblind. He
describes how he had to accustom himself to the racism in the United States each time he
returned from one of his music trips.
Mr. Iliad
Fifty-five-year-old Mr. Iliad is a psychologist who gives seminars for a diverse
group of people across the country. When asked about equality, he stated that he believes
himself to be equal today as far as he understands his own voice and the voice of others.
He says the main question must be whether or not he believes he is treated equal among
his peers, and the answer is sometimes no, absolutely no!
Born in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, in 1954, this African American male holds a
doctoral degree in management. He grew up where very strict and heavy lines of
segregation had been drawn. He neither associated with nor went to school with White
children. However, one day when he was in the eighth grade, his mother was passing a
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White school in the neighborhood and decided he should go there. So she entered him
into that school, and he recalls that he suffered immeasurable discrimination as well as
physical and mental torture.
Because he never told his parents of the indignities he suffered at the school, they
never had the opportunity to coach him or heal his feelings, or even tell him about their
impression or their own feelings about oppression. They assumed all was well until his
grades dropped, and then they moved him back to the African American school a year
later.
He says that experience made him absolutely hate White people and that was true
until he became a teenager, grew up and went to Europe, where he felt a genuine part of
humanity. He experienced pleasant treatment from all people, especially White people in
a way that he had never dealt with before.
―I was treated with respect, grace, and curiosity.‖ Today he feels it is important to
warn his children what to expect and to watch out—never trust anybody—until they have
proven you have reason to trust them. He also feels it important to coach them on their
internal confidence in the face of oppression and give them tips about how to maintain
their calm and their confidence.
Mr. Johnson
Born 1946 in San Francisco, this African American male has lived in San
Francisco all of his life. He watched the development of the Richmond district, the
Presidio, and downtown San Francisco. In high school, he was one of 400 minority
students amid 2,500 Whites.
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The shock of his young life was when his ―best friend,‖ a Jewish boy, did not
invite him to his senior prom party. When he inquired about what he thought was an
oversight, the boy‘s mother said, ―We just can‘t do those things.‖ From that experience,
he began to mistrust Whites and decided to get himself some good African American
friends because ―the White ones will always, always turn on you.‖
He was accepted on scholarship to Harvard University for his law degree, but he
was rejected there by some of his Harvard classmates because he had gone to Fisk
University as an undergraduate, which was an ―all-Black‖ school considered by some to
be inferior to Harvard.
After returning to San Francisco, he built an illustrious career in politics and
public service. He served on the Mayor‘s commission on criminal justice. He helped elect
and worked with many high-powered political figures in San Francisco. At the same time
he was spending 35 years serving political figures, he yearned to become a musician. At
age 62, he recently launched a musical career. Through all of these career moves, he says
he certainly was the brunt of much oppression, but he could always look at folks in the
eye and remind them of his status and slow them down with his sheer commitment to his
own superiority. His theory is that people cannot step into a space you protect with your
own full commitment to who you are because, according to his theory, equality is more
internal than external. It is an internal feeling that you are equal to anyone, anywhere at
any time. He posits that ―no one can make you feel unequal unless you allow them to do
so.‖
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Ms. Kelly
Ms. Kelly was a psychotherapist for the school district and is now retired. Born
1955, this African American female and daughter of a commissioned officer, lived in
Germany, Korea, France, and other countries around the world. She says that she was
never in one place for more than a year or 2. Until the White people surrounding her
family figured out that her father was a high ranking officer, they treated them terribly.
The moment they were officially introduced, they got the respect accorded to a ranking
officer. She always felt as if she were treated according to my father‘s rank and not for
who she was.
Her mother said it‘s not about being equal; it‘s about being better than, and
superior to. Throughout her life she was taught that being able to change is important. Be
quick to accommodate, do not attach, she remembered being told. Throughout elementary
school and high school, her mother told her that earning an academic ―A‖ was not
enough—always complete academic assignments in advance, always stay one step ahead,
and do better work than everybody else.
―Ninety-nine percent‖ of the families she dealt with in the military service were
White, so she and her family were at a real disadvantage. The teachers and the staff of the
elementary and high schools, at first glance, mistreated her. However, once informed of
her father‘s rank, that behavior changed.
She explained that in several ways, rank rules in the military. They had to respect
her father‘s rank and treat his family accordingly on base or in front of superiors.
Unfortunately, she remembers standing in the elevator of the Lincoln Center as a small
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child, and her White teacher grabbed her hand when an African American man stepped
in. That is when she says she knew what ―White people really thought of us.‖
Over and over again, she was taught that in order to be considered equal as an
African American person, you must first surpass White people—academically,
athletically, instrumentally, and socially. As an adult and a psychotherapist, she lived and
worked by her mother‘s edict—and always matriculated as the superior one. In her
professional life in a California school district, she found it interesting that she was
serving 1,600 children. She also found it exhausting and believes it is one reason for her
illness and disability today.
When she left, she reports the district had to hire not one, not two, but three
psychotherapists to replace her. She realized at that point that her mother pushing her to
work harder has made her work three times harder than most people. She now begins to
reconsider that advice from her mother, analyzing how she could demonstrate personal
best without wearing herself out.
She says her sense of equality ultimately comes from God. No one can take it
away because it is the heavenly Father that says you are created equal, that all people are
created equal. She says she has come to the conclusion that emotionally, spiritually, and
psychologically, there is no one that can take away her sense of equality. She says that
she now also struggles for the equality for the disabled because she is also disabled. She
pleads that we all need some understanding to ―erect a ramp, put up an automatic door,
and consider the needs of those who are not as mobile as others.‖
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Ms. Love
Ms. Love, an African American female, was born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 70
years ago. She grew up in a segregated community always being kept separate from the
White people, particularly in the downtown area. She believes herself to be equal at least
in the places where she travels.
She credits this belief to the advice that her mother, a day worker, gave her:
―I‘ve always been proud of myself. I look White people in the eye. If I couldn‘t
do a full day's worth of work, I told them—I don‘t iron on Tuesdays but I‘ll do it
the next day.‖
Ms. Love says she grew up in a time when all of the schoolbooks for Black
children came second-hand from White schools. Nevertheless, she remembers being
urged to value those books and to take from them what would help her carve a successful
life. Dignity and equality were qualities vested in education according to her mother, who
insisted that she believe in her ability to achieve. She says for a long time she did not feel
100% equal, but now she has changed. Now with all of her education she feels equal with
everyone.
Ms. Mission
Ms. Mission is a 63-year-old realtor who grew up in the New York City area. She
was born in Mississippi where she remembers encountering frightening discrimination.
Because of the prejudiced environment there, she recalls a lot of secrecy. Her father
―whispered instructions about how I was supposed to behave as we confronted White
people in the downtown shopping area, on buses or wherever.‖ They moved to New York
when she was 5. Still, he was full of fear and secrecy while her mother encouraged her to
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take advantage of whatever opportunity there was. He seldom allowed people to visit
their home, never allowed her to have friends over.
In New York, growing up as a teenager, she was the only minority person in an
all-White neighborhood in downtown Manhattan. Often she traveled to Harlem to make
friends. She recalls that when she entered college, White students treated her as if she
was stupid, and then she would surprise them by opening her mouth and articulating an
issue with the full-blown knowledge she had acquired. Her mother had insisted that no
matter the circumstance, she study and earn good grades.
She harkens back to her mother who was exceptionally good at building
self-esteem. She told her to ―never look into the eyes of anyone else to see who you are:
Know that you are special and a good human being.‖
She described the always present opportunity to be made to feel ―less than‖ in real
estate where folks can say people of color can or cannot live in one area or another. But
she says she takes on all descriptions of clients and wages battles to keep opportunities
open for them to live wherever they desire. She believes one must make equality work,
especially when someone wants to take it away.
Mr. Nelson
Mr. Nelson is an African American male, a trusted administrator of a major
national bank. He credits his parents with providing him with a secure sense of equality.
He says it was decidedly his parents who raised him to know how good he was, how
special he is. They always told him he was especially good in algebra as a child in school.
They told him daily that he could do anything he wanted to do. ―Especially my mother
gave me a sense that I could compete with anybody and be anybody.‖
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Mr. Nelson says that he feels more than equal in his church, which is filled with
more than 1,000 people, a diverse and loving group. Socially, he says some of his Black
friends question whether he married a White wife in order to enhance his social standing.
He says not at all, that he sees people as the same and that his wife is not worn as a
trinket on his bracelet to gain favor, but rather, someone he dearly loves. He says he may
have ―some lingering shame perhaps or maybe there is another word—guilt—perhaps
about having a White wife.‖ He ponders with obvious discomfort.
As time passes, it is obvious that this topic seems to befuddle him as he insists
that this choice should not reflect on his feeling of personal worth. It became a long and
belabored topic in the session. He believes that his equality is separate from the partner
he chose, and that it is something he possessed long before he married her (his second
wife) about 7 years ago.
As to his job, he has worked for 23 years in the same bank department. He says
there is evidence that there is sheer racism there, not only in his relationships with his
colleagues. Most astonishingly, in those 23 years, only two other Black people have
worked there in a department of more than 50 people.
As to his sense of equality as an individual, he says he feels very equal, but as far
as equal opportunities for advancement being handed to him, he knows that he is not
given an equal chance at success. However, he says he is very comfortable with himself
and who he is. He feels he can climb the highest mountain and ford the widest stream
because his parents told him he could. Still, he says, ―At this age, after all these years, I
can‘t help but wonder why I have to do twice as much in order to make the cut to be
chosen.‖
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Summary of Participants‘ Perceptions
The 14 African American individuals, 7 men and 7 women, varied in their
professional achievements, education, wealth, and geographical upbringing. However,
they all expressed similar views about coping with racism. They declared that they
perceived themselves as equal in their work, their social setting, and place of worship. Of
the 14 participants, 11 expressed evidence that they have installed and nurtured, deep
inside themselves, components that enable them to feel equal no matter how much
oppression they face and in what context they face it. Three of the 14 say they are not
100% certain they feel equal in the workplace, while all say they are certain they are
equal socially and in their places of worship.
This group reported that for most of their lives and from now on, they will ignore
the range of oppressive efforts to cast them as unworthy and undeserving. They have
devised a skill set that insulates them from the barrage of insults that most Black
Americans readily admit they face, no matter what their lifestyles, financial status,
education, or appearance.
Despite unwelcome confrontations, frightening threats, and inhuman conditions
that the participants have endured, they all believe they are valuable and have much to
contribute to humanity. The majority of them have been coached by their family
members, especially their mothers, and additionally sometimes by role models who aided
the development of their internal voice that claims dignity and hence equality.
Another similar response to oppression is that each of them has trained him- or
herself, or been trained by their parents, to see obstacles as opportunities to move
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forward. They have faith that they can achieve their professional goals and that they
deserve to be successful no matter how offensive the circumstances.
Generative Themes Related to the Guided Dialogue
The following themes were communicated to the researcher during the
participatory dialogues in the interviewing process and stood out as areas in which
participants had a heartfelt interest. The themes included areas such as creating
knowledge and meaning, participants coming to voice or recognizing their own voice,
identifying factors that they as African Americans include in their definition of ―defining
equality,‖ by explaining to the researcher their own experiences that may have
contributed to their sense of personal equality, and how equality has impacted their
individual life decisions. The generative themes that emerged from the guiding questions
during the dialogues are stated below in Table 2.
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Table 2
Major Themes That Emerged From the Guiding Questions During Dialogues on
Perceptions of Equality: Creating Knowledge and Meaning
1. Factors that African
Americans include in
defining equality

Major theme: Equality is a conviction planted deep inside and nurtured by one‘s parents
and role models.
Subthemes:
1. Once implanted and nurtured, it is a self-generated internal component that cannot be
given or taken away.
2. A consistent desire to seize equality whether or not opportunity is apparent.
3. A conviction one is good enough, fast enough, brave enough to be Number 1. A
competitive component that drives one to go beyond personal best. A determination to
always go the distance.

2. African Americans
define equality

Major theme: Equality is free of choice.
Subthemes:
1. Equality is a freedom deep inside you, to always be yourself.
2. Equality is loss of inner terror that someone will persecute you for being yourself, for
being African American.
3. To understand and practice equality, one must understand inequality.

3. Life experiences that
contributed to an
African American‘s
sense of equality

Major theme: Mothers, fathers, and role models play a major part in developing
self-assurance and a sense of equality.

Subthemes:
1. Mothers‘ reassurance that one is equal to or better than those who attempted to oppress
them engages and comes forth when needed.
2. Specific advice on overcoming models of inequality by parents and role models he/she
had to hold and observe inequality.
3. Coaching by mothers to develop an insular shield that blocks feelings of victimization
and helps build a sense of equality and security for the long term.
4. African Americans‘
perception of equality
impacts the individual‘s
decisions and
relationships

Major theme: Stress in decision making and relationships can result from African
Americans‘ declaration of equality.

Subthemes:
1. Decisions may be fear based when one feels unequal.
2. Decisions may be made based on one‘s need to demonstrate equality.
3. One seeks friends who make them feel equal or to preserve the status quo.
4. In order to preserve equality, one chooses to go only where they are welcome.
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Major Generative Themes and Subthemes Related to the Research Questions
Research Question 1
What factors do African American individuals include in defining equality? Table
3 details the participants‘ perception of equality.
The Major Theme
The major theme that emerged from Research Question 1 was that equality is a
conviction planted deep inside and nurtured by one‘s parents and role models.
Each participant engaged in long, enlightening, and profound discussions of how
perceiving one‘s equality is a state of mind and not a gift handed to one, or in a book to
be read and learned about, or in a magic wand, or in the words of a Sunday morning
sermon. It is rather like a stream deep down inside that must be cultivated by one‘s
experiences, thoughts, and actions. Mr. Carlson stated:
No issue of equality or inequality is imposed. Chains do not make you a slave.
Decide you‘re equal and you‘re equal. Authorities cannot make that decision for
you. They may chain you on paper legally, but who says you have to accept it?
The question arose as to whether some babies might be born with a feeling of
equality. The conclusion was that perhaps some babies are, but it probably would not be a
lasting concept if the mothers did not nurture it. Many thought that it was not possible for
a brand new soul to be so imprinted that it could last throughout a lifetime.
First Subtheme:
The first subtheme that emerged from Research Question 1 was the consistent
desire to seize equality whether or not opportunity is apparent.
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Table 3
Participants’ Perception of Equality

Reservations
about
whether
equality is
possible

Mother
coached
to
defend
equality

Father/role
model
coached to
defend
equality

Declare
equality in
workplace

Equality
where
they
socialize

Equality
in place
of
worship

Ms. Abbot

X

X

X

X

X

Ms. Bouton

X

X

X

X

X

Mr. Carlson

X

X

X

X

X

Mr. Dawson

X

X

X

X

Ms. Edison

X

X

X

X

Mr. Foster

X

X

X

X

Ms. Green

X

X

X

X

Mr. Henson

X

X

X

X

Mr. Iliad

X

X

X

Mr. Johnson

X

X

X

X

X

Name

Ms. Kelly

X

Feel
equal no
matter
what

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X

Ms. Love

X

X

X

X

X

Ms. Mission

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Mr. Nelson

X

Participants repeatedly noted the necessity not to stand back and wait but to seize
the opportunity even when it appears not to be available. The determination to dig for
opportunity and ignore the turn-offs or discouraging evidence was another strong
conviction among a majority of the participants. This was a dominant theme in all the
dialogues.
―One cannot sit and wait for opportunity to rain over you, you have to look deep,
higher, lower, to see what may at first seem to be a real bummer,‖ said Ms. Green, the
college administrator. She added:
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You‘ve got to always be ready; don‘t get mad, get even is my motto for absolutely
every incident of this nature. I say it to myself over and over again, I want to face
my enemies and see their wrath over and over again. I want to face my enemies
and see what their wrath might veil; what do their overt attempts at excluding me
really hide and what do I have to do to get what they don‘t want me to see?
Ms. Green and 10 of the other participants were adamant about not waiting for
opportunities to become apparent. Because White Americans have held the upper hand,
the better jobs, the better education, the best of what we hope to achieve, we know they
are not giving that away to Black folk, so be ready to grab it. The participants echoed her
view. They also cautioned that ―be ready‖ means ―be prepared, become educated, do your
research, do your homework. Do not expect opportunity because you are Black.‖ Said
Ms. Green:
My mother never told me I was equal. Throughout all my years growing up she
told me I was superior—that I have superior talents, education and skills and an
abundance of superior contributions to bring to any table.
Second Subtheme:
The second subtheme from Research Question 1 revealed a very strong conviction
among participants: the determination to be number one, braver than, better than, faster
than, brighter than everyone else, and especially those who would oppress.
Of the group of 14, 9 participants repeatedly referred to themselves as being
superior. Without hesitation they said they felt that way 90% of the time. They
acknowledged that it is that feeling that allows them to be highly competitive and to
never let go of their claims of equality. Ms. Abbot remarked:
Having this sentiment in one‘s insides is a great insulator against those who
would defile your image or say that the Black American by definition is inferior.
And believe me, there are those folks still out there who say those things and act
accordingly. However, if you view yourself as superior, having that notion inside
gives you time to decide which battles you will take on and fight and which ones
you will overlook for the sake of preserving your energy for the ―big one.‖
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Ms. Abbot‘s view of harboring the feeling of superiority is one voiced by the
others, who explained that it was a mechanism that allowed them to remain aloof when
they confronted negative people or overt instances of prejudice that did not rank high
enough on their personal scales to warrant their great amounts of energy or action. All 14
agreed that, for the most part, they reserve their energies to fight big offenses, ones that
will affect not only them but also their children and grandchildren.
It was clear that an additional theme in the responses was the participants‘
willingness to devote them to victory—once having committed to defend a point or a
person or to launch any crusade. Once having committed oneself to fight the battle, one
must be prepared to achieve victory by any means possible. The entire group of
participants recounted instances in which they believed they had done their best,
performed at peak, exhausted themselves trying to please someone, or met some deadline
only to find that they had only reached a wall of prejudice. The disappointment was
daunting enough that some of them were tearful as they told their stories. But what
seemed a common factor of these stories was a willingness to take a deep breath, to
realize that the finish line was a bit further away.
The participants talked of drawing a second wind by telling themselves, ―You are
more than capable, and in fact, you are an expert who deserves to win.‖ By refreshing
their energy, they said they often felt as determined as they were when they started. The
key word here was determination: never give up, once you start a project.
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Research Question 2
How do African Americans define, measure, and maintain equality?
The Major Theme:
The major theme response to Research Question 2 was the participants‘
unanimous decision that equality is freedom of choice.
This definition evoked a groundswell of feelings and outcry of emotions.
―Equality is freedom—freedom to choose, freedom to do and say what one wishes as
long as it is not illegal, immoral, or fattening,‖ one participant said. All agreed that
equality must have the word freedom in it. Freedom is what we‘ve been fighting for, they
said. ―The slaves wanted to be free—we all want to be free to live and work where we
desire.‖
Participants acknowledged their lack of interest in officially defining the word
equality prior to this process. They said it was something they never said but something
they fought for each and every day. Their responses ranged from emotional to passionate
as they described incidents during which they confronted racist barriers that were
obviously painful. They had derived multiple ways of healing their wounded souls
following such incidents. Most often they discussed their definitions of equality in
relationship to whatever incident triggered them to refine their thoughts on the subject.
For example, Ms. Abbott spoke of spending 6 years in her postal organization
struggling and competing for a promotion. She was convinced that she had made the cut,
that she had lived up to the demands, but on the day of the promotion, the White male she
had hired and trained received the job to become her boss.
There is one thing I know for certain, equality is in you at an early age. It is a
special feeling deep inside of you. Early on, you have to learn to believe in
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yourself. You decide if you are equal or not. Nobody can give it to you and you‘re
a fool if you allow somebody to take it away.
I refused to allow them to see my disappointment. I did not let them see the tears
in my eyes. Instead, I walked away, shoulders high. I was respectful to my new
boss who readily admitted that I knew far more than he did about the work. I kept
to myself, studied the manual and honed my skills. Eighteen months later that
boss saw to it that I was promoted high above him. He had been instrumental in
passing along the word to the bosses that I knew my stuff.
Ms. Abbot‘s behavior also exemplified the theme in response to Question 1: the
internal agreement to somehow go the distance, to go beyond the walls of prejudice even
when one believes they have given personal best.
First Subtheme
The first subtheme response to Research Question 2 was a conviction that equality
is the loss of inner terror that someone will successfully persecute you for being yourself,
for being an African American.
Participants describe the feeling of equality as a competitive component that
always drives one to go beyond what might be apparent attempts to persecute.
Participants also noted that someone helped them to prepare for and define this
conviction. An example is Mr. Carlson, born in the Deep South in the 1930s of a mother
who abandoned him. His notion of motherly nurturance is reflected in his life experience.
He was rescued by a woman, ―the rescue mother,‖ a maid with little education but much
practical knowledge. Although she physically abused him at times, she told him daily he
was capable and smart.
―You are special,‖ she would say. ―One of God‘s boys,‖ she repeated over and
over again. So despite the most oppressive of circumstance, with few role models, at an
early age he was self-confident. For example, he was told by the White grocer who
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refused at first to hire him as a stock boy that he couldn‘t handle the job. He volunteered
to work for a week for free. The owner told him he had done such a great job he could
run the cash register.
In the 1940s, Mr. Carlson would believe in his talent as a photographer enough to
write a letter to the noted photographer Ansel Adams, asking to study with him.
Miraculously, Adams wrote back offering him a room and a place to study. He would
become the first Black student in what is now known as the San Francisco Art Institute.
Ms. Love‘s mother was instrumental in helping her learn how to overcome this
inner terror:
Mother instructed me to be straightforward, demand my rights, look people in the
eye and stand tall. Remain aware of what is happening all around you.... Always
keep in mind that we deserve to be treated as first-class citizens and demand that
treatment when it is not apparent. No matter what is going on with folks outside
your head, stand porter at the door and know what goes on inside your mind.
Mr. Nelson echoes this sentiment:
It was my parents who raised me to know how good I was at everything, how
special I am. They always told me I was extra special, good in algebra, smart with
all numbers. They told me this daily. ―You can be any thing you want to be, son,
it‘s all up to you. You‘re so bright; no one is brighter than you.‖ My mother gave
me a sense that I am a winner, especially at numbers but at anything I want to do.
Hence, today, I am the only Black administrator in the trust section of a huge
bank.
Like Ms. Kelly, several of the participants were coached by their mothers to
develop superiority complexes. They were told that they were better than—superior to,
fast enough, brave enough, good enough to be Number 1, always. ―In order to be
considered equal as a Black person, you must first surpass all White people—
academically, athletically, instrumentally, socially, and in whatever they attempt. You
will also have to prove yourself clearly, distinctly as the best, without question.
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Second Subtheme
The second subtheme of Research Question 2 was the notion that to practice and
understand equality, one must first understand inequality.
Participants agreed that they seldom, if ever, practiced an automatic, flash
response to persecution. They took time to understand which of the insults or negative
efforts hurled at them was worth their effort. They said as they grew a bit more mature
and savvy about the issues at hand that gripping fear that compelled them to immediate
action had disappeared. Instead, they took time to think about the real value of a response
or what would it mean to ignore the culprit and transfer their energy to achieving a
positive task.
Mr. Iliad: In order to understand equality and be able to defend one‘s self, one has
to understand inequality. The inequality in my life has given me insight to
understand what I want and it‘s given me the iron clad spine and put teeth in my
soul to be able to fight back.
Mr. Edison: Coping with racism is like an art or a skill that you practice over and
over again until you develop a shield that protects you from flying insults or
negative actions. You develop an insular speed for moving ahead despite the
enemy who wants to block you. The only thing that may temporarily be puzzling
is how you will break through the block. Ultimately you may choose the quiet
path of dignity or the loud and attention-getting path to your goal.
Each of the 14 participants had several stories about how their confrontations with
inequality prepared them to develop their defenses. They reported time after time
learning valuable lessons of how to control situations, how to laugh at the predicament,
and how to squeeze joy and triumph from what was meant to embarrass or insult them.
They valued their negative experiences as steps to developing and insulating their
perceptions of equality. Ms. Mission and Mr. Carlson likened it to exercise. Respectively:
The more you exercise a muscle, the stronger it gets…. Equality is something I
have to make work for myself. Insults and oppression have given me an
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opportunity to flex my muscles and to see just what exercises enable me to
overcome with my growing power. Sometimes when people misbehave I just
glare and smile, knowing that I probably should say thank you for all this
opportunity to sharpen my skill for the next idiot who thinks they‘re better than I
am.
The most neglected muscle to be trained is the mind. Thanks to the racist folks for
helping me to work out whenever you decide to make me feel bad about whom I
am. As a result of those experiences, I now know who I am. I‘ve been working at
it for so many years that nobody need tell me anything. I am grateful for all those
folks in the Mississippi Delta who called me ugly names, gave me the finger,
chased me to hang me or denied me jobs. Without them I wouldn‘t have become
absolutely superior at being equal.
Research Question 3
What life experiences have contributed to a sense of equality for African
Americans?
Major Theme
The major theme from Research Question 3 revealed that a mother‘s assurance is
better than an oppressor. The results of this dialogue were readily apparent by the
researcher.
When recounting life experiences that contributed to an African American‘s sense
of equality, more than half of the participants felt their mothers were chiefly responsible
for planting and nurturing the concept of equality within. They all said it began with their
mother telling them that they were really pretty or handsome and able to stack their
blocks or feed their dolls or pull their wagons. She would also tell them daily that they
were able to become whatever they chose. They were constantly told that they were good
as a child, excellent in art or music, and superior at one skill or another. Academic
pursuits were encouraged and praised.
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Like coaches and cheerleaders, the participants‘ mothers repeated these
compliments nightly as they tucked them in bed or each morning over oatmeal. They
used mantras that inspired the individual children to believe in themselves as being
special, even in the face of the most profound oppression. It was clear through their
responses that the regularly dispensed compliments from their mothers were significant
in planting the concept of equality.
Several of the participants pondered and differentiated the roles of fathers and
uncles—the male role models in their households teaching the art of dodging racial
prejudice. They all concluded that male role models rarely spoke, but when they did, it
was to give specific orders as to defense mechanisms. They instructed tactics, like,
―Don‘t walk there, don‘t smile, and don‘t look them in the eye, beware if there exists a
danger.‖ None of the fathers was perceived to be as important as mothers in establishing
and maintaining the feeling of well-being.
First Subtheme
The first subtheme from Research Question 3 divulged that one is equal to or
better than those who attempt to oppress them and that reassurance lingers and comes
forth when needed.
Each of the participants pointed to their experiences as adults of having feelings
of equality take them over, enter their consciousness through a process that had been
seated in childhood. They had feelings of being equal all along, but they described how
their growing realization of the strength of that feeling came when they faced incidents
that made them feel unequal, and the equality factor intervened on their behalf. Ms.
Abbot described it thusly:

112
It was when I was turned down time after time for a job in the post office that I
began to feel that either I deserved to climb that ladder or that I was going to step
back and be oppressed, feel sorry for myself or even sue somebody. No, that
voice said inside, you‘re going to wait it out for this moment because you know
very well you‘re good enough, fast enough to be an executive even though no
females have ever gone up that high. Ultimately, I was appointed to that top post
that I had sought during 25 years of my career.
Second subtheme
The second subtheme of Research Question 3 showed that participants considered
specific advice on overcoming incidents of inequality by interactions with parents and
role models who helped them to build their sense of equality.
Of the 14 participants, 11 said that the fact that, following negative racial
experiences, their mothers had specifically instructed them about appropriate responses
and about their being better than their White oppressors, had served them over a lifetime.
When the voice of doom, of disregard, of insult pierced them and hurt their feelings, the
voice of their mothers telling them they were precious, better than the folks degrading
them, was one thing that stood the test of time. Ms. Abbot‘s mother advised her:
―The oppressor is inferior and therefore ineffective;‖ ―the oppressor is ignorant
and doesn‘t know better,‖ were mantras that provided a mode of escape. Like a
looped tape, these sayings played over and over in my head and still will today if I
need them. They gave me a moment to straighten the shoulders, take a deep
breath and search for the truth. Mother said the truth is that God loves us all equal
and nothing, not anything, can happen to us that God does not guide as a means of
teaching us. The more these things happen to you the more you shore up your
wall and stay your course.
Sometimes with tears through their laughter, sometimes with tense brows,
participants repeated streams of memories of oppressive instances that were both
challenging and rewarding as lessons were learned and strength was gained through
surviving oppression. Despite the fact that we have lived through 2008 and in the year
2009 there is an African American President, each of the participants had recently

113
suffered gut-wrenching incidents of oppression, whether being asked to present their
driver‘s license to cash a check as they stood in a long line of White people who were not
asked, or being excluded from membership in a facility, or being denied the right to
purchase a dream home in a desired neighborhood, or being called ―nigger‖ in a public
place without a possibility of responding. Each person said lessons learned from their
mother‘s advice about earlier negative experiences provided the wisdom to approach
current incidents with a calm, cold, and decisive choice of when and how to do their
battles.
They declared that they were able to cope with this circumstance because their
mothers rooted in them an insular shield against oppression that they continued to build.
Third Subtheme
The third subtheme of Research Question 3 revealed unanimous votes by each
participant that coaching by mothers to develop an insular shield that blocks feelings of
victimization and helps to build a sense of equality and security was a wise long-term aid.
According to the participants‘ descriptions, an insulated shield against negative,
racist attacks protects them from having to deal with constant barrage of insults or
incidents that would otherwise demean them. Ms. Mission stated:
Like water off a duck‘s back, you‘ve got to have the instinct to choose your
battles. And you can‘t allow all the arrows shot your way to pierce your heart. In a
way, Black folks have great senses of humor, because some stuff you have to just
laugh at.
As a realtor, Ms. Mission said she runs into insults through words sprayed into the
air every day, whether by accident or on purpose. She said if she allowed herself to even
think about 75% of them, her day would be clogged and she would not get anything done.
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She, like all the other participants, elects to ignore those ―cranks‖ and focus on getting
things done.
Said Ms. Green, the college administrator:
If I permitted myself to give one ounce of energy or even attention to all of the
things White folks or others do to me hoping to hurt my feelings or stop me, I‘d
be dead in the water. Forget it! I plan to get ahead, to climb all the way to the top
of the mountain. I don‘t have time to play petty games.
For example, Ms. Benton described equality based in that insular component as:
This special feeling of an inner security, a feeling, a deep confidence that
everything is all right and whatever obstacles are placed in your path to block you
getting to your goals will be removed by you. You can handle it.
Ms. Benton described an incident in which her long-time White neighbors hurt
her feelings after what she had considered to be a great relationship over some 15 years:
When I was a teenager growing up we all socialized in my community. But as I
got older I realized that my neighbor, whom I considered a very dear friend, was
giving parties for our mutual friends, mostly White, but not inviting me. My
feelings hurt so badly, I wanted to speak to her about it but when I did, she told
me I was out of my place. She had the nerve to ask why I expected to be invited,
considering the fact that I knew I was a Black girl.
The same thing happened many years later when I worked for the school district.
In the light of a district-wide controversy, the White people and the Asians were
having secret meetings all across the city, deciding crucial policy issues and
making decisions that affected all of our lives and futures but I was left out. Here
I was a fully credentialed professional working alongside them but they didn‘t see
value in my contribution or my right to be a part of discussions that would so
change my future. It is one thing to be left out socially but another when it is such
a life-changing event.
Participants spoke of how Mandela and Gandhi practiced this philosophy, and
while there was physical evidence to the contrary, they behaved as though they were not
chained. No one was ever able to ensnare them, whether in prison or anywhere else. Mr.
Carlson was adamant in his discussion that this thought has always been the basis of his
equality.
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Mr. Carlson said:
I grew up with experiences rather like those described by Mr. Mandela. I grew up
in Mississippi in the forties, where Black boys like me were hanged if they looked
any White woman in the eye. I knew the rules. I listened as all the older folks
around me warn me that my attitude was too uppity and they would find me as
fruit on a tree if I kept it up. But somewhere inside I knew to walk a line, to
pretend that I was who they wanted me to be but to never ever allow their filth to
get inside my head. Inside my head I have always been and will always be a free
man, an equal man.
Ms. Benton said her sense of equality includes demanding an equal opportunity to
pursue goals in all areas of her life, in her work, her personal life, and her social life:
I never want the confined feeling of believing I can‘t have something, like a job or
a house in a certain neighborhood, or a membership in a club. The one thing that
gets my hackles up is being refused entry. And of course coming from the South,
exclusion was the game played with rough edges against Black folks. It happened
to me. These days I go back to New Orleans and visit all those places that turned
me out. I enter the front door and take a seat, realizing that yes, I was equal then
and now. It just took a bit of time to prove it. ―You are better than all those people
who call you ‗nigger.‘ They call you names and mistreat you in order to make
themselves feel better.‖ Those words from my mother always lingered with me,
no matter what.
Research Question 4
How do African Americans‘ perceptions of equality impact their individual
decisions and relationships?
Major Theme
The major theme from Research Question 4 stressed that decision making and
relationships can result from African American‘s declaration of equality.
The participants had a host of opinions and questions relevant to this topic. It
appeared that some of the discussions admittedly brought anguish from the participants as
they pressed themselves to be honest about what may be perceived as manipulation at
times.
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First Subtheme
The first subtheme bared from Research Question 4 divulged that decisions may
be fraught with fear when one is feeling unequal. Mr. Johnson reflected thusly:
Decisions felt like a negative uncontrollable monster with 12 arms, when I had
doubts about myself, and my equality. I now think of myself as a person who
happens to be Black. Society sees me as a Black person limited in what I can
achieve or what I have or do. I don‘t allow myself to become limited in any way,
shape, or form. Once I accepted myself as who I am and knew exactly what I
wanted, I felt equal because I was no longer trying to fit into somebody else‘s
world where I didn‘t belong. I was confident I can build and maintain a world of
my own. My decisions come easy now.
Fear-based decisions were also acknowledged when it came to performing and
socializing on the job. There were instances when they did not report adverse behavior by
a coworker, even an insult, because their assumption was that it would not result in their
achieving their ultimate goal.
As a postal worker, Ms. Abbott reported having had a boss who was not only a
sexist hip-grabber, but at times, downright insulting and degrading. Over a long span of
time, she worked to convince him that she was not the kind of woman to date her
coworkers. She says that was in the 1960s, and if it were today, she might have more
ability to have him removed or at least controlled. But then her goal was to climb the
ladder of success, to go where no other Black or female had been. She kept her feelings
to herself and ultimately after 2 and a half years he gave up and realized that she was
indeed his equal. He later said that he admired her ability to stand up to him and to
overlook his bad behavior.
Second Subtheme
The second subtheme from Research Question 4 showed that decisions may be
made based on one‘s need to demonstrate equality.
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This discussion with the participants led to deep exploration of participants‘
feelings about choices made justifiable by circumstances versus those made on the basis
of feeling unequal, thus derived from a need to make the right impression. Some admitted
decisions about which neighborhood they chose to live in or which car they drove were
the result of an effort to feel empowered and thus equal.
Third Subtheme
The third subtheme from Research Question 4 revealed that one may seek friends
who make them feel equal or to preserve the status quo. Ms. Green noted: ―Sometimes
the need to feel superior because you are associating with a certain group goes far beyond
the high school clique stage into one‘s adult choices of work social circles at one‘s
work.‖
Four of the participants said that their choice of friends in the work setting were
sometimes not as authentic as they should be. Yes, they cultivated friendships and made
some decisions about their behavior, their dress, and the ways of approaching situations
because they wanted something more than they had: a promotion, a better space, and
more acceptance.
A difficult admission emerged in this theme. It evolved as participants discussed
choosing true friends of people from other races or creeds. There were admissions by 7 of
the 14 participants that at times in their careers they had chosen and maintained
friendships with people whom they felt had some power to make them feel more equal
and more accepted in a certain group or to be promoted or thought well of. Oddly
enough, they also admitted that they knowingly associated with people that they knew for
certain had chosen them as a ―Black friend‖ because they needed to be thought of as a
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forward-thinking person in terms of diversity. They did nothing to stop the charade
because they felt doing so would compromise their work positions, their church posts, or
some other goal they held dear.
In addition, this discussion also revealed an abundance of mistrust of some
friends, especially White friends, but two admitted, with some shame, that they were
sometimes compelled to hold onto them and pretend. Clearly there was the theme of
mistrusting friendships with people of any other race. Some of the participants said they
would not stretch themselves so far as to waste time pretending a relationship exists. For
peace of mind, they said they needed what is real.
The trust of friends of other races and creeds continued to crop up in
conversations. Participants insisted that this was a worrisome part of cross-racial
socializing and that it continued to plague them. When the point arose that it was true of
both White and Black friends, participants paused to recognize the truth of that notion
and that led to further discussions along that line. Still most asked the questions that we
all ask about every friendship. How do you know when you‘re being left out or being
used or that you are using someone, was the concern. Ultimately, 7 of the 14 participants
said they have White friends they truly trust and would count on in any situation to do
what was right and good.
Fourth Subtheme:
The fourth subtheme from Research Question 4 revealed that in order to preserve
the feeling of equality, some participants, at times, chose to go only where they knew
they were welcome.
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The theme of struggling to preserve a feeling of equality by choosing not to go
where one is not welcome also became a hot topic among participants. Some admitted
that as time passed they wanted less to mark new territory and score triumphs in the battle
for civil rights and more to be healthy and happy and enjoy the civil rights advances that
have been made or are being made by younger people.
Another recurring theme among all participants was their expressed stress over
decisions rooted in how they were perceived by their White bosses and work competitors.
Each of them admitted pondering such thoughts, especially because those bosses could
have such profound effects on how their professional lives proceeded. Three people
admitted they analyzed peoples‘ potential perception of them for an unbelievably short
amount of time. Over and over again, they said they found themselves compelled to paint
imagined scenarios of how they might be perceived and then actually spent energy
deciding what they could do to change that outcome. Ms. Mission described this process:
―Crazy, crazy,‖ I say out loud to myself and then I catch myself asking would the
slaves or civil rights leaders like Dr. King have spent so much time doing the
same. That‘s when I stop myself and make up my mind that I am just as mother
said, I am perfect as I am, in my right place, and doing God‘s work.
Yet another theme that emerged from this conversation was a discussion of going
new places that are unfamiliar. Six of the participants provided stories of drifting into
places where the atmosphere was undeniably hazardous and unfriendly, at best. Each
could recount such stories and some were quite frightening because they represented a
possibility of physical endangerment. Mr. Dawson recounted:
A desire to feel equal and always be welcomed can constrict one‘s choices in life
and reduce one‘s penchant for mobility. If you are limited by the thought that if
you wander into the wrong part of town you will be hanged on a tree, or folks will
shout ugly words or throw rocks, in fact then you are imprisoned by your own
fears.
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If one is interested in comfort and unwilling to face the possibility of oppression,
one will be resigned to safe locations. The ability to affect change rests on the
ability to explore, and sometimes to charge into spaces where danger lurks or
doors slam in one‘s face. The desire to claim equality by its definition in some
instances means one will expand and reach out and take risks.
Other Themes That Evolved From the Study
Other themes that evolved from the questions and discussions posed by
participants during the researcher‘s dialogue with them included the following:
Education
A theme that arose in the responses of the participants‘ was feelings about higher
education. During the second dialogues, the researcher was guided by participants to
discuss education because of the frequent references to it and the participant‘s insistence
that it be noted as the key element in their ability to develop and maintain their
perceptions of equality. In this case, they were not always referring to formal education
as a master‘s or doctorate degree, although they definitely thought these pursuits
important. But they said folks must watch the news, read books, and cultivate a strong
curious mind that takes in as much information as possible in order to be able to compete
on the world‘s stage.
Each of them pointed to the fact that their situations would definitely have been
different had they not been availed of opportunities to earn educational degrees and been
enlightened by caring family role models. Those participants who had doctorate degrees
acknowledged that although that degree was valuable, it was not the real liberator in
providing them self-assurance that they can survive wherever and whenever they face the
kind of prejudice predicated on their race. The doctorate was, they said, icing on the cake,
something to flaunt and to be used to press the last nail in the coffin of their oppressor.
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Travel Experiences
Another aspect of this discussion was the need for exposure to world travel, other
cultures, and people who viewed the participant in a different way. Notably, those four
with the least amount of education, a bachelor‘s degree, were exposed to travel around
the world and to a host of role models who were able to explain to them the other views
of people, places, and things that inspired them to value themselves. All of the
participants demonstrated inquiring minds, active lives, and passionate interests in life—
working, volunteering, and leading for the good of humanity in their own communities.
Female Versus Male Participants
This was an explosive theme that arose throughout the process, no matter what
question was being addressed. The gender issue evolved during the initial dialogue and
continued throughout the process. The researcher‘s decision to include seven women and
seven men was questioned and discussed. Overall, each one of the women spoke of the
possibility of oppression based on gender. However, three were adamant in their claims
that they have a sense of equality, which if allowed, could be compromised by men. They
were all determined that they would do all that was necessary to ensure equality in their
lives.
One of the participants noted, with a tongue-in-cheek smile, that the reason she is
so committed to equality and had developed coping mechanisms for her oppressors was
the male chauvinist who (from an early age) had honed her feminine skills by treating her
as ―the little woman.‖ She included in this group, her father, brothers, cousins, early
boyfriends, and of course, her husband.
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As the dialogues moved forward, three of the seven women took the open-ended
question about defining equality to also mean equality with men as well as those in other
races. They seemed to focus for a moment on the feelings of oppression they experienced
from men, mostly in their jobs, but less so in social settings. Some of them discussed
their feelings that the men of their churches denied them opportunities for leadership.
They also spoke of men who over the years would not consider a female as a pastor or
rabbi. This was the only issue where there was a difference of opinion between male and
female participants. Largely their answers fell into similar thematic categories.
Struggling to face the fact that the African American participants as people have
excluded some of their own folks from their lifestyle experiences—those who their
mothers deemed unacceptable because of their lifestyles—the issue of choosing the right
friends was a theme that arose. Every participant described instances in which his or her
mother engaged in such instruction. Among those instructions, of equal import were the
instructions not to interact with or befriend ―those others‖—folks without ambition and
passion to be somebody.
They all repeated the same caveats: ―Birds of a feather flock together.‖ ―If you
play with a dog, he‘ll lick your mouth.‖ ―Don‘t fraternize with people who do not have
public decorum or grace or good English or reasonable personal hygiene or a desire for
college.‖ Ms. Benton and Ms. Love, respectively, shared rules they learned from their
mothers:
Mother held us up to strict codes. Brother and I had to follow strict rules of
conduct and deport ourselves in a respectful way. We had to stay away from
people whose reputations were in question or were accused of behaving
inappropriately. Birds of a feather flock together. Associate with those who keep
their eyes on the prize, which are willing to work hard for success.
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Mother was always anxious that we associate with people who had goals in life. It
was not possible or ever considered that we not be with those considered upper
crust by distinction of their moral fiber. The first question to ask any new person
was what church do you attend?
Summary
The dominant theme throughout the dialogue was that the participants repeatedly
returned in their discussions to the importance of mothers enlightening their views of
equality and convincing them that they deserved to have perceptions of equality, now
rather than in the future. It was the mothers who dared them to be the best, who reassured
them all was well, who guaranteed them they were wonderful. The researcher noticed the
smiles, heavenward glances, tearful eyes, and prayer-like hand clasps that took over the
participants as all described at length, their mothers and the way in which they
approached the topics of race and gender, prejudices, and dealing with the oppressor.
Even the gentleman with what he called a ―rescue mother‖ obviously revered her and was
so inspired by her directions that he succeeded.
Without doubt, these participants had the cathartic experience described as the
process of ―coming to voice‖ (Freire, 1970, p. 18), by describing their mothers who
walked them through a process that helped them speak up for themselves in the face of
whatever oppressive situations they faced. The data revealed that because of their
mother‘s urging, they have become ―agents‖ in their own world for themselves, thus
bespeaking and advertising their own value.
Additionally, the participants were determined to help others understand their
process as it relates to achieving equality. As Freire (1985) pointed out, ―The
fundamental role of those committed to cultural action for conscientization is not
properly speaking to fabricate the liberating idea but to invite the people to grasp with
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their minds the truth of their reality‖ (p. 85). Table 3 shows the participants‘ perception
of equality and the relationship of their perceptions to their role models as coaches,
derived from a correlation of the responses.
The last chapter further discusses the findings from the study as outlined in the
themes, and the relationship between the findings of the study and the literature review.
In addition, the final chapter discusses the recommendations for further research and
professional practice as revealed from the study findings.
This chapter covered themes revealed by 14 African American participants‘
responses to questions of this study. While responding to questions, some of them
revealed that their declaration of equality was most often prompted by the life-changing
coaching, nurturing, and support of their mothers. Fathers and role models ran a second
to the high score mothers received for the success of this process. Participants described a
process whereby their declaration of personal equality came over time as a result of a
series of incidents that forged inside of them the necessity to declare their own strength or
face personal defeat.
The participants shared their mechanisms for coping with oppression, with the
most embarrassing and degrading racial indignities, and their ways of healing their hearts
and souls going forward. Most of them referred to the necessity of having a mindset, an
array of mental tools geared for moving forward, past inequalities. Most of them spoke
repeatedly of how great a role their parents and role models had played in giving them the
emotional hardware to forge through the curtains of oppression. They each had specific
words and actions that they used to seal the wounds of coping with unexpected incidents
of racism that angered them while at the same time inflicting a very deep wound; they
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had to find some process to heal themselves. Over time the process of facing inequality
and triumphing enabled them to expect, to demand, to cherish, and to declare their own
equality.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This final chapter of this dissertation restates the problem and reviews the
theoretical rationale that frames this study. This chapter also summarizes the results of
the study, recounts discussions of salient points, and provides conclusions about the
findings. Also, recommendations are made for curriculum that will assist others in
claiming equality and for further research that also aids in that mission.
The problem addressed by this study involves the struggle by African Americans
to claim the equality promised by their forefathers: ―We hold these Truths to be
self-evident that all Men [sic] are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator
with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of
Happiness‖ (Declaration of Independence, 1776/2010).
The purpose for this study was to listen to voices of African American senior
citizens aged 50 and older, to determine their perceptions of their own equality. The
underlying issue was to examine how far they feel African Americans have progressed as
a result of the civil rights movement. The premise of this participatory research was to
share a joint inquiry with participants who feel themselves to be equal. Despite the fact
that they have endured the ravages of inequality, these African Americans are assumed to
have devised tools that allow them to matriculate at a level where they accomplish their
goals. The task was to ascertain the nature of these tools and to translate them into
instructive materials that might aid young people going forward.
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Freire‘s liberating pedagogy was the theoretical frame guiding this study. It
prescribed giving the illiterate an opportunity to hear their own world, speak their own
world, and know their own world. Shor and Freire (1987) posited:
Dialogue is a kind of necessary posture to the extent that humans have become
more and more critically communicative beings. Dialogue is a moment where
humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it. To the extent
that they are communicative beings who communicate to each other as we
become more able to transform our reality, we are able to know that we know,
which is something more than just knowing. (p. 98-99)
Through individual dialogues, the researcher joined participants in coming to
voice regarding their perceptions of equality and the ways that perception affects their
decisions, their being in the world, their lives. Through these dialogues, ways of living
with equality, the significance of the learning process, and inspirations that enabled these
participants to perceive themselves equal were examined. By no means would these
participants be considered illiterate; however, the process devised by Freire served as an
illuminating transformation, as described.
Discussion
Certainly the participants evolved to a more determined concept of their
definitions of equality. They also said they were transformed by the dialogic process to
attend more to their equality and guard their perceptions rather than to carry on using
their formerly serendipitous methods for confronting oppression. They reported that now
their approach would be more formalized as they made efforts to enhance their own
perceptions and to share their beliefs with others who seek such knowledge. The
participants also gleaned the importance of framing and analyzing the instructions about
confronting racism they convey to their own children, to students if they teach, or to any
individual who might see them as a role model.
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Methods for maintaining their perception of equality were also a primary question
they addressed. In verbalizing their methods, additional procedures evolved and they
decided to construct and record a formalized process for doing so.
As suggested by Freire, this joint inquiry led to conscientizaçao, a more
enlightened awareness of the perceptions of equality and determination to develop those
perceptions to a greater extent. It began with the dialogue in which participants and the
researcher joined in discussing similar problems that affect them. Participants perceived
social, political, and economic contradictions and began a plan to take action against the
oppressive element in reality that directly affected them. This knowledge gained through
the joint inquiry resulted in praxis and reflection, and the action taken resulted in the plan
for creating a group devoted to developing and preserving perceptions of equality, and
developing curriculum for young students and whoever else will seek it. With the growth
of that initial group, hopes were expressed that organizations would develop across the
country with members devoted to this task.
A myriad of plans were expressed with enthusiasm. Those plans were aimed at
spreading the ability to develop and maintain this perception of equality throughout the
population so that it would be available to everyone. Freire (1970) warned that freedom is
never a gift but must be acquired with a conquest. In Freire‘s view, freedom must be
pursued constantly and responsibly.
Primary themes expressed included participants‘ belief that their mothers were
key role models in endowing them with the personal perceptions of equality. It was
mothers who repeatedly told them they were beautiful, handsome, wonderful, smart, and
invincible, while fathers occasionally gave advice or instructions on defending oneself,
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described proper decorum in a public place where safety was questionable, or discussed
how to avoid sparking a confrontation. The perceptions implanted deep in participants‘
souls by their mothers could not be easily extricated.
Mothers, they reported, were also able to endow them with a continuous
protective shield that stood the test of time and developed as they grew older. This feeling
enabled them to go the distance when competing. They felt compelled to compete, to
prove they are Number 1, especially when there is an oppressor involved. Some said that
the very act of competition, the repeated necessity to defend oneself, sharpened and
strengthened the talent to do so. The participants reported they felt equal in their place of
work, where they worshiped, and where they socialized.
When making decisions, the feeling of equality had some effect. For example, if
one felt inferior or unequal, one behaved in a way to be perceived as superior. A feeling
of inequality in a certain area gave one cause to behave strangely, like taking on friends
one did not wish to have under other circumstances. In fact, it could affect one‘s
friendships and one‘s decisions if allowed to do so.
Themes that evolved beyond or in addition to responses to questions that lead to
guidance were those involving education, the male/female issue, and the perception of
equality allowing one to see others as equal. If one assumes oneself to be equal, then one
does not feel threatened by others, and therefore, behaves more benevolently toward
others.
Education was seen by participants as an enhancement of their perceptions of
equality. However, education in this definition did not always mean formal education but
also informal education and that an awareness of one‘s world was what is needed.
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The evolution of mother‘s rules, which forbade the association with colleagues
who had no passion for achievement, also arose. Participants discussed how this feeling
among mothers extended itself to repeated use of phrases like ―birds of a feather flock
together.‖
At the same time, they questioned the ethical posture of a failure to reach the
disenfranchised. The issue arose as to what King might do were he here today, or what
would Freire instruct about those who are left out?
What is notable to the researcher is that the descriptions of equality put forward
by the 14 participants are similar to attitudes and characteristics of the renowned civil
rights leaders who were the primary focus of the literature review. Mahatma Gandhi, Dr.
Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela, Paolo Freire, and Sojourner Truth did not describe
equality in exactly the same way these participants did, but their lives bore out the
definitions in actions. Equality was their conviction, equality for everyone. They wanted
the freedom to choose, access to opportunity and jobs, freedom to vote, and to live and
pursue their definition of happiness.
They were willing to sacrifice their lives to gain whatever modicum of equality
they either saw or sensed before them. It is not clear who implanted these notions into
them; nevertheless, it is clear in their actions. These leaders had personal equality; they
were empowered by their personal equality. It can be assumed that these leaders
perceived themselves as equal. What is also evident is that they passed their commitment,
their beliefs, forward through their heroic actions, forward to all who would follow them
but especially to the poor and illiterate, those without power.
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Following the dialogues with 14 individuals who participated in the discussions,
11 were absolutely immersed in their perceptions of equality. They believe themselves to
be unquestionably and absolutely equal, without reservation. With prolonged dialogue
and close examination, three of the participants had some slight degree of reservation
about their equality. Mr. Nelson stated:
It‘s not that doubt has seeped in; it‘s maybe that I‘m weary of having to remain on
guard to fight for it. I suppose for one moment I want it to come easy like it does
for White folks. Nevertheless, I am not giving up. I‘m going to fight because there
is no alternative.
Ms. Kelly said she didn‘t have doubts about her equality but doubts that others are
willing to see it, agree with it, and behave accordingly. She even questioned her Black
friends‘ total commitment to sharing and accepting her equality. These feelings arose
following prolonged discussion of the matter:
Had you never talked this much about it and had we never analyzed it with all
these questions, I would have moved ahead with absolute confidence. Now there
is a pinhole in my veneer. I will work hard to rid myself of it.
From the researcher‘s point of view, these three people revealed a very interesting
aspect of coping with oppression. They also brought up an issue that was not expressed
by others. They said the thing that made the declaration of equality difficult at times is
not knowing when or where or how one will be compelled to face overt discrimination.
Mr. Iliad contended:
And then there are those times when subtle forms of discrimination have engulfed
one totally before you realize you‘ve been had. When will discrimination jump
out of the closet and bite you or shout the things that hurt your feelings and call
up your past encounters with racists? That element of surprise is really the kicker.
I mean when you‘re house hunting, as a Black person you are waiting for the
other shoe to drop because you know it is coming. But what of those innocent
occasions when you‘re deep into having peace and fun maybe and there it is,
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spewing racist venom in your face and suddenly you have to decide, dodge it or
hit it head on.
Conclusions
It was apparent from all the dialogues with the participants that mothers played
major roles in insulating their children against oppression by helping them develop an
invincible wall of defense to guard against the ravages of prejudice. Throughout their
adult lives, the participants continued to use those insular barriers against prejudice and
oppression, often invoking the defensive wall that their mothers had taught them how to
build and fortify. They remembered the lessons of their mothers, who instilled in them
the need to optimize their energy and to strategically plan their responses to combat
oppression.
Some of those mothers instructed that while civil disobedience is absolutely
appropriate at times, violence is not. Learning the clever responses and control of the
situation is what matters in sustaining one‘s protesting. One participant stated:
You don‘t always have to retaliate; it is you who are in charge. It is up to you to
control the situation and you can do it because you are one-of-a kind, a wonderful
exceptional human being, an angel come back to earth for a second visit.
Three of the participants who had minor reservations about their perceptions of
equality, following the extensive dialogues, described situations in which, over periods of
time during their childhood, their fathers and mothers bickered or otherwise engaged with
survival or divorce and did not praise them or reassure them that they were ―better than,
faster than, smarter than‖ the oppressor. Instead they did as their fathers did, that is, they
focused only on learning how to cope with those who would oppress them, using such
traditional protocols of precautions like, ―Bow your head when passing a White person,
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never look them in the eye‖; or, ―Don‘t confront a White person and demand things
unless absolutely necessary.‖
Another moment of enlightenment, in accordance with what Freire (1970) calls as
a movement toward critical consciousness, led the participants to ponder, ―What if we
were all totally availed of access to opportunity and had every freedom imagined? Could
we enjoy and use it to the maximum, while our brothers and sisters are imprisoned?‖
The participants agreed with author-activist June Jordan (1998) who pointed out, ―But
unless we will, each of us, reach around all of these identities and embrace them even as
we cherish our own no one‘s freedom will be assumed‖ (p. 61).
The participants were also clear about the current reality that much remains to be
done in order to see that each and every American, no matter what color or which creed,
perceives their own equality. This discussion turned to whether any of the participants
had established ways of helping those lost in poverty without access or hope of success.
That dialogue was intense with some wanting to avoid the topic, and others perspiring as
they stretched to present thin projects to represent what was in their minds. So the
question remained like an elephant in the room: Have African Americans found financial
comfort and great achievements while falling into the colonized practice of excluding
those who are different and the ―have-nots‖?
Most of the participants stated that they said they could ill afford to be held back
or waste time for those who did not possess the inner fortitude to succeed. This led to the
question of whether the concept of colonization was rearing its ugly head. In other words,
were we as African Americans willing to ignore many of our own uneducated,
impoverished, oppressed brothers and sisters, and perpetuate an underclass because we
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who have climbed the ladder of success are unwilling and unable to take the time and
energy to reach back and lift them up?
For the most part, the participants‘ responses during this discussion were about
their meager contributions, their minimal projects to aid the underprivileged, and how
time and resources are limited. Certainly this question is one that stands as the baseline
for research in the future. How many of those African Americans who have found a
voice, a place at work and worship, are willing to share these gifts with the needy and
those who have not evolved to this states. Several of the participants began discussing
what people like Dr. Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela would instruct about
moving the effort toward perceptions of equality forward today. It is the contention of
this researcher that these leaders have already instructed us in their words and in their
work. It is instructive to invoke the powerful testimony of Mandela (1994), who stated:
During my lifetime, I have dedicated myself to the struggle of the African people.
I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black
domination. I have cherished the idea of a democratic and free society in which
all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal
with which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if it needs be, it is an ideal for
which I am prepared to die. (p. 2)
Freire committed to educate every human being in his space. Using education as a
tool with which to claim freedom, he helped educators and everyone who would listen
understand that words involve a radical interaction between reflection and action and that
this process is transformational. As he pointed out:
In order to dominate the dominator has no choice but to deny true praxis to
the people, deny them the right to say their own word and think their own
thoughts. He and she cannot dialogically: for to do so would mean either
that they had relinquished their power to dominate and joined the cause of
the oppressed, or had lost that power through miscalculation. (Freire,
1970, p. 126)
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Recommendations for Further Research
This study collected the voices of 14 African Americans aged 50 years and older
regarding their perceptions of equality. It is recommended that other samples be studied.
For example, what do younger African Americans between the ages of 20 and 40 feel?
They may not have been exposed to discrimination as much as older African Americans
may have been and are perhaps aware of so many more opportunities. Most importantly,
younger African Americans have expectations that are far different from those of seniors.
This researcher plans to conduct this study using the same questions for 14 White
Americans, 14 Asian Americans, and 14 Latino Americans. The goal is to explore the
notions of other ethnicities regarding individual perceptions of equality. It would be
helpful to study whether African American children attending African American
mono-ethnic schools result in building and maintaining more self-esteem for them. It is
this researcher‘s opinion that there would be no necessity to re-segregate schools in order
for African American children to thrive, but rather, to have co curricular and
extracurricular sessions after school for African American students that are focused on
such aspects. There were clubs like ―Jack and Jill‖ that thrived in the African American
community for a time. Although they are now scarce, it can be perceived that something
similar to that might be reconvened and reframed to serve students today.
Another question that arose during this study is whether religion played a role in
the lives of the participants. Since commitment to religion brings with it discipline and
commitment to do the right thing and to achieve success as a reflection of a God, one
might question the impact such membership may have had. Were any of their reservoirs
of hope and convictions about equality nurtured by religious backgrounds?
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Additional questions that researchers might want to investigate include whether
African Americans who cling to their discipline and focus on their goals for success look
down upon and separate themselves from those members of their communities who are
not so disciplined or focused. Where does this discriminatory behavior on their part come
from? Is it a manifestation of internal colonization? Are they doing to others—their own
people—what has been done to them?
Recommendations for Professional Practice
This study has yielded significant information about the life experiences and
learning processes of 14 African American individuals. But most of all, it has affirmed
the possibilities of one having an abiding faith in oneself, a strong spirit, determination,
and a desire to succeed. These participants have devised a way to shield themselves from
the ravages of discrimination, a way to cope on the most dignified terms with the reality
of their lives. Anger management and a positive perspective have been their rules of
engagement. Perhaps the most interesting part of the participants‘ profiles is that they
share a real sense that they are valuable, important individuals whose contributions to
humanity have earned them the success they achieved. In their eyes, they deserve the
best, and they are willing to give their personal best to get what they want next as they
move forward, ever ready to learn more and do more.
Certainly a vital part of these participants‘ process was provision for
self-improvement, inspiration for achievement, an agenda for personal success. Threaded
through each of their conversations was an attitude of superiority. They exhibited a
compelling desire to achieve what they have not done before, to complete that next
project. Even one of the participants, Mr. Carlson, an 82-year-old gentleman, engaged in
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lively conversations about his next photograph project. Currently hanging his pictures in
museums all along the West Coast, he is writing a book and seeking openings in eastern
museums and also helping to plan a wedding because he is getting remarried in June.
The researcher asked Mr. Carlson to elaborate on his feeling about himself. He
reminded me that one asset of segregated schools in the South for African Americans was
time and energy focused on their own values and their own culture. African American
teachers cared deeply about their images of themselves. And the very fact that day after
day they saw their faces on the principal, the administrators, and the janitors was a real
lesson in career choice. Mr. Carlson stated:
It‘s just fun to see what I can do next. Sometimes I surprise myself. I know I can
do anything I want but what is surprising is the odd things I find myself wanting
like owning my own gallery, taking dancing lessons, and getting married at my
age. At 82, I‘m about to turn my lifestyle upside down, abandon what was home
to me and my now deceased wife for 40 years, and live in a lady‘s house up in
Northern California. But it doesn‘t faze me because it‘s all good. I know
something big and good will come in terms of my own art and in the art of living
well.
It was evident during the discussions that the participants in this study found the
topic of equality a powerful subject to discuss and probe. They voiced their desire to join
forces with others, to have panels, and further group discussions with a wide variety of
people.
Seminars or other public events led by educators, community leaders, or spiritual
leaders focused on this topic could create awareness, and therefore, help all who are
interested to give time and energy to analyzing their feelings and actions on the topic of
their own equality. These gatherings would lead to more current books on the topic of
equality, encompassing both psychological and philosophical approaches that attract a
wide variety of individuals.
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An educational curriculum could be developed by educators to assist parents with
guiding their children to root and nurture a unique sense of pride-filled equality as is
apparent in the older adults who participated in this study. Kindergarten school teachers
could be provided with primers that would nurture self-confidence in each child, no
matter hailing from what heritage. The curriculum would also be aimed at building selfrespect and teaching the child to be equal and to see others as equal. It would be a
program to reassure children each day that they have inside themselves the ability to be
whatever they wish. In addition to textbooks there could be databases that hold materials
of a particular nature, video interviews with those who have ascended to a place of
knowing, and weekly groups with trained leaders to discuss issues with young people.
There could be organizations similar to the scouts, committed to this project no matter
what their color or creed. A system could be established to let each child know that yes,
with hard work and commitment, they too can be the President of the United States of
America.
Reflections of the Researcher
What a gratifying experience it has been for this researcher to dialogue with 14
African Americas about equality and to discover their unrelenting commitment to guard
the progress that has been made in civil rights. I took on this project because, as I tread
through my senior years, I need proof that my struggle for equality has been a fruitful
one. I needed to know the measure of giving up my teenaged years and my peace of mind
to integrate Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, was worth it. No matter how
many people say my actions were pivotal in turning the civil rights movement toward
success, I need proof and I need to know there are others who believe as I do.
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Of course, in everyday encounters, I see evidence of progress, but who among us
takes the time to discuss this topic at length? The topic of equality is like the lion that
lives in the living room. We feed it just enough to keep it quiet. We do not wish to attend
to its roar, nor disturb it enough to have it move about. We don‘t know what we‘re going
to do with it, but it is not going away.
This study brings profound insights because this researcher risked her life during
the 1957 integration of Central High School, Little Rock, Arkansas, to achieve
integration and thus equality. The phenomenon of African American individuals
declaring themselves equal in public was unheard of as I grew up within the confines of
Southern traditions of racism. And yet my mother and grandmother talked about little
else and grilled me daily about what I knew and felt about my equality. It surely was
being practiced by King and Parks, just two of the civil rights leaders I read about and
met as a teenager—two of the African American leaders publicly calling for equality and
hence justice and freedom.
In summary, the first person whom I observed to demonstrate this belief in his
own equality in a personal way was then attorney Thurgood Marshall. I worshiped and
adored his walk, his talk, his loud deep commanding voice, his manner as he guided us
through the Little Rock crisis. Yes, in hindsight, I now know he had an immeasurable
superiority complex. He was like a breath of fresh air that I could inhale and feel bigger,
better, important, safe, and equal, as long as he remained in town.
He was the first visual example of all the words like equality, freedom, justice,
and dominion my mother and grandmother had spoken to me day after day after day. My
father, like many of the fathers described by the participants, was silent, but he carried a
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gun at all times, and his muscles and jaw line showed his unrelenting anger at his
oppressors. My mother would say to me:
You are beautiful! You are God‘s perfect child! You are so brilliant, that when
you grow up, you can be anything you want. Just make up your mind. You can be
a jet pilot, a doctor, a teacher—what will you be, Melba? You are so much
smarter—so much more precious than these people who call you nigger. Ignore
them; if they knew better, they would do better. You are free; you are more than
equal to these ignorant people.
However, it was Justice Marshall who embodied all the words and phrases of my
grandmother and mother. He was the first person on earth to demonstrate to me what
fearless equality and freedom meant. When someone warned him that there was a certain
street he could not travel in Little Rock at night, he would just laugh with that deep
striking voice and say, ―I bet I can, wanna watch me?‖ He would then invite us to
accompany him.
Whenever we had life-threatening barriers to face in Central High School with
more beating, more thrashing, more knives, and more name calling, it was him we would
call. Sure enough, the next day we would see his name in the headlines of our newspaper
and read the article where he verbalized our pain. Or if it was really awful, we would hear
his voice on television that same day. I never ever forgot his demeanor. It made me
square my shoulders and hope that some day I could be like him—equal and free!
Whenever I‘m faced with a racist challenge, I think of him and respond accordingly. I
would sometimes ponder the question, what would Supreme Court Justice Marshall think
of progress made to date in civil rights?
Over the time it took to complete my doctoral classes and prepare this document,
this researcher has witnessed the assent of an African American to the office of the
President of the United States of America. Having met him, I have no doubt he feels
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himself equal to any other human being on the planet. In person, President Barack Obama
has that same calm air of confidence—that same internal conviction as Justice Marshall.
I would say that a good percentage of the time I spent in dialogue with the
participants was devoted to pondering the election of this African American president.
We all agreed that when President Obama began his quest, not all of us were convinced
he could make the climb to that high-ranking office. We asked ourselves whether our
lack of faith in his ability to become president means we do not see and feel ourselves as
equal. Is it that we could not perceive of the possibility? Shame on us!
The inauguration of President Obama coincided with the end of this researcher‘s
dialogues with the participants. His inauguration posed many questions. The results of the
endless discussions were that many of us feel there should be a study to determine
whether the election of an African American as president means every African American
now has a greater possibility of holding such an office. Has the tide turned? Do the many
White Americans see us all in a different light?
My impression, after observing now President Obama in person, was total awecomplete and astounding admiration. He seems to carry a different set of perceptions
inside him. Quite obviously, he does not question his abilities, or his equality. His words
about me and the ―Little Rock Nine‖ are said to be: ―Had you not walked the steps of
Central High, I could not have walked up the steps of the White House.‖ Yet in my
opinion, this man is the example of someone whose mother and grandmother planted in
him the most complete conviction that he is equal.
Huge discussions with the participants revolved around the question of whether
this election of an African American man means more equality for all African Americans.
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Does this election signal an end for the need of a civil rights movement on the part of
African Americans? Having to visit Little Rock, Arkansas, or living in San Rafael,
California, I don‘t think so. President Obama is a light on the path to one nation under
God with liberty and justice for all.
Something deep inside me, perhaps the voice of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., says,
―No, this election of President Obama is just a flat, lush space on the road of a steep,
uphill climb. The battle for equality has not been won; it has just been moved to a
different playing field.‖
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APPENDIX A
INFORMED CONSENT FORM
UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
CONSENT TO BE A RESEARCH SUBJECT
Purpose and Background
1.

Melba Beals, a graduate student in the School of Education at the
University of San Francisco is conducting a study on the perception of
equality by African Americans who reside in the San Francisco Bay Area
and have earned a college degree.
I am being asked to participate because I am an African American who
resides in the Bay Area, having graduated college and am familiar with the
Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.
If I agree to be a participant in this study, the following will happen:
a. I will complete a short questionnaire about my background.
b. I will participate in an interview about my perception of being equal.
c. I will engage in a dialogue at a place convenient to me.

Risks and/or Discomforts
1.

I am free to decline to answer any questions that I do not wish to
answer or that makes me feel uncomfortable. Confidentiality will be
maintained as I participate in the study. Records will be kept confidential
and no individual identities will be used in any reports or publications
resulting from this study. Study information will be kept in locked files at
all times.

Benefits
There will be no direct benefit to me for participating in this study. The
anticipated benefit of this study is a better understanding of perceptions of
equality and how it effects decisions and relationships.
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Appendix A
Informed Consent Form (continued)
Cost/Financial Considerations
There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part of this study.
Payment/Reimbursement
I will not be paid for my participation in this study.
Questions
I have talked with Melba Beals about this study and have had my questions
answered. If I have further questions about the study, I may contact her at (415)
458-3713.
If I have any questions or comments about participation in this study, I should
first talk to the researcher. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may
contact the IRBPHS which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in
research projects. I may reach the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 and
leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS @usfca.edu, or by writing to
IRBPHS, Department of Psychology, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton
Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080.
Consent
I have been given a copy of the ―Research Subject‘s Bill of Rights‖ and I have
been given a copy of this consent form to keep.
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to be
in this study, or to withdraw from it at any point. My decision as to whether or not
to participate in this study will have no influence on my present or future status as
an employee with my employer. My signature below indicates that I agree to
participate in this study.
Subject‘s Signature______________________________Date of Signature________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent______________Date of Signature________
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APPENDIX B
RELEASE FORM FOR AUDIOTAPES AND TRANSCRIPTS
I agree to have my dialogues with Ms. Melba Beals audio taped and transcribed into
written form. I realize that it is the responsibility of both Ms. Beals and me to ensure the
accuracy of these transcriptions.
I am also aware that the original audiotapes and transcripts will be kept in a safe secure
place in Melba Beals‘ home for a period of three years, after which they will be
destroyed. The transcribed copies I receive will be destroyed or not at my discretion.

Subject‘s Signature______________________________Date of Signature_______
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent______________Date of Signature________
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APPENDIX C
QUESTIONS THAT GUIDED THE DIALOGUES
This participatory study jointly inquired into the following four primary questions:
1. What factors do African American individuals include in defining their equality?
2. How do African Americans define, measure, and maintain equality?
3. What life experiences have contributed to a sense of equality for African Americans?
4. How do African Americans‘ perceptions of equality impact their individual decisions
and relationships?
The areas of interest for the interview protocol included questions as follows:
1.

2.

Background and demographics?
a.

Where were you born?

b.

When were you born?

c.

Where did you grow up?

d.

What was your experience of diversity as you grew up?

e.

How long have you lived in the Bay Area?

f.

Did you feel a part of any particular community as you grew up?

What has been your experience in education?
a.

What were your elementary school experiences?

b.

Was your high school integrated or segregated.

c.

How diverse was the group of students you socialized with?

d.

Was the teaching staff of your school diverse?

e.

What was your social experience during four years of college?

153
3.

4.

What are your experiences with work?
a.

What is your line of work?

b.

Was your present career always the same?

c.

Have you always considered your workplace diverse?

d.

Have you always been treated equal in your workplace?

What are your experiences of community organizations and clubs?
a.

Where and how do you socialize?

b.

What are your hobbies?

c.

Do you consider that you have a diverse group of close friends?

d.

Do you feel accepted as equal among those with whom you
socialize?

5.

Are you familiar with the Declaration of Independence?
a.

Did you study this document and it‘s origin in school?

b.

What do you know of the content of this document?

c.

Do you ever consider this document‘s information about equality?

d.

Do you consider the words of the Declaration of Independence
apply to you?

6.

Are you familiar with the content of the Constitution of the United States
of America?
a.

What, if any, phrases or concepts of the constitution do you recall?

b.

Do you recall studying the Constitution as a document defining the
nature of your equality in high school?

c.

Do you ever discuss the Constitution with friends?
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d.

Have you discussed your own equality in a specific way as it
relates to the Constitution within the last five years?

7.

Are you familiar with the Emancipation Proclamation?
a.

What if any words do you remember of this document?

b.

Do you personally feel any emotion when recalling its purpose?

c.

Do you perceive this document as significant in your own history?

d.

Can you remember discussing this document with anyone in recent
history—perhaps within the last five years?

e.

When you think of your own equality, which if either of these
three documents come to mind?
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IRBPHS APPROVAL
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APPENDIX E
SAMPLE OF RAW DATA TRANSCRIPTS
November 20, 08
Mr. Foster: I believe the beginning of planting the root of equality is the reflection
we see of ourselves through the actions and behavior of our role models.
Grandmother (Mother‘s mother) emphasized that her father, my great grand father
was the first African American to serve on the Pulaski County School Board. He
was an ex-slave. I came from a family, all of whom were educated. They were
teachers of various subjects. I have been a city employee for 35 years. I worked
for the Oakland Recreation Department. I am the youngest person to ascend
Oakland‘s ladder-Director, Supervisor, District One.
Grandfather was the one they highly respected. He walked a path of respect. I
traveled with him as a young child. He worked in the State Department of
Education and was a Professor of Education at Philander Smith College. The
professor of Philander Smith College lived across the street from my Grandfather.
My early life was in an environment of education.
My sense of equality started with observing my grandparents.
I believe equality is learned from one‘s family and I am pretty certain I have it
inside. It‘s what is instilled in you. My mother always said, ―Look forward, move
forward, and never be held back, no matter what.
This is not the way it will always be‖. My Family traveled a lot and returned
home to tell me about what life was in other places that were different.
All my life experiences have contributed to my sense of equality.
I believe the fact that I continued to hear about it all my life and all the people
who surrounded me were vested in it. Adults spoke about it and because I lived in
an educated community –folks pondered when and how we could insure it for
ourselves.
African American’s perceptions of equality definitely impact the individual’s
decisions and relationships.
In every way –you know you choose friends and make plans and make decisions
Based upon who you think you are and what you believe you can do. If you don‘t
believe in yourself…then what have you got but to depend on others and therefore
you are weaker.
My folk’s notion of who I should be had profound influence on me. I know
exactly what it did for me. I mean they always expected a lot of me so at all
times I struggle to give a lot.

157
Yes they expected no more than perfection from me. You‘re going to be
somebody, they told me consistently. Meanwhile, they set role models in their
activities. Grandfather was highly respected. He walked a path of respect. I
traveled with him as a young child. He worked in the State Department of
Education and was a Professor of Education at Philander Smith College. The
professor of Philander Smith College lived across the street from my Grandfather.
My early life was in an environment of education. Mother was a teacher (Westley
Chapel) involved in education.
December 7, 08
Defining equality:
Mr. Iliad spoke: Equality is being treated the same as everyone else-the majority.
Equality means having access to the same resources as European Americans
have-Medicine, Education, Housing, etc. As far as I understand equality today, as
far as I understand my own voice in my own life, I do consider myself equal. The
question becomes am I treated equally amongst my peers? I am sure that some
people still put me in a category that shows that I am not equal.
My response when I perceive I am not being treated equally is always a
painful, slow process.
I begin to select from the computer in my mind…now, now…click click. What
should my response be? Each of my steps and pauses to see what will come are
agony—my stomach churns my heart beats as I select one of our magic tricks
I use to get out of this kind of mess. My goal is always to leave feeling like a
man, to leave here without shouting, without debasing myself, without killing
somebody?
And then I take a deeeep, deeeeep breath that goes to my toes. I say to myself
exactly what I am going to do and at which pace. I am always meticulous for the
‗devil can be in the detail or more like, in the lack of attention to detail. And now
always the question of is this worth my time or not? Should I work up a sweat or
let this pass and go for something bigger?
The most unsuspecting experiences have contributed to my sense of equality.
Being oppressed, becoming depressed about the smallest slight like exclusion
from a gathering or meeting that I should by rank and position be invited to. To
understand equality there is no doubt in my mind that one has to understand
inequality. That is what gives me insight.
Who doesn’t realize that African American’s perception of equality impacts
the individual’s decisions and relationships –that’s something we live with!
An experience that changed perception for me was when I got a better
understanding of equality and what it looked like from my first job to having kids
and seeing how they respond. I discuss with my children, we have diverse
conversations about being born in Marin County and what that means, what
perceptions that brings forth.
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Yes of course African American’s perception of equality impacts the
individual’s decisions and relationships:
An experience that changed perception for me was when I got a better
understanding of equality and what it looked like from my first job to having kids
and seeing how they respond. I discuss with my children, we have diverse
conversations about being born in Marin County and what that means, what
perceptions that brings forth.
Yes, it takes a while, doesn‘t it ... a while to determine just when you feel equal
and what it is like because most people of color especially don‘t know from
childhood just what is a feeling of equality.
The high school experience is a wakeup call for every African American!
At the beginning it was just socializing and playing with all the black kids around
events which became traditions. But guess what?—In High school my mother put
me in an all white school. I went there for a year. I was tortured every day, beat
up every day. I never told my mother. She put me in the school because she
wanted me to have the best education. My parents didn‘t really understand what
they were doing to me.
Being excluded, being abused has a profound effect on any person.
They noticed a drop in my grades, a change in my happiness. I was unhappy.
They didn‘t ask detailed questions because that was not part of how they
discussed things in the 60‘s. Today when I think back I realize I should have
discussed what was going on with me because they could have helped me. In
general I was instructed by my father, he was taught survival skills only. If I am
stopped by a cop, do this…. If confronted by a white man in theaters, you do this,
etc.
I think every person who suffers inequality must let off steam or get rid of
anger and sadness.
I remember day dreaming for hours that I would become a famous movie star and
keep them –white folks out of all.
Their favorite places.
Yes now that I remember it that was also one of the ways I coped. I told myself
that I would find a way of being the one in charge some day. And Ohhhhhh my,
when that day came I would be a terror.
{{Long pause as he ponders and looks off into the distance.}}
And yet somehow it would later be resolved by who I would become as a full on
adult and the kind of work I would do.
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September 25, 08
I define equality differently at different times but mostly it is access to
everything.
Mrs. Abbot: I feel you‘re equal if you‘re equal in employment opportunities, in
social activities. Not only are you equal but your family is all equal…socially,
where you work, community, where you worship…all activities.
Of course my sense of equality affects my social life.
Social opportunities such as interaction with people of all colors, social
backgrounds, all cultural and religious backgrounds as well as a sense of well
being and safety in my environment all rest on my sense of my own equality.
Decisions and relationships are surely affected by what I think about my own
equality.
Perhaps I really feel equal because I stay away from situations where I might be
discriminated against. And even when I am in situations where I might be
discriminated against, I have such a sense of self worth that I don‘t allow the
perpetrator to intimidate me into the role of the discriminate.
My work experience prepared me for battling for equality.
I married and moved back to Dayton Ohio. That‘s where I really felt
discriminated against. I had a college degree in my hand –a degree in journalism
but I couldn‘t get a job with a newspaper like the Detroit Herald in 1956.
I also wanted to work for Redbook Magazine. I was desperate…willing to work
for free. But no way would they allow me to work. The only job I could get was
running an elevator because mother worked for the Jewish man who owned the
store. I babysat for mother‘s bosses and I was not at all happy running the
elevator. Passengers did not find it good when I bumped down to hard and up to
fast. So they moved me to the ad department.
It set the scale for the rest of my career. There I learned the skill of using an
addressograph… which would serve me. I also learned how to prepare ads and do
mailings and all the office work that came with it. So I had a great skill set when I
walked away from Dayton Ohio… they did me a world of good.
I have always been treated equal in my workplace.
No, I was at the forefront of the elevation of jobs for minorities, but mostly on the
cutting edge of sex discrimination. I had climbed high up enough to be a two for. I
broke both the sexual and racial barrier. I felt sexual discrimination as much as
racial discrimination and set about fighting more for sexual discrimination as a
member of a union. In management I fought more racial discrimination. My voice
and struggle was a lot stronger in the sexual decimation area. Because I always
felt equal. Therefore I was able to move along faster in the system as an African
American but not as a woman so I focused on sexual discrimination.
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Obama’s election did not affect my perception of my own equality.
Obama is not my personal savior in the matter of racism. I felt just as equal under
Clinton as I will under Obama. I‘ll do the same thing in life no matter the
president. One thing I have always felt is that I am an American. Some white,
native or Asian Americans are not as free as I am. I am free and equal…just
because a half white man is president has nothing to do with it. We cannot put our
burden of equality on the shoulders of Obama. He‘s neither a white nor black
president. Just president.
October 2, 08
I do always feel equal.
Mrs. Green: From a personal vantage point for the most part I‘m not having any
problem getting about, getting around or a hotel or an event. I don‘t have personal
issues with being disrespected or not being treated like a person. When I am
around about and doing I am okay…when I think about the big picture, I‘m
certain that I ‗m not equal.
Example: before he left the UC Berkeley chancellor used to do round tables and I
went one year and at my table there were presidents…the one from UC Davis put
a question on the table e and this is what he said…question was, do you believe
your job is made easier or harder because of your gender or your race?
That was the question…. And I‘ve never forgotten it.
How do you answer that? What do you say?
Here were seven of us. I didn‘t speak right away but another gentlemen said that
there was no doubt in his mind that his job was made easier because he is a white
male. I know I get a pass because of whom I am.
Educational equality tops all of these criteria. Even in Marin County there is an
education gap—some call it an abyss. State wide there is a real gap …between
between the races, there‘s no question of that.
For some groups of people it seems like there will never be any hope. And with
this downturn it seems like its getting worse. It‘s Latinos and African Americans.
There‘s a correlation between money and attainment and Asians and whites.
The system is broken nationwide. In other countries, let‘s just take India and
China, the number one priority there is education. Their whole structure is
designed to educate children as the best. Right now we are falling behind. The
lack of reading and math scales are abominable. By the time they get to college
they spend more time trying to make up stuff, rather than moving ahead.
Why do we allow charter schools when public schools are failing? Because we
have a public structure that is screwed up, every time a public educator starts to
talk about the shameful rates of attainment in this country, they are pushed aside.
It is awful…it is painful.
First experiences of inequality:
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Mrs. Green continues: My first lesson about inequality was about the fifth grade
when I learned about slavery and I cried all the way home because it was never
talked about at home. I grew up in a great family…..so you‘re black get over
it…you got to be some body, get over the skin thing.
My whole life was centered around achievement…how can I achieve, how can I
attain, how can I be better…not what color I am. I am aware of my color and my
race but that is not the driving force.
As a person I am driven solely by achieving. I am not down in the mouth. ‖ I‘m
not down in the mouth about social inequality or…inequality because I am me
and I know very well I am capable.
Doesn‘t matter who called you what…the question is what have you achieved?
I understand that people have issues but they don‘t mean anything and call me
what you want but I know who I am!
Yes, my perception of equality impacts my decisions and relationships.
I don‘t know if it impacts my relationships but it may change how I interact with
people who are different than I am. For example, I have to deal with individuals
who really would like to see me fail. But my interaction with them, from my
perspective is based solely on finding solutions. I know who my detractors are by
name and my interaction with them is very different than it is with people who
want to get things done.
I think a lot about social equality.
In terms of social equality, I feel right there. I think socio economic and on a
social basis, given where I am at this point in my life, I am okay. I‘m not going to
have a hard time going places and interacting with people. Even though they
might not tell me they‘re uncomfortable or unhappy I feel comfortable.
Financially I definitely do not feel equal because males in any field they make
more money than women do. Perhaps it‘s more structural than financial. But
nevertheless at the end of a month there‘s a certain paycheck. That has to do with
race and gender. A woman most often earns less than a male.
From a racial-gender point of view there is no equality. If you can advance and
prove your value you can get what you fight for. You have to really fight and out
wit and do whatever you think of to do to get what you‘re worth.
For a white male it is a lot easier to advance value and why you should be paid
more than if you‘re a woman of color.
The flip side of this story is how do black CEO‘s fare—all you have to do is look
to Merrill Lynch and see the story. African American males do better than
females when it comes to compensation.
The two things that define inequality are based on race and gender. No matter
how much education you have or how smart you are you still have to deal with
whether you are male or female. Even if you are turning a profit, advancing your
business, moving up fast …, the rate of pay is always the hidden issue biting you
in your spirit. Who is making more money and is that because of gender or race?
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Politically, we have issues of equality as a race, simply because we are a minority.
How are you going to muster more votes etc., if you‘re a minority?
Yes but we got Obama in. But black people didn‘t put Obama in office. If he‘d
had to rely on the black vote he‘d still be a senator.
In my opinion, there‘s no racial equality, no social equality, no political
equality…no, some might argue there is social equality referring to the court
system etc. From a political-racial-gender point of view there is no equality.
From a personal vantage point for the most part I‘m not having any problem
getting about, getting around or a hotel or an event. I don‘t have personal issues
with being disrespected or not being treated like a person. When I am around and
about and doing I am okay…when I think about the big picture, I‘m certain that I
am not totally equal but personally I must be equal.
Example: before he left the organization this once high brow official used to do
round tables and I went one year. At my table there were presidents, CFOs, Kings
and hosts from major organizations. The one who was snubbing everybody posed
a question on the table and this is what he said: Do you believe your job is made
easier or harder because of your gender or your race? And I‘ve never forgotten it.
Well how do you answer that…what could I say? There were seven of us. I didn‘t
speak right away. But another gentleman said that there was no doubt in his mind
that his job was made easier because he is a white male. ―I know I get a pass,
because of who I am,‖ he smirked. The urge to kill took me over; maybe because
I knew inside that he was right…he was right, he was right! At that moment, I
promised myself that it wouldn‘t always be that way.

