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Introduction

CAN WE BE FRIENDS?

My husband, Mike, is an engineer—a full-blooded engineer. Not only is it his career choice, but he also lives and thinks like an engineer. Often when we go out with my friends, the occasion is loosely planned and somewhat spontaneous. A phone call made that day inquiring about the evening’s plans usually gets things started. Mike’s friends (fellow engineers), on the other hand, plan events literally months in advance—even if we are just meeting for dinner. Time, place, and confirmed reservations are emailed in a precise manner.

One Saturday, we met his friends Julie and Steve (both engineers) for dinner.1 Mike and I arrived at approximately 7:25 p.m. The 7:30 reservation was in Julie and Steve’s name, and the hostess informed us that they had not yet arrived. Knowing their habitual promptness, we decided to go to the table. I began to get nervous after fifteen minutes, since this is equivalent to waiting over an hour for someone in nonengineer land. My husband pulled out his printed email with the confirmed date and place. “Yep,” he said. “We are in the right place. Besides, the reservation is in their name, remember?” We asked the waitress again if anyone else was waiting for a couple. “No,” she assured us. “Your friends are not here.” After a half hour, I was convinced that something was dreadfully wrong. I checked our voicemail. No message. No missed phone call or text. We inquired again with the waitress, who checked with the hostess; she impatiently came back to tell us, “We checked. Your friends are not here.” As she was walking away, I turned to watch her—only to notice the back of Julie’s blond head and the shoulders of Steve, her husband, seated next to her. Not surprisingly, they were being told the same story. Apparently, the restaurant hostess assumed we could not be friends.

If we cannot even imagine individuals being friends across races in social settings, how can we envision and create a racially diverse and united America? Our natural preference for sorting people into categories of people who look like us, sound like us, and share our same values and beliefs leads us to remain socially segregated.

Now when I am the first to arrive at a restaurant to meet friends who are white, I openly let the restaurant know that I am waiting for some friends . . . and that they are white. Hostesses and maître d’s always appear a bit taken aback. It might be that they feel my mention of race is unnecessary, or perhaps they are surprised that I have named the elephant and they are grateful. As my husband frequently says, “Assumptions make asses out of you and me.”

Nobody likes feeling like an ass, so it is time to examine our assumptions about others who are racially different from us. The time for talking about the elephant in our societal living room is long overdue. I am not talking about ugly, evil, racist remarks that most people abhor. I am talking about those thoughts in our heads that would cause us to be a bit embarrassed if people were reading our minds. Like believing that blacks are lazy and Hispanics are dumb. Or wondering what country Asians are really from when they tell you they are American. Or wondering how authentically Native is that professed Native American and how did they come to know they were Native American? Did they use Ancestry.com? Although annoying to those who represent the identity, this kind of thinking is common and interrupts building the capacity to be able to have a meaningful conversation with an acquaintance of a different race without having what we will later explore as an amygdala hijack.

From kindergarten through third grade, I attended a racially mixed school. From first through third grades I was friends with Kitty, who was white. Our friendship started because I loved her blue rhinestone-trimmed eyeglasses. I was also friends with Maria, who was Filipino. Our friendship was based on the fact that I coveted the windbreaker jackets she possessed in several different colors. I was friends with Carlos, who was Puerto Rican. Our friendship was based on my pure attraction to a cute boy who was also quite popular with everyone in the class.

By seventh grade my formerly racially mixed school had become predominantly black, as the inner-city neighborhood surrounding St. Thomas Aquinas Elementary School in Cleveland, Ohio, became subject to white flight, the large-scale migration of middle-class whites from racially mixed urban cities to the suburbs. My best friends, Gayle, Zoe, and Debbie, were black. Judy, one of the few remaining white kids, sometimes hung around with us. We would often take the bus from the East Side to downtown Cleveland, where we could walk around and window-shop, peering at the trendy, pricey outfits on the mannequins and talking about our dreams of one day being able to buy clothes like that. We each had about fifty cents for lunch, which in the 1960s meant you could get a full meal at McDonald’s, consisting of a hamburger, a shake, and fries. Going to McDonald’s for lunch was a special part of these Saturday outings, but on one particular day, Judy said there was a better place we could go for lunch. She suggested the cozy corner diner where she and her mom ate when they shopped downtown. On our trips without Judy, we had passed that diner often, always peering in the window and assuming we could never afford to eat there. Judy assured us that the food wouldn’t cost us much more than McDonald’s and would be even better, a claim I found hard to believe. Thinking that the worst thing that could happen would be that we would have to share an order of fries, we agreed to go.

Debbie, Gayle, and Zoe quickly claimed five empty stools along the counter, and motioned for Judy and me to hurry up and sit down before other patrons claimed the seats. The waitress was a tall white woman with a hairstyle like the actress Lucille Ball, who held special fascination for me because she was married to Desi Arnaz, a Cuban who often butchered the English language like my immigrant Spanish-speaking parents. I assumed that because she looked like Lucy she would be friendly, but her expression was one of annoyance. Still standing at the entry with Judy, I started to giggle, thinking about how quickly my friends had gotten themselves into trouble, as there was barely a minute between when Gayle, Zoe, and Debbie sat down and Judy and I entered the diner. While I assumed that my friends must have done something unimaginable to cause Lucy-look-alike to be so upset, Judy had quickly assessed the situation and knew what the argument was about between the waitress and three black teens. They were being asked to leave.

Judy loudly announced, making sure the others in the diner could hear her, “If my friends are not allowed to eat here, then I won’t either. We are taking our business elsewhere.”

She dramatically motioned for us to leave. We were all stunned that what we’d witnessed on television happening to black people in the South was actually happening to us—good Catholic school girls, dressed appropriately and with enough money to pay for lunch, albeit maybe without French fries.

What I learned from the diner experience was that there were individuals who happened to be white who were racist and there were individuals who were white that you could call friends. White friends like Judy would challenge those racist structures and support you in the struggle for equality. I haven’t seen Judy since those school days and have no idea whether as an adult her views remain the same, yet throughout my adult years I frequently recall her advocacy against racist practices on behalf of her friends of a different race.

As a seventh grader hanging around Gayle, Zoe, and Debbie, attending what became a predominantly black school and living in a black neighborhood, I didn’t fully experience racism. I heard many stories of my parents’ experiences with racism and knew the impact of racism witnessed by their lowered expectations for financial prosperity despite their hard work and their limited career mobility despite their talent. As a young person, hanging around with Judy forced me to think about how the world treated us differently because of our race and how we developed differently as a result. This developmental process involves cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components and continues throughout all our life stages. As an adult, after an exchange with my close friend Yvonne, I became intensely curious as to why so many of my black friends, who were raised in similar circumstances and had the same values as I, did not have friends across racial lines, and why for so many of my white friends I was their only friend of color.

My curiosity persisted and I began examining friendships across racial lines as a major component of my research agenda. Over the course of my three-plus decades as a clinical psychologist, as an academic whose research has explored cross-racial relationships of all kinds, and in my more recent work as a chief diversity and inclusion officer, I have seen that one of the most effective ways to bring about the change in understanding our need to improve race relations is by forming friendships across racial groups. Yet a racial divide exists in cross-racial friendships, most notably between blacks and whites.

This book is about how friendship patterns, yours and mine, reflect America’s racial divide, the tension created by that divide, and the hope for future racial harmony. Stories of my cross-racial friendships, along with many others in the book, are used as examples of the circuitous and challenging path cross-racial friendships can take. As a well-recognized qualitative research method, storytelling can help explain the multilevel and dynamic perspectives of race relations. Stories also give witness to the benefits of cross-racial friendships, as a way toward navigating what is an increasingly racially complex world. It is my hope that by reading this book you will join me in examining race relations through the lens of your own friendships.

In addition to stories, interviews with cross-racial friendship pairs and discussions with focus group participants across the United States complement my research studies and the research of other social scientists on intragroup relations outlined throughout the chapters. Grounded in social science research, the book examines this dynamic through several levels of human systems—personal, interpersonal, group, and societal. On a personal level, cross-racial friendships help us recognize and reduce implicit bias, develop empathy, and enhance our understanding of ourselves as global citizens. On an interpersonal level, cross-racial friendships provide a vehicle for maximum self-expression and being fully authentic. In our racial-group identities, cross-racial friendships help us achieve healthy resolution. On a societal level, cross-racial friendships are the interpersonal building blocks and the foundation for any larger social or government efforts working toward positive race relations.

Of note to readers is the use in this book of the term “cross-racial.” Many social psychologists use the terms “interracial friendships” and “cross-racial friendships” interchangeably, with a preference in the literature for the term “interracial.” I intentionally use the term “cross-racial,” as it speaks to the conscious action that has to be taken in these kinds of relationships. Similarly, other terms used throughout the book, such as “racism,” “microaggressions,” “privilege,” “intersectionality,” and “racial identity,” are rooted in social science (psychology, sociology, anthropology) rather than conceptualized from a political, historical, or journalism framework. I believe this adds both a different and complementary understanding of the race narratives prevalent today in television news, blogs, podcasts, YouTube videos, and social media platforms. Popular race narratives are important and enlightening discussions that often point to generational differences in how race is experienced and conceptualized in contemporary society. However, what guides the analysis in this book are social science theories rooted in empirical research. In addition, the book focuses on patterns of adult cross-racial friendships rather than school-age children or romantic interracial relationships, as little attention has been given to understanding the nature of adult cross-racial friendships.

Over the years, following presentations on the topic, I have often been asked, “How can I make better or more friends across racial lines?” At first blush the question seems simple and almost naive, but it is not. Each chapter of the book speaks to the historical baggage, institutional structures, mind-sets, and psychological underpinnings that make crossing racial lines in friendship so challenging. Examining these factors also leads to insights and how-tos gleaned from the collective wisdom of strong cross-racial friendships used as models and inspiration in exploring a way forward.

Positing cross-racial friendship as an answer to our deep racial divide may seem naive and even ignorant to those more directly affected by the divide, and miseducated to those who have studied history. It is a rosy answer that comes with hard, coarse thorns. For as the book will lay out, not every cross-racial friendship has the capacity to move the mountains of racism, but all give witness to the goal of racial equity. Advancing race relations in the broader society cannot be achieved just by changes to our national conversation, for sometimes that conversation feels like a shouting match, with neither side listening, rather than a true dialogue. Black Lives Matter conversations are met with All Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter rebuttals. Racially charged deaths of black men and police officers ignite animated yet stagnant conversations about race. Political rhetoric about what constitutes a racist remark and what makes someone a racist or a bigot doesn’t change the narrative on race. Americans don’t need more conversations about race. Americans need more friends of different races with whom to engage in conversation about social change and bridging the racial divide.

Cross-racial friendships widen our lenses. They are foundational for building trust and bridging our widening racial divide. It is both an optimistic answer and a necessary, healthy start in the right direction for improving race relations. This book, through a robust combination of research findings and shared stories, aims to be a reliable guide toward that progress.






Chapter 1

LIVING “SEPARATE AS FINGERS”

When I graduated from eighth grade, in 1965, my parents, being Panamanian and Jamaican, didn’t know they were not supposed to flee the inner city with the white folks. They moved us to a predominantly white rural area about thirty miles outside Cleveland. At thirteen, thirty miles away from Gayle, Zoe, and Debbie, I found myself a ninth-grader in an all-white, all-girls’ Catholic high school. Starting school on the first day, I was friendless. As the only black student in the class I definitely stood out. I didn’t have a uniform because my scholarship only paid for tuition and books. We hadn’t realized that, and the uniform would be two weeks late by the time my parents could afford to place the order. Instead, I wore my eighth-grade graduation dress, a blue-and-white-striped empire-waist dress that was not store-bought like the ones in Teen magazine but made through the excellent seamstress skills of my mother. The dress, with its matching triangle scarf tied under the back of the neck, was the fashion trend at that time. But on that first day of high school, an outfit I once was so proud of became a symbol, along with my skin color, of not belonging.

Less visible were the other factors that made me different from the majority of my classmates. My mother’s first language was Spanish and my spoken language growing up in inner-city Cleveland was some form of Spanglish peppered with Ebonics (now known by sociolinguistics as African American Vernacular English, or AAVE, the preferred term of the academic community). Still, I excelled in school, largely because I loved to read. St. Thomas Aquinas did not have a gifted program, so instead the nuns deemed me a candidate for skipping the fourth grade. As a result, I was a full year behind my high school classmates in critical socialization developmental processes.

Like many racial-minority students in private schools, I received a financial scholarship, mine from a Catholic Interracial Scholarship Fund, awarded to gifted black and brown Catholic children to attend Catholic high schools. Although it was an academic scholarship, my family’s lower-middle-class status also qualified me for financial support.

Without any friends at lunchtime in my new school, I was destined to eat alone. Not knowing what else to do and feeling isolated, I anxiously stood by my locker arranging and rearranging my books, while wondering if the change my mother had given me that morning for lunch would be enough to buy even a sandwich in the school cafeteria.

“Do you want to eat lunch with us?” Rita, a blond girl with a warm smile approached and asked as she turned to her group of friends, who obviously had not been consulted. They all stared at me.

“Do you like the Beatles?” Joan, the apparent leader of the pack, asked.

In 1964 the Beatles led the “British Invasion” of American pop culture. My best friend at St. Thomas Aquinas, Gayle, atypical of adolescent black girls more in love with Motown artists like Marvin Gaye and Smokey Robinson, was obsessed with the Beatles. Because of Gayle, and because my dad bought all of the Beatles’ albums in the bootleg network of neighborhood music sales, I was a fan as well. Luckily, I could give her an honest yes. As it turns out, Joan was just as obsessed, if not more, with the Beatles as Gayle. The Beatles became my pathway to deep friendships across racial lines.

Joan, Rita, and I had radically different upbringings. Joan’s was an Italian, upper-middle-class family with a mother who held staunchly conservative Republican values. Her father, John, was born in Italy and migrated with his family to the suburbs of Cleveland at age eight. There, Joan’s grandfather, along with his brothers, built the construction business that remains family-owned today. Joan’s mom, Betty, had German and Irish roots, although culturally she assimilated Italian in almost every way, she was the only wife in the extended family who worked outside the home and not in the family business. Betty, a feminist in her own right, believed in women controlling their own checkbooks and as a teen instructed me to make sure I had my own money when I married.

Rita’s family resembled what was characterized as the “all-American family,” not, of course, because of their strong Russian and Bohemian cultural roots, but despite them, in their assimilation practices. Eleanor was a stay-at-home mom who worked over the hot stove preparing dinner and, in dress and apron, greeted Rita’s dad, George, upon his return from work. George was a senior development engineer at General Electric and credited with a number of innovations. The family gathered every evening for Eleanor’s meals around the dining room table and discussed the day’s events. They must have looked like the Cleavers from the 1957–1963 American sitcom Leave It to Beaver, the idealized American suburban family living in Ohio. Mom was very loving and Dad was very wise. The kids were obedient.

My parents were immigrants: my dad, from Jamaica and undocumented; my mom, from Panama and holding a green card. My dad was a parking-lot attendant, and my mom inspected parts in a factory. Our family income was marginally middle-class, elevated only through buying goods from the neighborhood’s underground network that benefited from illegal activities, a practice normalized in our community and in which even law-abiding citizens and churchgoing people like my parents participated. When my siblings and I were kids, the seven of us would go to bed in a house with a refrigerator and cupboards completely empty and wake up in the morning with a refrigerator and cupboards crammed with a variety of food products. This would happen once a month when “Santa Claus” arrived and delivered food throughout the neighborhood for a fraction of the cost at the grocery store. You could only place large, medium, and small orders, each with a fixed price. We ate whatever Santa Claus provided, which was what “fell off the truck” on its way to the grocery stores.

Joan and Rita reached out to me in friendship in high school without much thought to their intention other than kindness and with little understanding of any racial or social implications. They remain today as my longest-term friends of a different race. After graduating from high school, Joan, Rita, and I each entered the convent and remained friends throughout that shared experience and after we left religious life. We have other shared life experiences, such as being the primary caregivers for our parents. Yet our race shaped different worldviews, which set up taboo topics for discussion, and race continues to dilute intimacy in our friendship, drawing us closer to friends of the same race.
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Joan’s hair remains one of her best features, although her eyes are still solidly bright despite the wrinkles that have surfaced over the years, more visibly on her olive skin (rooted in her Italian heritage) than on my dark brown skin. As we sit on my deck five months into the Trump administration, discussing the moral decline of our country, Joan traces the origin of that decline to Roe v. Wade, the landmark 1973 decision by the United States Supreme Court making abortion legal. As I listen, I focus on her hair. I’m afraid that if I look into her warm eyes, it will serve as an invitation to be honest about my feelings and disrupt our fifty-year friendship. The running commentary going on in my head ranges from a patronizing “Bless her sweet heart” to wondering if she is fricking kidding me. How privileged to be able to forget that America’s social contract morally permitted three centuries of slavery. How convenient to forget that Jim Crow deprived blacks of voting rights and institutionalized racial discrimination across the nation as a norm resulting in lynching.

Joan was an elementary school principal. How could she not think about state-sponsored school segregation? She probably forgot about the ban on interracial marriages enforced in many states until 1967. I took a deep breath and, for what felt like the billionth time in our friendship, chose to not confront her. Joan, after all, was one of my dearest and oldest friends, and it was an unusually beautiful spring day in Cleveland. We had just enjoyed a great lunch with Rita, who had left a few minutes before. Fifty-plus years of friendship and still I am careful not to bring up race.

This type of tiptoeing around race in cross-racial conversations is very common and something that I found within my own research and interviewing of focus group participants. Mia, one such participant, is a savvy young black woman who startles me in her wisdom. She tells me that her white conservative friends don’t want to talk about race.

“They like to stay in a bubble and be safe,” she says.

Though she has many friends of many races, her overall assessment of whether or not these friendships will change race relations is negative.

“I am my white friends’ one black friend, and it is not going to make a difference to advance race relations,” she tells me. “They think Mia is safe, which is why I am their friend.”

It was at that moment that I realized I have a long history of being Joan and Rita’s “safe” black friend. I collude in that safety by not being emotionally honest in our conversations. It is a complicated dance, our friendship, and we have memorized the moves in order not to step on each other’s toes. Our cross-racial friendship is not unique: there are many cross-racial friendships on the dance floor doing the same awkward dance.

We limit possibilities when we only go with what is safe and what is known. We are all racially myopic. Racial myopia deepens the racial divide.
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Having cross-racial friends is far more complicated than most people imagine. As with my friendship with Joan and Rita, friendships across racial lines take work to secure, are challenging to nurture, and are difficult to maintain in a “separate but equal” society. Don’t believe me? Ask your friend of a different race. That is, if you have one. The majority of us do not. It has been that way for a very long time.

“In all things purely social, we can be as separate as fingers,” Booker T. Washington proposed to a mixed-race audience during his 1895 “Atlanta Compromise” address, “yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”1 Being “separate as fingers” socially and only coming together when we need to, particularly for economic advantage, has persisted as a relationship model across the racial divide since 1895. Many people still hold the belief that economic benefit is the only reason to socialize across races. Socializing with whites can provide racial minorities with the right connections that help advance their careers. They can learn “inside baseball” tips on securing promotions and getting buy-in from senior leaders for sponsorship of their ideas and projects. Most importantly, socializing gains them greater understanding of the attitudes and behaviors of whites, which can in turn give them an advantage in the professional world. According to some black focus group participants, however, although socializing with whites might be a business necessity, being friends with them is not.

“Outside of work, it [socializing with whites] is just not worth it,” one participant said. “They walk past you like they don’t know you on the streets when they are with their white friends. . . . That same white guy will be quick to use the N-word once he gets a few drinks in him.”

For whites, the benefit of socializing with people of color is conceptualized as a learning experience, one that may be nice to have but is not considered a necessity. It is a form of cognitive cross-training that provides greater ease and expertise in multicultural settings, similar to being a seasoned traveler:


“I like to get to know different races of people because I learn different things from them, such as food, ideas, thinking processes, and family dynamics.”

“As I have made cross-racial friends, I love learning new things about different races. I find it fun and life enriching.”

“My cross-racial friends see things differently from how I see my race, and rather than being stressed or upset by their views, I find them helpful providing alternative solutions to my problems.”



These contrasting positions by people of color and whites highlight that whites often view cross-racial friends as a life bonus and people of color experience white friends as a life necessity.

In advocating for crossing racial lines as a business necessity, Booker T. Washington was not without critics. Many of his “brothers” accused him of colluding with powerful whites in order to gain support. His words and his conservative approach, they believed, served to undermine the quest for racial equality. While maintaining a separatist attitude toward whites, Washington secretly funded antisegregationist activities. He is best remembered today for helping black Americans rise up from economic slavery.2 There are many people of color who would agree with Washington’s critics in their strategic approach to dealing with powerful whites. In focus groups, both black and brown men tell me that their primary reason for socializing with whites (and really the only reason they can think of) is that it helps them advance in their professional lives. Like Booker T. Washington, their agenda is clear regarding economic freedom, and they are unwavering in their commitment to helping their communities achieve it, even if it means having a few white friends. In their opinion, socializing with whites is a business necessity.

Social science research bears this out. Self-expansion is a basic human motive, and having close friends is a way to achieve it. Having friends across racial lines provides us access to resources, identities, and perspectives we would otherwise lack.3

There are others, echoing Washington’s critics, who profess economic self-sufficiency and advocate for race pride and racial separatism. In the 1960s, racial self-sufficiency had its spokesperson in Malcolm X, whose ideology resonates with many of today’s young activists, who have experienced little change in the economic and social condition since the civil rights movement. Here are Malcolm X’s words:


I tell sincere white people, “Work in conjunction with us—each of us working among our own kind.” Let sincere white individuals find all other white people they can who feel as they do—and let them form their own all-white groups, to work trying to convert other white people who are thinking and acting so racist. . . . Working separately, the sincere white people and sincere black people actually will be working together. In our mutual sincerity we might be able to show a road to the salvation of America’s very soul.4



Yet historically, many individuals have not followed Malcolm X’s separatist views and have crossed racial lines with a shared passion for racial justice. Many of these relationships resulted in friendship, which is typically the catalyst for social change. Dr. William “Smitty” Smith of the National Center for Race Amity describes interracial friendships as “the lifeblood, the mortar that give cohesion and transcending moral strength to the work of establishing equity, access, and social justice.”5 Historically, individuals with widely different backgrounds, through a like-minded vision for social justice, have ended up establishing friendships. This is typically how we have come to know and understand the origins and nature of cross-racial friendships. They have been rooted in a shared vision and goal for achieving racial equality.

If we were to classify friendship on a continuum according to levels of depth or intensity, with points on the continuum being “acquaintance,” “casual,” “professional,” “close,” and “intimate,” these kinds of friendships might be considered professional relationships, with more benefits directed toward the common good or society than for mutual personal gain. In this professional relationship, each friend holds deep respect for the other born out of an admiration for their advocacy and work together. Many might not consider these kinds of relationships in a social context. Nevertheless, professional cross-racial friendships are worth holding up as a historical framework for the possibilities cross-racial friendships hold. I’ll introduce two as examples: First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and educator Mary McLeod Bethune, whose public display of admiration and respect for one another primed race-relations policies for years to come, and the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, who were model civil rights advocates and spiritual brothers.

[image: ]

Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955) was an American educator and founder of Bethune-Cookman College, a private co-ed, historically black college in Florida. She was a prominent civil rights activist in the 1940s and 1950s and founder of the National Council of Negro Women. Mrs. McLeod Bethune enjoyed a public friendship with President Franklin Roosevelt and was a close, loyal friend of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. Although they were nine years apart in age, which some might consider significant, Mrs. Roosevelt frequently referred to Mrs. Bethune as “her closest friend in her age group.”6

In “My Day,” a six-day-a-week syndicated newspaper column with a reading audience of over four million, written by Mrs. Roosevelt from 1935 until 1962, she references Mary McLeod Bethune sixteen times during Bethune’s lifetime, and once in a 1955 column after Bethune’s death. She writes of visits from Bethune, who came to see her “with the desire to get some information as to where the Negro people could function in helping the unfortunates in other countries and in taking a real part in national defense.”7

In the columns, the First Lady writes about attending benefits at Bethune-Cookman College, attending dinners in Bethune’s honor, and presenting Mrs. McLeod Bethune with awards for her “great service in the educational field for her own people.”8

On March 1, 1955, she writes, “I lunched with the National Council of Colored Women at the Hotel Willard to celebrate the beginning of its 20th year. The meeting was also held the last day of Brotherhood Week, so it was fitting that Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune, who organized the council and was present as the honored guest should receive tributes for her work not only for the Negro race but for Americans everywhere. Her spirit of charity and kindness has smoothed many a difficult situation and has eased many tensions, and she has certainly helped race relations in the United States.”9

Eleanor Roosevelt was known for bold moves lobbying for the civil rights of African Americans through her radio broadcasts and newspaper columns. She defied segregation laws at the Southern Conference for Human Welfare in Birmingham, Alabama, intentionally seating herself on the Negro side of the hall next to her friend Mary McLeod Bethune, then director of Negro affairs for the National Youth Administration. When instructed that she could not sit on that side of the hall, Mrs. Roosevelt took a folding chair and sat herself in the middle of the aisle between the two sections.10

On February 11, 1949, in a radio interview with Mrs. Roosevelt, Mrs. Bethune announced the launching of the National Council of Negro Women’s first nationwide interracial membership list. “For the first time, we are inviting women who believe in the fundamental spirit of democracy to join us in our fight for human and civil rights.” She further named the council’s goal for reaching a million-membership mark. Mrs. Roosevelt inquired, “Why are you so anxious to get all these new members at this time?” Mrs. Bethune’s response: “In these times, Mrs. Roosevelt, we feel that in order to achieve the goal of civil and human rights for all, it is necessary for women of all races and creeds to know and understand each other.”11

Mrs. Roosevelt’s entire newspaper column on May 20, 1955, was a eulogy to Bethune, who had died just days before; the First Lady called her “a really great American woman.”12
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The 2014 historical drama Selma, directed by Ava DuVernay and written by Paul Webb, refreshed our collective memory of the historic civil rights march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama.13 As a film it took certain liberties with historical facts and came under criticism for the omission of various individuals or groups historically associated with the Selma marches. One such omission was Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.14 With his wiry white hair and beard, Heschel marched in the front row, arms locked with Ralph Bunche, the first African American to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, whose arms in turn were locked with Dr. Martin Luther King, marking not only Heschel’s prominent place in the civil rights movement but his friendship with Dr. King.

King and Heschel had met at the National Conference on Religion and Race and initially bonded over the biblical prophets. King was drawn to Heschel’s intimate knowledge of the topic and Heschel in turn admired King’s devotion to the Exodus story of Moses and the Israelites, and how he had adapted it to the narrative of the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and ’60s.15 Their friendship was a deeply spiritual one but also rooted in social justice advocacy.

Dr. King recalled: “He has been with us in many struggles. I remember marching from Selma to Montgomery, how he stood at my side. . . . I remember very well when we were in Chicago for the Conference on Religion and Race ... to a great extent his speech inspired clergymen of all faiths to do something they had not done before.”16

Rabbi Heschel’s daughter, Susannah Heschel, is the Eli Black Professor of Jewish Studies at Dartmouth College and has traveled to Selma several times with her husband and daughter. On one visit, they went to the home of Dr. Sullivan Jackson, where Dr. King spent several months. The home has preserved the furniture as it was. “That was very moving,” Susannah tells me, “and Mrs. Jackson told me the morning of the march, she got up, went into the living room, and saw at one side Dr. King praying, at another corner my father was praying, and a couple of others praying. So I thought that image was wonderful, and it shows you that the civil rights movement was about civil rights and humanism and its ability for one room to hold and host all these different people and all of them praying.”17

In her 2018 article for Telos, “A Friendship in the Prophetic Tradition: Abraham Joshua Heschel and Martin Luther King, Jr.,” Susannah Heschel states:


The friendship between Heschel and King was unusual in its day, and was surprising to many, but also inspiring because the two came from such different backgrounds and yet found an intimacy that grew out of their religious commitments and transcended the growing public rifts between the two communities. Heschel brought King and his message to a wide Jewish audience, and King made Heschel a central figure in the struggle for Civil Rights. Often lecturing together, they both spoke about racism as the root of poverty and its role in the war in Vietnam, and both also spoke about Zionism and Israel and about the struggles of Jews in the Soviet Union. The transcendent issue was “saving the soul of America,” the motto of the SCLC [Southern Christian Leadership Conference].18



Although most cross-racial friendships do not come shrouded in the obvious historical cloak of Roosevelt and Bethune’s and King and Heschel’s, all cross-racial friendships are embedded in America’s racist history and can be both a unifying and polarizing force in society—unifying in that the friendship heightens awareness of the universal nature of humanity, and polarizing in that race also underlines the disparities in how each is treated in America. The polarizing aspect is most often unacknowledged among cross-racial friends. Treating each other as equals and pretending as though society does the same tends to be the norm. With this baggage strapped to every cross-racial friendship, it is understandable why there are so few.

Delving into this topic was spurred by an examination of the nature of my own cross-racial friendships. Did they extend beyond a shared vision for racial justice? Was it possible to have a cross-racial friendship without working for racial justice? How did the nature of my cross-racial friendships compare to others?

From my research, I know that individual cross-racial friendships do extend beyond advancing race relations in the broader society. You can be friends with someone of a different race and share a relationship that is not necessarily born out of a shared vision of and collective work for racial justice. Racial justice can be a happy by-product of cross-racial friendships, and a substantial body of evidence has suggested that reduced prejudice is a significant benefit of socializing across racial lines. The benefits further include reduced racial isolation in communities, the creation of a better-informed citizenry, an expansion of the concept of citizenship to a global level, the improvement of team performance in organizations, and an increase in innovation in organizations and the arts.19

Still, the case for extending ourselves across racial lines in friendship has yet to be made to the extent that cross-racial friendships personally matter to the average American. Examining one’s friendship list and noting that there are no friends of different races is not a cause for lamenting for most Americans.

It is said that, on average, most individuals only have about one or two really close friends in a lifetime. More gregarious people travel through life with a social group of about six to ten friends. Widening the circle to include friendly acquaintances can take one up to about twenty-five. Considering these numbers, there does not seem to be a compelling case for moving out of one’s racial boundaries in the search for friends. There seem to be plenty of choices from the look-alike category, and it takes precious time and considerable psychological effort to extend ourselves into the “don’t look like me” category.

REDUCED RACIAL ISOLATION IN OUR COMMUNITIES

Humans are by nature tribal; we are attracted to and want to live near people who share our racial identity, so the need for having cross-racial friends can be a tough sell. Reducing racial isolation in communities is not a high priority for most Americans. Research suggests that whites want to live in all-white neighborhoods and will tolerate only a few from different races. This phenomenon was dubbed in 1971 the “thirty-three and a third tip,” with evidence that once racial diversity approaches roughly a third in a neighborhood, it results in white flight.20 A similar tipping point does not appear to occur for blacks. Blacks desire to live in racially mixed neighborhoods but are okay living in predominantly black neighborhoods.21 Regardless of socioeconomic class, race influences Americans’ decisions on where they live. What is not clear is whether or not neighborhood racial segregation is a result of our natural instincts to live with our “own kind” or because we want to avoid those who are different from us. This lack of attributional clarity makes it difficult to suggest that having multiracial friendships supports reducing racial isolation, when many individuals prefer to be racially isolated, or at least do not mind it.

BETTER-INFORMED CITIZENRY

Populist-fueled rhetoric during the American 2016 presidential campaign not only uncovered angry voters who felt that they were being ignored by the established political parties but revealed how little informed average citizens (and even political candidates) were about how government actually works. The resurgence of the populist movement underscored the necessity and value of a better-informed citizenry. But while baby boomers and traditionalists might look back fondly on their junior high school civics classes, civics education is not a given in the digital age. Though forty-three states mandate that students study civics and learn about political parties, scholars note that civics classes present an oversimplification of the student’s role in our democracy.22 Clearly, it is advantageous for Americans to understand how government works, since they are charged with voting for candidates who have the power to make decisions that affect their day-to-day lives. Given that America remains racially segregated in neighborhoods and social lives, without authentic communication across racial lines, we risk the endless gridlock of a divided government as well.

EXPANDED GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP

The same rationale would hold for presenting a case for expanding the concept of citizenship to a global level. Global issues of a social, political, economic, or environmental nature tend to baffle the average American struggling to raise children on flat salaries, maintain their jobs with some level of enthusiasm for their work, pay for healthcare, and secure retirement to finally achieve some kind of life balance before they die. It is to our advantage to understand the deep interconnectedness of economic, political, and social life on our planet Earth by acting locally and thinking globally, as the saying dictates. Global citizenship is a way of thinking that people come to understand through formative life experiences such as those fostered in cross-racial friendships. Cultural empathy, principled decision-making, and cultural competence are enhanced in cross-racial relationships.23 These competencies are not only necessary for a growing economy but for strengthening our democracy. Cross-racial friendships are a way to act locally and to expand our global consciousness.

IMPROVED TEAM PERFORMANCE AND INNOVATION IN ORGANIZATIONS

But what about businesses and the case for increased productivity and innovation? This argument for having cross-racial friends presents our strongest case. Working as a diversity professional for three decades, I have facilitated hundreds of sessions to support inclusive work practices. Evaluations from diversity training sessions lend support to the idea that these sessions produce greater understanding of the complexities of diversity and its business case. Participants also develop skills for effectively communicating across ethnic and racial differences, along with a heightened awareness of any unconscious bias they may hold. Yet those benefits are not enough to build a case for cross-racial friendships.

An even stronger case is made by efforts to create synergy among network groups charged with creating and implementing organizational diversity and inclusion goals. Fostering contact among diverse employees with the aim of achieving the mission and business objectives of an organization can be more successful than diversity training itself. Working together on goals rather than just learning together on how to get along is far more productive.

Social scientists and change-management researchers agree that diversity has a competitive advantage in the business context if the conditions are right.24 It is logical to assume that cross-racial friendships support people’s ability to feel comfortable with diverse teams and generate positive feelings regarding differences and increased engagement and enthusiasm for working with others who do not share one’s racial identity. All of these characteristics are what social science researcher Todd Pittinsky calls “allophilia,” a liking for those whom we perceive to be “other.” Friendships, Pittinsky claims, can serve as a path toward something positive and can do more than just eliminate prejudice.25 Allophilia and prejudice have independent causes and are not opposites, as allophilia describes how one feels about certain groups and ascertains one’s desire to move toward the “other” rather than simply tolerate their existence or holding a cognitive belief in the universal nature of humanity.26 From this perspective, diverse work groups not only enhance performance and spur innovation but encourage different races to develop friendships if they so choose.

[image: ]

Social connections in general, and specifically across racial lines, have been linked to improved academic performance, income, and overall quality of life.27 In a national survey conducted for this book, 70 percent of respondents strongly agreed that friendships across racial lines are essential to making progress toward improving race relations. An additional 25 percent agreed with the statement, totaling 95 percent who endorsed cross-racial friendships as critical to improved race relations. There were no significant differences in this affirmative response between whites and people of color. Almost everyone, particularly those with higher education, agrees that it is to our advantage to have cross-racial friends.28

In this same study, however, there was a difference by educational level in responses to how important it is to have a close friend across racial lines. Those with higher education (college degree, master’s, doctorate, and professional degree) endorsed its strong importance; those with less education (some college, high school or GED, no high school degree) did not believe that it was as important to have cross-racial friends. These survey study results should be interpreted with extreme caution, however. Those with less education may simply believe that friends are friends and race should not matter. That belief was expressed anecdotally from focus group participants. Nevertheless, the findings strengthen the case for having diverse classrooms, as individuals with higher education may realize not only the complexities of cross-racial friendship but also its importance to improving race relations and the overall quality of life for all Americans.

So, if the majority of us agree that it is to our advantage and that it is important, what keeps us from forming cross-racial friends? Based on our survey, the top three barriers to having close cross-racial friends were time (respondent has no time in their daily life for more friends), neighborhood (respondent’s neighborhood is not racially diverse), and work (respondent’s workplace is not racially diverse).29 To summarize, we believe that cross-racial friendships are essential for improved race relations, but we don’t have time to establish them and we don’t live or work in racially diverse environments. As a result, despite a strong professed belief in the power of cross-racial friendships to improve race relations for the benefit of all, most Americans do not have friends of a different race.30

In our daily lives, the advantage of having friends of different racial backgrounds is rarely raised as important, brought to our awareness, or even discussed. One reason is that we consider the work of bridging the ever-widening racial divide as a mammoth task that requires herculean effort rather than a light-one-candle approach. As a nation, when we break our silence to talk about race, it is in the form of a large systemic initiative such as One America in the 21st Century: The President’s Initiative on Race, established by President Bill Clinton with Executive Order 13050 in 1997.31 Or when Americans of all races listened in hushed silence as then senator Barack Obama delivered his speech on race on March 8, 2008, addressing the role race had played in the presidential election season.32 Or closing the racial divide is considered work to be undertaken by academics with prestigious educational grants directed toward racial healing and racial equity, such as those sponsored by the Kellogg or Ford Foundations. Bridging the racial divide is simply perceived as too enormous to be the work of the average American.

Race is a big deal in the United States, and we are extremely uncomfortable talking about it, let alone making friends with someone of a different race. We intuitively know that in order to achieve the benefits of establishing cross-racial friendships we have to surmount some overwhelming challenges, and, as in the case of Mary McLeod Bethune and Eleanor Roosevelt, and Rabbi Joshua Heschel and Martin Luther King Jr., we have to be so driven and connected by the quest for racial justice that we are willing to make sacrifices for it.

Yet cross-racial friendships between average Americans can serve in just as profound a manner as any major national race initiative and might offer a more sustainable and permanent way to bridge the racial divide. We need cross-racial friends in order to master developmental tasks that, left unattended, render us incomplete as individuals and as a society. Still, the racial divide continues to widen, most notably between blacks and whites. Three responses from focus groups illustrate this reluctance to cross racial lines in friendship:


“Why do I even have to have black friends?” (47-year-old white male)

“You want to tell me with what I know about the history of how blacks have been treated by whites in this country, that now I should forgive them and turn around and be friends with them?” (45-year-old black male)

“I have a very small circle of people that I consider friends. Do I have any close white friends? I don’t think so—not right now. I have a lot of white acquaintances at work or organizations and a lot of them come from friends of my kids. I don’t have a need for them.” (52-year-old black woman)



More than a century after Booker T. Washington first used the metaphor, we are still as separate as fingers, and it is worth examining why that is so and doing something about it. Perhaps we need to be “one as the hand” not just for financial gain but in things “purely social.” We need to confirm whether or not racial desegregation is just a business necessity or essential to our mutual progress as a nation. My belief is that racial desegregation is not just about our economic survival but our ability to preserve and strengthen our democracy through a shared vision that comes only from an understanding of another’s reality. Understanding another’s reality is dependent on interpersonal relationships. Perhaps, in socializing across racial lines and becoming friends, we can create a collective vision and achieve mutual progress. Why is this so hard to do?

It is because cross-racial friendships represent more than the relationship between the two individuals. How cross-racial friendships are viewed and interpreted is symbolic of and influenced by
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