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The work of becoming one

CAN WHILES "DO" INIEGRATION?

Kate L. Kirkharn

ON MANY OCCASIONS, 1 HAVE BEEN 1NCONVERSATIONS
where race or racism was the central topic.Opinions varied
on what racial differences exist~ on the natureof prejudice, and
on whether or not racial discrimination has lessened over the
years. Because I work with race and gender issues in organiza-
tional settings, I have also heard many arguments about how
each gender relates to an organization’s core mission or bot-
tom line. While there is increasing agreement that racial
prqudice, discrimination, and racism are not to be tolerated,
there is still a lack of consensus on just what must be clone
to achieve a truly integrated workplace or society.

While people seem to be fairly clear on what they do not
want to sec happening, they are less able to articulate exactly
what should be done by whom in a workplace that values racial
and gender differences. I began to confront the question of who
contributes what by looking specifically at ma, jority group
behavior. In researching the behavior of the traditional majority
group members in U.S. organizations (whites and males), I iden-
tified some specific characteristics of majority group behavior
that help or hinder an organization’s eftbrts to value racial differ-
ences. What I have observed is relevant for church~ school, bus-
iness~ and community organizations.

I chose to focus on majority group behavior after a poig-
nant early work experience. I worked on a racially integrated
staff frequently involved in urban education and school desegre-
gation. We were asked during a workshop to separate into racial
caucuses. The group of us ~vho were white never really got
together: we waited, played cards, got sodas, etc. When we
were asked to report on what we had talked about, we had
very little to say about our own racial identity and what our
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role was as whites. We re-affirmed our commitment to help-
ing "’the others" achieve racial equality.

The impact of our behavior as whites was clearly visible on
the faces of my, colleagues. With the best intent, we had focused
on helping others. But in avoiding a discussion of who we were
as a group of whites and the effect of our behavior in the organi-
zation~ we had less to contribute about our own experiences
than the other groups. Members of other groups saw us more
as a part of the problem they were encountering than as a part
of a solution.

Focusing on majority group behavior is not the same thing
as stereotyping the majority group. By looking at majority
behavior, and inviting those who are racially different to do
the same, we can learn a lot about what the majority does and
how they are perceived. In the following discussion, I report
specific patterns of white behavior that I have documented;
I do not expect all majority group members to exhibit them.
These patterns inform us about racial dynamics in the congre-
gation as well as other ogranizations. Most of my examples in
the first part of this article come from non-congregational
settings.

FIRST, majority group members often behave as if they
assume that their group "owned" the organization-as if their
contribution is central to the success of the organization, and
the contribution of minority group members is peripheral. This
is often evident in the way whites talk about the organization.
For example, early in my work with a national volunteer organi-
zation, the attitude of many of the majority group members
could be summarized as "this is basically our organization and
were inviting minority group members into it." When con-
fronted with this summary, they acknowledged that this
assumption was operating but also stated that it was not a hostile
statement on their part; the minorities were welcome in their
organization. As long as whites felt "ownership" it was difficult
for them to acknowledge all that was contributed by minorities

PAGE 28                                                                                                                                   OCTOBER 1989



S U N S T 0 N E

to the success of "their" organization. Over the years in that
organization, as the whites gained more awareness-through
a variety of programs and individual efforts-that core assump-
tion changed and became: This is basically everyone’s organi-
zation; we don’t need to invite anybody in because it is already
everyone’s organization. The shift in this central assumption was
evidenced dramatically in behaviors. Since the organization did
belong to everyone, whites expected minority contributions to
be more visible, more central, and did not view them as
threatening to their own contributions.

What assumptions are operating for whites in the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints? Who owns the Church at
the many organizational levels experienced by its members in
the United States? In other countries? Are whites more com-
fortable with other cultures when they are racially alike? Do
whites really believe that they are a part of a world-wide church
in which important contributions to its leadership can and
should be made, for example, by black people?

A SECOND pattern is apparent when we examine which
group’s behavior is the focus of most discussions of change
eftbrts involving race. Often majority group members focus on
the actions of the other groups while ignoring the racial impli-
cations of their own behavior. A recent (and typical) conver-
sation with a manager in an organization illustrates this pattern.
He said: "Okay~ we’re trying to do more to really be an integrated
organization, but we have a dilemma which can be illustrated
in the cafeteria-where you will see all the black people eating
together." When we went to the cafeteria it was obvious his
description was only partially right. White people were also
eating together! Black and white people were not eating together!
A light went on for the manager; he had been ignoring the
behavior of the majority group (i.e., people like him) and focus-
ing on the behavior of black people.

The implication of his original statement that "blacks are
eating together" was that they were the ones whose behavior
would have to change to achieve integration. If majority group
members focus on the behavior of others, that is where change
will be expected. It is a very similar pattern to the behavior
of the white caucus group I mentioned earlier. We focused on
the behavior of the other groups and wanted to let them know
that we would help them. If our own behavior as whites is not
under scrutiny, it will hardly be a target for change. Many whites
do not think that being white is a part of the ~acial dynamics
in an organization.

There are many reasons why majority group members focus
less on their own behavior: Thinking about white behavior in
an organization is conceptually unfamiliar terrain for many
people who are white. They can speak about their individual
experiences but often have not thought about any patterns of
behavior by members of their group of employees, or in our
context, white members of the congregation.

Their definition of race equates prejudice with an intentional
act on the part of someone; they are not accustomed to examin-

ing the outcome of the way most whites interact with others
to discern unintended consequences that have racial implications.

LDS examples I frequently hear from students who are black,
Hispanic, and Asian concern their arrival in a ward whose mem-
bership is predominately white. They report patterns in how
whites interact with them. These patterns include whites: (1)
telling them that there is a ward where there are more who
are like them (such as: "There is a Spanish branch here."); (2) not
asking them about areas of interest that could lead to a calling
(only inquiring about their personal comfort in the ward); or
(3) assuming that a language barrier exists which would make
it harder for them to teach a class; and (~r) not calling them
to positions where they would conduct or preside over a group
of whites.

In order to "see" these patterns, a majority group member
must think about what is typical of how whites interact with
others whether or not it is intended as prejudicial instead of focus-
ing only on the person who is different. Whites, need to be
as aware of what others like them are doing as well as of what
others who are different from them are doing.

THIRD, for many majority group members, there is often
a negative aspect of their racial identity. (I am not saying that
whites are the only ones who experience a negative aspect of
racial identityl, but I want to focus on that part of racial iden-
tity that is negative for whites.) In order to explore this with
students in my class on diversity and discrimination at BYU,
I ask them to interview someone who is racially different from
them and discuss what it is like to be (black, Hispanic, Asian,
etc.) at BYU. The white majority group students talk to people
who are different from them and come back with animated
stories about their experiences. There is a lot of interest in the
class discussion on these interviews.

The next week, I ask them to interview someone who is
like them-white students have to ask other white students what
it is like to be white at BYU. They report very short conversa-
tions. Some of them admit they cannot ask the questions very
directly; they are fearful of the responses they expect to receive.
Some of the expected and actual responses are: the white per-
son being interviewed will think they are being accused of being
prejudiced; being white will be associated with white racist
groups; being asked to think about being white is the same
as being asked to be guilty for all white behavior or for all that
has happened to those who are not white. The class discus-
sion develops some insights into different experiences of racial
identity.

Of these negative dimensions of being white, the most per-
sistent is guilt feelings. In every organization I have worked
with there are many whites who cannot talk about being white
without saying that they are "being made to feel guilty" for what
other whites have done in past generations. It is as if they equate
thinking about being white with being indicted. They report
feeling attacked, accused, and sometimes immobilized; they
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don’t know what to do since they did not do what has been
done by other whites.

This response to white racial identity makes it hard for white
persons to talk about what white people have historically done
in an organization and/or to learn about the current experience
of people of color. It also helps explain why as whites we are
more comfortable focusing our attention on the behavior of the
other. This is such a common pattern in white response on
racial issues that it is especially frustrating: it can come from
a white who is really trying to learn about the racial issues m
his or her organization; it can come from a white who feels
forced to attend a session on racial equality and sees no point
in it. The attitude and motivation of the individual whites is
not the determining factor-the guilt feelings seem to have more
to do with a general reaction to the task of having to look
cumulatively at white behavior.

A recent example deals with a white male manager who told
his staff he was "very interested in perceptions of racial equity’~
in his organization and wanted some specific examples of any
problems. The black members of his organization began to sup-
ply some examples. He became more and more visibly uncom-
fortable and finally said "Hey, am I responsible for everything
bad that has happened in this organization?" The shift in his
thinking from listening to examples to feeling somehow accused
was apparent. The black employees, in this case, were honestly
trying to respond to his request; they were not charging him
with accountability for the examples. Yet, he reported later that
as his awareness increased, so did his feeling that the black
employees were blaming him for what other whites had done.

It is important for majority group members to learn how
to hear examples about the negative behavior of other majority
group members (past or present). The information may not
be what they see or what they wish were the case, but they
need to hear it and contribute more to the discussion than their
feelings of guilt. It is possible to discuss perceptions and
experiences, and challenge points without feeling personally
accused.

FOURTH, majority group members have a different sense
of the magnitude of the problems of racial discrimination and
racism. Incidents of genuine concern to minority group mem-
bers may seem to a white person to be merely side issues, and
thus are easily overlooked or excused. Frequently, when dis-
cussing examples that people of color have identified, a white
person will say, "well, all that may be true, but you don’t under-
stand, he (or she) is one of our best managers!" (or volunteers,
leaders, counselors, etc.). Majority group members often do not
share the same sense of the seriousness of the example because
they judge a white person first according to competency in the
organizational role and consider evidence of prejudice to be
a separate and unrelated issue. Many people of color report
to me that in their eyes competency in an organizational role
means a person would be effective in working with racially d{[fer-
ent people .

As whites, we may excuse the behavior of another white
that has racial implications and attribute it to his or her per-
sonality, often claiming that nothing racially derogatory was
intended. We act as if we think that the attitudes exhibited
by a person’s racial jokes, inappropriate remarks, or exagger-
ated defensiveness concerning racial issues, will not be
expressed in other ways in his or her organizational role. Yet,
race is a part of evaluating, rewarding, promoting, or simply
working with someone who is racially different.

What people of color often see as a serious problem of
managerial incompetency, whites often see as an "isolated inci-
dent." How can xvhites think that an organization is valuing
racial diversity if the definition of a competent manager does
not include the ability to participate in a racially diverse work-
force? In contrast, most white managers I have worked with
assume that managerial competency, when applied to a black
manager, does include the ability to work effectively with other
racial groups.

While the responsibility for an integrated organization is cer-
tainly shared, there are some things that majority group mem-
bers can and need to do, beginning with an examination of
the criteria by which white contributions to an integrated organi-
zation are judged. The majority group must not only be against
discrimination and prejudice, they must be for something-
such as a congregation that affirms the value of each member
and retlects the racial or gender diversity of the Church in all
aspects. I will give examples of the things that majority group
members can do in the context of a congregation.

RACIAL IDENTITY

WE can be more aware of the paradigm shift required
for many of us who are white "~o realize that we are one of the
maW racially different groups who love and serve the Lord.
By becoming more comfortable with our own racial identity,
and more aware of our impact when interacting with others,
we can become less likely to tbcus primarily on the behavior
of the other person.

While it is hard for all of us to "see ourselves as others see
us," it is especially true if the category of behavior does not
exist in our way of thinking. If we do not have the category
of "what are whites doing here," it will be hard for us as whites
to see how our behavior is like or different from the other whites
in the congregation. By attending to the racial implications of
our behavior we can "see" racial aspects of decisions that before
we may have thought were neutral; we can re-examine assump-
tions about who is expected to come to certain events or per-
form certain roles in the ward; we can look at what cultural
events are acknowledged or celebrated in the ward, and so on.

Once we are more aware of our own racial identity, we can
begin to construct our own "checklist" for learning about race
and racism in the congregation and community. Beginning with
such questions as: How do I learn about others who are racially
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different? Do I initiate conversations? Do I read magazines that
reflect other cultures? What do I integrate into a talk or les-
son? Am I conversant with issues that racially different mem-
bers of the ward face? The list will go on fueled by new
awareness and a sense of why it is in the self-interest of whites
to be more active in creating an integrated organization.

Becoming more comfortable with our racial identity as whites
must not mean that we become more complacent about racism.
We must be willing to look at that negative aspect of race. We
can become better at identifying when the behavior between
two people who are different is due to personality and when
it is due to racism. We can avoid a frequent and sometimes
subtle form of racism: failure to be as critical of someone who
is different as we are of one who is like us. Obviously, a bigoted
person is very critical of others. What I am identifying here
is the well-meaning majority group member who will not
challenge someone, who is more accepting of a lower standard
of performance because he or she is afraid to confront the other
person. Many white managers have said they are afraid to criti-
cize because they might be accused of being racist, or because
they do not want to invest the time it would take to talk things
through.

INTENT/OUTCOME

WE can learn more about the racial implications of our
behavior-even if it is not at all what we intended! Many whites
who are trying to become more aware and invite discussion
of their own behavior end up defending their actions because
they know what they intended. As a colleague of mine once
said, there are two experts in any behavioral interaction: an
expert on what was intended and an expert on what was
experienced.

It is not enough for us to mean well. If a white person says
’I didn’t intend that to be a racial remark" and then does not
make an effort to understand how the remark was experienced
and why, the situation is not likely to improve. We also should
not excuse other whites because we assume we can account
for their intent. I have seen white members of a ward go to
a minority person after a class in which a remark was made
that had racially derogatory overtones and "explain" the intent
of the white person. They have been less likely, in my
experience, to confront their white ward member directly. It
is vital to learn more about how to influence the person who
is racially like us and to invite an examination of the conse-
quences of white behavior.

Intent and outcome do not always mis-match. I am aware
that there are still many situations in which the behavior of
a white person does match the intent because overt bigotry
and racism still exist.

VIGILANT IN OUR EFFORTS

THOSE of us who are white can easily and frequently for-
get about being white. Even when we work hard at learning
about racial identity, we have the luxury of not thinking about
our experiences based on our race. It is almost as if we are
running a "tag team relay" and others are in a marathon. We
can hand off the task of "white racial consciousness" to some-
one else; on the other hand, people of color are constantly aware
of who they are-both by choice and by the behavior of the
others.

We need to expend more energy in working toward integra-
tion in our congregations and communities. We can assume
a variety of roles (collaborator, initiator, etc.), but we must be
consistently active and contributing. We can watch the
dynamics in the congregation and ask about the racial impli-
cations. We can listen to speeches differently, see who is selected
for what activities, and coach someone whose lessons or
behavior reflect prejudice.

Some of this effort will need to be expended in an all white
group. I have a good friend who laughed in response to a racial
joke told in a group of whites and then said to me: "If there
had been a black person present, I would have said something
immediately." It would have been equally troublesome to me
if my friend had said, "if so-and-so were here, she would not
have liked that joke." It is important to act consistent with our
values even in all white groups, and not just to react to who
is present or how we think someone would respond who is
not present.

DEEP WELL OF CHARITY

FINALLY the fundamental principles of the gospel should
serve us all in our quest for congregations through which each
racially different member feels valued. Charity-an uncondi-
tional love for the other as exemplified in Christ’s love-can
be a bridge across the difficulties and tensions. We have much
in common as we struggle to understand and comprehend racial
identity and racism.

Charity has enabled me to transcend the immediate and
individual experiences and learn from them. When I am work-
ing with those who are racially different from me I can some-
times see what happens because of race, or I can experience
the hurt caused by my unintended insensitivity. My immedi-
ate reaction is often to move away from the hurt person and
from that experience, to excuse, to defend, and not to take in
the full impact of the experience-at times to be frightened by
the racial injustice reported to me by others.

Instead of moving away (behaviorally or psychologically),
we can move toward our racial differences-to fully compre-
hend racial identity and racism. Whites can invite feedback
and look at patterns of white behavior that are experienced
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as negative. Believing, as whites, that we can do more to con-
tribute to integration, we can increase our efforts and feel sus-
tained. Some whites I have worked with consistently try to look
for ways to make integration more of a reality. When asked
about their persistence, they say they fundamentally value
integration and the authentic relationships which come from
their own commitment joined with that of others.

To truly concentrate on another and be interested in their
experience, to believe that you will be sustained, to be willing
to hear of the pain in another’s experience, realizing that it is
not what should be happening, but nevertheless is happening,
are all the more possible because of the gift of charity available
to each of us. This love is a unique bond that enables us to
bring into the congregation all of who we are and, in a \’cry
real sense, to wrestle with the challenges of a fully integrated
church. ’o
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