T.A. on Interracial Relationships
12/95 (I think)

This piece was written during a discussion of interracial relationships on an email list comprised predominantly of people of African descent. It has been slightly modified for language more appropriate for a diverse readership.
"A human being is part of the whole, called by us 'universe,' a part limited in time and space.  He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as something separate from the rest‑ a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness.  This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal decisions and to affection for a few persons nearest to us.  Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole nature in its beauty" (Albert Einstein).

I wanted to get my little bit in on interracial relationships before the theme died completely.  I'm warning you, I get carried away sometimes, and this is one of those times.  Maybe you should read this in bits and pieces.  For those who are offended, I'm sorry that you feel that way, but I am not apologizing because I believe in what I have said.

This is a favorite topic of mine because, as I have said before, I have been in relationships with women of various ethnic origins.  Knowing the tensions within the "generalized" African

American community, as well as within the "generalized" European American community, I have spent much time thinking about this subject.

When I was the Univ. of Miami (FL) a couple years ago, the African American Student Association had a forum, and one of the issues was interracial relationships.  Well, I wasn't gonna miss that, especially since I was in one at the time.  I knew precisely what the deal was gonna be there, but I wanted to be a part of the whole thing. Well, there were a good 150 students in the place, and some spirited discussion.  There were some football and basketball players from the university teams, and African Americans from all walks of life.  Everyone (until I got up anyway) bashed interracial relationships.  If you were a Black male seeing a White woman, you were disrespecting your mother, your race, you were a traitor, you hated yourself and your race, etc. 

Well, I listened to all this, then I went to the front of the room (very worried cause I wondered if any of these folks would ever participate in my research ), took the Mic.., and told them what I thought.  Well after the hooting and hollering, the rude remarks, jokes, etc. had subsided, a few people started coming out on behalf of interracial relationships.  Some were products of interracial relationships and wanted to know which side they "had" to choose.  Funny thing, a couple of the ball players came up after the session, and expressed positive regard, because I spoke out. They talked about not seeing anything wrong with interracial relationships.  Now at least one of these individuals had been on the panel, and had not spoken up during the “official” forum.  I didn't have much respect for these tough guys who were trying to protect their popularity and image, all the while knowing that they had been in interracial relationships, and more than likely would be in them again.

My feelings on this stem from deep a philosophical conviction that the separations among human beings are delusional [Written before I saw the Einstein quote, so you could see why I was psyched to come across it].  Yes the separations exist in a very real social way, but only because human beings are limited in their understanding of themselves.  I say limited because divisions based on a simple sensory perception such as sight, indicates very limited mental processing in my opinion.  You may suggest that it isn't just sight, that it is touch, smell, etc.  Well, my contention would be the same: making character or personality judgements of people based upon base, sensory stimuli demonstrates a level of psychological, spiritual, and emotional development and functioning that I don't aspire to.

First of all, to argue against interracial relationships, one has to have bought the whole notion of race in the first place!  One has to have bought the notion that there are inherent qualities, attributes, etc., in phenotypical features.  One has to have bought the notion that there is a pure "Black race" or “White race” which could be contaminated by interracial mixing. In my opinion, those who buy this notion evince the same mentality as the people who instituted segregation, racism, etc.

I could use a number of arguments here, but I think I'll just state two simple ones.  First, there may be some inherent qualities in phenotypics, but certainly not many (if any) that I would use as criteria for choosing a relational partner!  If you think the color of one's skin, the texture of one's hair, the breadth of one's nose, etc., determines one's emotional, psychological, spiritual capacity and/or development, then I don't envy you.  Second, if you have accepted the human categorization system that was imposed upon you, and actually champion such a system by your insistence on adhering to it, then, again, I don't envy you.  Either perspective is limited in scope and limiting in practice!

The funny thing about Black people arguing for only intra-racial relationships to maintain purity of race is that any product of an interracial relationship is considered Black in this society, and, that is a scheme that “Black America” has accepted.  I remember when I first came to this country and was learning about the contributions of Blacks in America, I looked at a picture that supposedly contained numerous Black scientists, leaders, etc., and I saw what appeared to be White men.  These folks must have had "1/64 Black blood" or something (a notion I find hilarious! I would love to see a measurement ).  I suppose if I were someone attempting to strengthen the ranks of “Black people,” I would consider such a scheme okay. I say so because in the context of this country and others like it, the more interracial relationships there are the more Black people there would be to take up any fight against oppression (providing those relationships produced offspring) !

Bottom line for me is that I have specific and multiple criteria for entering into certain types and different levels of relationship. Physical criteria do come into play when it comes to physically intimate relationships. The deepest level relationship also includes physical dimensions, so physical criteria do play a role there.  However, since intimate relationships are multidimensional, the role that the physical dimension and those physical criteria play in the development of such relationships is a much less significant one than the roles played by psycho-emotional and spiritual dimensions.

Case in point: I lived with a European American woman some time ago.  That relationship made me take a very hard look at myself, and I saw some things that I didn't like and worked hard to rectify.  I haven't been fully successful.  This woman did not attract me at all, physically or otherwise, during my initial interactions with her.  In fact, I think I may have characterized her as "looking like a horse;" this due to facial features, and to the sour expression she carried whenever I saw her.  I also didn’t find her body attractive, this was (I later came to realize) because of the clothes she wore, but I didn’t know that initially. As we became involved she no longer wore that expression, I became more familiar with her body, and she became aesthetically pleasing to me.

Anyway, upon getting to know each other, we became close.  The relationship was a pretty good one.  What caused me angst (regarding this topic anyway) was the fact that she was not what I would consider "good looking."  I felt funny about being with a woman that wasn't "good looking," especially a "White" woman!  For years I had looked scornfully at brothers who would hook up with European American women who weren't "fine" because I would assume that they were only with these women because they were "White."  In my mind I'd be saying, "that mickey fickey wouldn't be hanging with a sister that looked like that."  Man, how pathetic I was!  The thing that is just as sad is that I was probably right in at least some of those cases.

Often these women were unkempt, overweight, and demonstrating very little grace, social or otherwise.  Of course these were (and I believe still would be) my pathetic characterizations, based upon my acceptance of certain aesthetic values.  Although the woman with whom I was involved were none of the above, I felt funny about being in an intimate relationship with her despite her numerous positive qualities, despite the fact that I loved her dearly and she me.  

A great deal of that angst was because I was very active in the African American community where I lived.  I was doing volunteer work in a middle school, and teaching tennis at one of our parks, and trying to raise money for projects, etc.  I knew full well the sentiments of the AA community.  As she was someone dear to me, I hated to expose her to the kind of treatment I was sure she would face in the African American community.  But as someone sharing my life, I couldn't keep her hidden away as though I were ashamed of her, even though, deep down in my immature existence I was to a certain extent!  Poor baby, she was naive to the racist nature of Black America.

Anyway, she came to the park where I was working with some of the kids one day.  Luckily my ex‑mate was there to interact with her (another story) or she would have been isolated and totally

ignored by everybody there.  Of course she got the unpleasant sidelong glances, and the outright stares, etc.  However, the thing that really got to me (and wish I had been more advanced as a human being at the time), was when I was walking off the court with one of the kids (he was about 15 then), he said to me, "T.A., what you doin' wit that ugly White girl man?"  OUCH!  I played it off, by replying, "now why you wanna say something like that man" or something to that effect, but I didn't show how much it affected me, nor how much I knew it

would affect her.

Anyway, I don't think she ever came back to that park, and I don't think she engaged in any other activity with me in the Black community.  I struggled between trying to insist that she be a part of my life in the Black community, and just accepting the way things were.  If she were less fragile I think I might have forced the issue...Or maybe if I were less wimpy myself....In any event, we talked about issues, and she ended up teaching in a predominantly Black middle school, and ranting and raving about White teachers who just didn't understand. Yet, she herself would never be accepted in the Black community.

I remember when she wanted me to go to her suburb‑of Chicago home with her.  I was really skeptical.  I know that talk is cheap, and I don't care how her parents "brought her up," reality is another story.  It was revealed that her father was not happy, and made some comment to effect, "why'd she have to do this to me."  No it didn't feel good to either of us.  Her father had been her hero.  Now she saw that he was a racist; not an easy thing.  I struggled with whether I should go home with her.  I figured if she was willing to face her father, I would be willing to deal with

it.  We were both ambivalent and talked about it often.

Anyway, I knew I could handle it because I have been dealing with this racist society since I have been here.  It worked out okay, and her Pops and I were okay after he saw that I wasn't gonna kiss his ass, but was open to relations if he was.  I guess the rest of the family's acceptance must have made him feel pretty stupid too.

The upshot of this is that I worked on my limited perspective, and while I was never really thrilled about the fact that I didn't see her as "fine," I learned to appreciate her features because they were hers, and in their own way, they were fine. Yet, the social acceptability never ceased to nag me a little.  I wonder how much that whole mentality had to do with the limitations of our relationship.  I'll never know.

Bottom line is that I will not limit my opportunities for true communion by using skin color, nationality, or any other socially imposed distinctions among people (that I am able to discern as

such) as screening devices.  Although I myself am a socially constructed system, I have the ability to work on those aspects of my social conditioning that I find distasteful. I refuse to subordinate myself to the warped, dehumanizing, extremely limiting practices of our current system of social relationships, even if it appears easier to follow the party line.  Most leaders have been chastised for the very same ideas that eventually made them heroes.  They also had the ability to see beyond the common, beyond the norm, and they had the courage to admit that and stand up for their beliefs.  I am not a leader, but I sure as hell would rather follow the example of those who were and are. I wish there were more modern day heroes to look to for examples.  

