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15 years 

Growing up in the Bay Area, I was not viscerally aware of my experience as a minority. My 

parents, like many other Black folks, made sure of this. When I was growing up there were Black people 

everywhere from what I could tell. My parents patronized Black-owned businesses throughout Oakland 

and Berkeley. I had Black teachers and Black doctors; my parents had a Black accountant; our grocery 

clerks, bus drivers, bank tellers, and local artists and performers–they were all Black, of African descent, 

and proud of it. It was the 1970s-80s. Perhaps I should have been paying more attention because the 

reality was that I was one of three Black girls in orchestra in 1985 (the other two have white mothers); 

one of two Black girls in college prep English in 1990 (go Yellow Jackets!); the only Black person in my 

Business Law course in 1995; and the first Black director in a Berkeley-based nonprofit in 2014. 

Oakland used to be more than 60 percent Black; Berkeley had a stable Black population; and San 

Francisco was rich with Black culture. The last census informed us that nearly 40 percent of Berkeley’s 

Black residents left the Bay Area between 2000 and 2010. Like many other neighborhoods across the 

nation, the predominantly Black block I grew up on in Berkeley, where my mother has lived in our family 

home since she was fourteen, now has only five Black families remaining.  

I am beginning to understand my experience as a minority in a different way – through the lens 

of someone without a cohesive community. 

Copyright, Precious J. Stroud, December 2017 1 
 



 

 

My parents educated me about African history. My high school had an African American Studies 

Department and one summer I took an intensive course about the Harlem Renaissance.  

Through my family’s religious practice, I was taught that my identity as a Christian should come 

first, rather than my identity as a woman or a person of African descent. But I’ve learned that what 

impacts my day-to-day more is how people perceive me, not how much “fruit of the spirit” I’ve been 

able to cultivate. 

I wake up every day with clarity of my wholeness. It is through my daily encounters that I am 

reminded that I am Black and not white. I am not part of the dominant power class. It was critical for me 

to understand the historical context of this reality. Sometimes the strategy used against me is subtle and 

the impact is not immediately felt. Other times the strategies are intrusive, destructive, and intended to 

cause immediate harm. 

Navigation skills are a critical part of the Black experience.  

I had a boss who said, “I get up in the morning, come to work, and all I have to do is be white. I 

hire Black folks because they’re the smartest people you’ll meet. They‘ll work hard and deliver because 

they’ve had to – to survive.” Her statement is not a compliment. Her belief perpetuates and normalizes 

the expectation that Black people must work harder, and it makes clear to me that extra work is 

expected and the bar for excellence is higher. The added stress of coping with her expectations from day 

to day showed up in my stress level; national data on the impact of living with racial discrimination in 

the United States shows up in comparative health data, infant mortality, and life expectancy rates.  

An example of how racial difference can complicate a simple workplace interaction: While 

working at a small nonprofit in Oakland I encountered a white man who had a problem with the word 

“respect.” I used the word to describe an interaction with one of his junior team members and I 
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watched his face change and his body language shutdown. He had begun to make a conclusion 

regarding the entire situation based on my use of the word respect. The word meant something 

different to him. I quickly gave him examples and rephrased my statement using language that I thought 

he would relate to. I opened my body language, to appear more vulnerable, with the intention of putting 

him at ease. My goal for the meeting was achieved. However, I was intrigued by his response and my 

adaptability. 

Seeking support to understand my recent encounter, I called a friend to meet for coffee. I asked 

her, “What’s the deal with the word respect from the white perspective?” (She is a white Jewish woman 

who is married to a Black Muslim man.) She said she hadn’t thought about it before, but it was true that 

Black people use the word a lot and white people don’t have to. (Because being disrespected on a 

regular basis is not part of their experience.) 

 In another instance, a different executive told me, “You seem angry.” He is a white man from 

San Francisco, who now lives in Oakland. I was shocked. You don’t get to sum me up that easily. Not the 

little girl from Berkeley who avoids conflict —You’re calling me an angry Black woman? It felt like a rite 

of passage. It was disturbing. I will never forget that moment; I learned that for him, when I am 

impassioned I must be angry.  

The executive labeled me because he was uncomfortable with my communication style. 

Because we worked in a community-based organization with an environment that created space for 

conversation about race, identity, and power, I had the opportunity to explain that passion looks 

different on people from various cultures. Frustration looks different; excitement looks different; even 

happiness might manifest differently. I had to recount every detail of the previous 30-minute 

conversation in order for him to understand why I might have a vested emotional interest in the topic.  
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These conversations don’t only happen at work, but also in my relationships with associates and 

friends. I have a mentor who is a second generation Armenian immigrant. She is twenty years my senior. 

She has dismissed my experiences since I began to tell her about them. She grew up in San Jose, moved 

to Oakland with her Black boyfriend in the 1970s and has a quick wit. She told me, “There are always 

rude people and jerks around; what makes you think it has anything to do with race? In the Bay Area, 

there is a lot of ‘victimhood,’ Precious; don’t fall for it.”  

One day, she and I were out shopping in a mostly white suburb in Northern California. Out of the 

blue, she says, “I don’t see anyone staring at you or treating you differently.” I realized that something 

deep inside of her wants to disprove me. I responded with exasperation and sarcasm:  “They’ll never do 

it while you’re around; I get a pass because I’m with you. They think I’m your mixed family member!” 

The thought never occurred to her that there were conditions, levels, or variations around the 

treatment that I often described. She was processing it through her lens. As a second generation 

immigrant she is deeply familiar with her family's struggle and finds it impossible to relate to my sense 

of isolation based on racial identity. So instead, she discredits it. She has no idea what I have to navigate. 

This experience helped me understand that well-meaning people who care about me can nevertheless 

be fully disconnected from my Black experience. If she were to acknowledge that I am systematically 

disadvantaged, that would mean that she might be systematically advantaged, which she does not—or 

cannot—believe is true. From her perspective, everyone is on the same unfair playing field. “Maybe your 

parents had a struggle in the civil rights movement, but you? You’ve had it all, Precious.” 

Another work situation that I navigated was at a college in San Francisco. Shelly, a coworker and 

white woman from Wisconsin, said to me, “I hired you because you went to Berkeley High; it is so 

diverse over there. You know, I have the most diverse team on campus.”  
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One day I inquired to Shelly about the lack of cultural clubs on campus for students. She 

responded, “Barb in Student Services told us that those kind of clubs are divisive.” I replied, “That’s easy 

for a white woman, like Barb, with blonde hair to say.” Shelly reported me to the Human Resources 

department. I had to consider why I thought our department was a place where I could talk openly 

about race. I thought Shelly “got it.” I realized that she was comfortable talking about everybody else’s 

differences and struggles, but when it came to white women, like herself—that’s where the criticism had 

to stop or be labeled confrontational and offensive. She welcomed my position and was interested in my 

participation as long as my comments and positionality upheld the status quo rather than challenging it. 

She was fascinated by nonwhite people, like when one finds a rare object to study.  

The human resources representative that was assigned the case listened to my side as I 

recounted the many exchanges that I had had with Shelly. He replied carefully, slowly placing purposeful 

emphases on every syllable. “Now, I’ve known Shelly a long time. We’ve worked together for seven 

years; I’m sure she didn’t mean any of it that way.” Shelly’s comments were given the benefit of doubt; 

they were deemed unharmful or mistaken whereas mine were subject to persecution.  

After my meeting with the human resources representative, I wrote a letter to the 

vice-president detailing the instances of offensive jokes and insults made in the office. I was advised that 

our entire campus would go through diversity training. In reality, the training started and ended with my 

department, and was facilitated by the same human resources representative who is a friend of Shelly’s. 

He opened the session by addressing me personally, asking, “Do you have an issue that needs to be 

resolved with your team, Precious?” I was assured ahead of time that my specific complaint would not 

be discussed. However, my confidentiality was not protected. This is an example of how Black women’s 

emotional security is violated as a practice in organizations.  
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