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29

1
B E I N G  W I T H  PA R A D O X 

A N D  P O S S I B I L I T Y

The Origins of The Theory of Being
Sherry K. Watt

So I will try to let my guard down 
and be present to the butterfly 

as it flutters.

—Danna Faulds, “Possibility Is the Word of the Day”

My personal and professional journey is inextricably linked to the ebbs  
and flows of my life, career, and our society. The theory of Being 
evolved, in part, from a process I used to make sense of a life full of 

paradox. This book summarizes how the threads of my research line evolved 
into the theory of Being. The theory describes ways of Being (practices and 
process) and explains how they help have difficult dialogues within the social 
and political contexts of institutions that emerged with a specific focus on 
controversies related to racism. In this chapter, I will share the paradoxes that 
shape my life and show how the theory of Being provides a pathway for me 
to hold out the possibility of hope amid despair. Being teaches me how to be 
with impenetrable problems in ways that are life-giving and transformative. 
Actively doing the inner work of aligning my thoughts, feelings, and actions 
helps me build the stamina to deal with conflict. As defined earlier, a conflict 
could be an enduring social problem, a controversial decision, a disorienting 
dilemma (as Mezirow, 1991, describes), a new/unknown/unfamiliar or even 
a fundamentally disagreed upon difference, belief, value, idea, or experience. 
When I face a conflict, I often ask myself: “What does this conflict invite me 
to do? What opportunity for growth does this conflict present for me? What 
work do I need to do on myself around this conflict? What work is there 
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30  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

for me to do in my relationships? What part of this work do I need to do in  
my community?” 

As follows, I reflect on being a person, a researcher, and a community 
 member. As the theory guides me, I deal with the fluidity of my personal, 
relational, and community connections, experiences, and identity. I share 
how the process of intentionally aligning my thoughts, feelings, and actions 
with the practice of Being shapes my relationship to conflict (as described 
in the “Part One Introduction”), which then guides my personal and 
 professional practice. 

Being a Person

As a person, I ponder the question, “Who am I?” The question helps 
me make sense of my constantly changing surroundings and a myriad of 
 contradictions that shape my personal life. I am an upper-middle-class, 
cisgender, heterosexual, breast cancer thriver, African American woman 
who was raised in a two-parent home with one sibling. I grew up as an 
army brat. Both of my parents were college educated. My father retired as 
a lieutenant colonel from the United States Army. He was an engineer and 
transportation specialist. My mother was a nurse and a homemaker. Our 
family lived and traveled in the United States and abroad. We lived in army 
officer housing, which was predominantly White on each base. Most, but 
not all, People of Color on the army base lived in enlisted officer housing, 
which was located away from the officer sections. Generally, army officers 
are college educated, whereas enlisted officers join the service with at least 
a high school diploma. As a child, I went to public school with officers 
and enlisted children of all races whose families were from many different 
countries, and we all lived at varying socioeconomic levels. On every mili-
tary base, my education in the public school systems embodied and valued 
White-dominant and socioeconomically affluent cultural ways. My life is 
shaped by a mix of privilege and marginalization that creates tension lead-
ing me to search for resolve and seek balance.

I became an instantaneous single parent to four children that my sister 
left behind after being murdered by her husband. My sister was a teacher, 
a loyal friend, and a supreme storyteller. She had an exuberant sense of 
humor. Her husband was a Black man raised in a middle-class family, a drug 
addict. I theorize that as a child he might have been like my nieces and 
nephews—smart, curious, expressive—the kind of Black child that the U.S.  
educational  system is unsure of where they fit and how to work with him/
her/them. I offer this not as an excuse for his crime, not even as an expression 
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BEING WITH PARADOX AND POSSIBILITY  31

of compassion, but as another example of the paradoxes and how racism—
my constant  companion—encases my life and work. 

I am part of the African American community. While my racialized 
experiences are common to most other highly educated African Americans, 
I did not grow up socioeconomically disadvantaged. In this way, I do not fit 
neatly into the stereotypical view of African Americans. The stereotypical 
image that is reinforced by media and poorly designed research studies is 
that most Black people are not highly educated, grew up in poverty or live 
in very low-socioeconomic status households. I grew up in settings where 
I was usually the only Person of Color. In my experiences, the combination 
of my socioeconomic and educational background can be seen as a betrayal 
of the Black community if you are limited in your view by the stereotype. 
This image is held not only by some White people and our systems but even 
by some Black people who have difficulty resisting the stereotype. Therefore, 
I am often asked to prove that I am Black enough. I am constantly danc-
ing between being human, being Black, and being Black and human. And 
because I live with the threat of death by cancer amid the constant con-
straints of racism and have experienced the tragedy of losing my sister, I have 
discovered that ways of Being with paradox and conflict that help me manage 
the overwhelming contradictions I face in my life.

Being With Fundamental Disagreement

During the pandemic and racial reckoning of 2020, I entered into a conver-
sation with a friend whose political point of view is conservative while mine 
leans liberal. My friend is a White woman, kind, and is highly educated 
in the medical sciences. She called to talk one day during pandemic times 
to share her discontent with the behavior of people as she walked through 
Target on the first weekend when the quarantine restrictions were lifted. She 
was very sympathetic to the message that we have to open the economy but 
was especially unnerved by the number of people in the store at one time and 
the fact that many were not wearing masks and disregarded the sacrifice she 
was making working in the hospital. I was actually surprised when she called. 
I suspect we were both avoiding calling each other because there was nothing 
that we could discuss that was not laced with political tensions.

We both seemed baffled by the state of our country. We both watched 
different media outlets. I perceived that she identified with the media outlet 
aligned with the rhetoric of Fox News. I believe she also listens to public 
radio. I, rather, frequented all liberal media outlets including MSNBC. I also 
listen to Fox News and public radio during intense news cycles to try to 
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32  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

decipher what truth is, which in my view lies somewhere in between the 
messages sent by these various news outlets. However, I am, without a doubt, 
drawn to political points of view that reject what I perceive as Trump-like 
perpetuation of racism, xenophobia, and selective valuing of the privileged 
over those who are marginalized in this society. I am baffled by the princi-
ple of valuing the economy without consideration for humanity. I reject the 
Darwinian logic of survival of the fittest. In this conversation, she appeared 
torn over these sets of contradictions too. She was frustrated with the disre-
gard for healthcare workers, and yet she values individual freedoms and is 
suspicious of big government. She also seems to want to continue to believe 
in the American Dream, which is that anyone can achieve with just hard 
work. We both seemed to be questioning that ideal, given that our country 
could no longer deny its flaws after witnessing the racially motivated death 
of George Floyd.

We are friends. We both made intentional decisions to stay in a relation-
ship. I believe we remain open to hearing each other because we share one 
common thread—we both value humanity and wholeness. I am heartened 
by our stamina to remain friends when we each buy into different points of 
view. However, I believe, if we were honest, we would admit that we both 
have had moments when we questioned whether or not our friendship would 
survive this particular moment in time. I wondered if I can stay in a relation-
ship with someone who believes in values that are so antithetical to my exist-
ence and my experience as an African American in this country. I accept that 
we will likely never agree or see the social problems the same way. I wondered 
whether or not it is possible to be with her around issues that amplify our 
very opposing points of view such as the pandemic and racism. The conflict 
is that we fundamentally disagree, and yet we are friends.

Applying Personal Ways of Being

In the long days of the pandemic, I pondered how applications of the theory 
of Being can help sustain our engagement in difficult dialogues on matters 
where there is fundamental disagreement. I wondered: How can we sustain 
engagement in difficult dialogues? What are the unspoken assumptions and 
beliefs that are at the root of those discussions? If we improve our process, 
will our outcomes result in deep, pervasive, and meaningful social change or 
perhaps personal or relational transformation? This conflict with my friend 
presented me with an opportunity to practice the theory’s idea of Being. 
I applied the principles and practices of Being in our discussions surrounding 
this fundamental disagreement. My friend and I discussed the theory only 

Watt et al_9781642673654.indb   32 17-08-2022   12:05:35



BEING WITH PARADOX AND POSSIBILITY  33

in casual conversation. Therefore, she was familiar with the idea of Being in 
an informal way because some of the theory’s principles and practices are 
embodied in the spirit of relating to each other as friends. 

During a tense moment in one of our pandemic conversations, my friend 
was articulating a version of the American Dream. The American Dream sen-
timent that I heard from my friend boils down to the view that life is not fair, 
but if you work hard, then you have access to the dream. Essentially, I heard 
from her that there is equal access to opportunities. I heard that there are no 
systemic barriers—and if there are systemic barriers, they are surmountable. 
I view this as a typical conservative political position. In other words, it is 
antiseptic. It is scrubbed clean of any acknowledgment of the history of rac-
ism in this country and dismisses the thought about how it still shapes our 
social and economic systems today. This position ignores the fact that there 
are systemic disadvantages for People of Color and systemic advantages for 
White people. I fixated on this point in our conversation. 

In this tense moment, I paused and decided to be with her ideas. 
I stopped trying to convince her to see me and my point of view. I practiced 
in this conversation the personal way of Being, that is, discerning motivation 
and humanizing otherness in self. 

As a Being practice, I started to reflect on my motive in the conversa-
tion. I admitted to myself that my hope was to open her eyes to seeing me 
and my perspective. I wanted to convince her that racism existed. I wanted 
her to understand racism and I wanted to convince her by helping her see 
how her experiences as a woman in the sciences related to systemic oppres-
sion. Once I realized my motivations, I was able to consciously ask myself: 
“Did my motives align with what I wanted? Did I really want to center her 
seeing me?” Getting in touch with my motivations allowed time for me to 
align my thoughts and feelings and ponder how to take action in this con-
versation. I realized that once I shifted my focus to the fundamental disa-
greement, I released my wanting to be right or win her over. I was able to 
listen with a different type of investment. We named the roots of our beliefs. 
I had to acknowledge that I had not thoroughly explored how I had arrived 
at my sociopolitical perspective. Together we explored how we arrived at 
our beliefs. We humanized otherness in the self by questioning where and 
when we departed from the beliefs of our family. We examined the impact 
of the current times (the Trump presidency, COVID-19, and racism) on 
our beliefs. We discussed what changed and what remains the same about 
our beliefs. Once I shifted my way of Being with this fundamental disagree-
ment, it opened up the possibility for me to explore my own upbringing 
and to deal with the flaws inherent in each of our political positions, not 
just her position. 
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34  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

My engagement with her shifted something else in me. I started to notice 
a habit developed from internalized racism, of which I had not been pre-
viously fully conscious. In discerning my motivations and shifting my focus 
away from her, I paused on convincing her to acknowledge my existence 
and experiences with racism. Then I could see that I was centering her, her 
Whiteness, and making her into a proxy for all White people whom I could 
convince to see me and hear me. Perhaps my flawed thinking was: “If I can 
only convince her to see me, then I can move on to the next White person 
and the next, and so on.” This realization helped me to see how focusing on 
this outcome was not only exhausting and unsatisfying, but also a strategy 
that was not in sync with my intention to focus on process-oriented ways to 
deconstruct systems that reinforce oppression. 

I believe that when we align our thoughts and feelings with our actions, 
then we are likely to make conscious decisions that reinforce the actions we 
want to see in our communities. “Being with” or reflecting on these two  
personal ways of Being invited me into a process of alignment that strength-
ened my stamina to stay in this difficult dialogue with my friend surround-
ing this fundamental disagreement. Shifting my approach to being with this 
fundamental disagreement put me into a learning posture which enlight-
ened my practice of teaching and facilitating surrounding racism that is 
intentional about not centering Whiteness. 

Being as a Researcher

In some form, I pose the Who am I? question to every student I teach to 
ponder, in all of the research projects I supervise, to my faculty colleagues 
in meetings, and on all types of committees in which I sit. I love that ques-
tion. This question guided me to initially investigate constructs such as 
racial identity, womanist identity, faith development, and privileged identity 
(Constantine & Watt, 2002; Watt, 2003; Watt, 2006). Studying identity 
evolved my way of understanding ideas, experiences, and the research pro-
cess. The question “who am I?” pushes me to move beyond focusing on 
reductionist ways of viewing human beings in research. I resist seeing people 
and ideas as objects or problems for me to either fix or manipulate. I prior-
itize process. In other words, by exploring the question “who am I?” in an 
expansive way I am invited to situate myself, the other, constructs, and prob-
lems within contexts as each evolves over time. Asking myself that question 
in relation to my research and to my personal life shifted my orientation to 
process and changed the way I teach, conduct research, and explore ideas. 
I began to focus on knowing as a process, not as a destination or an outcome. 
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My research findings on social identity led me to become frustrated with 
the limits of studying constructs. I shifted away from interpreting the results 
of any research about the human condition as finite and portable notions. 
Specifically, I began to do research on how one engages in difficult dialogues 
given his/her/their social identity (i.e., who you are and how you experience 
the world) within classroom settings. I discarded the notion that I can know 
a construct (identity) outside its social context (racism) without considering 
the fluidity of human experience (living), particularly within learning envi-
ronments. I began to question the value of reducing the human experience to 
an aggregated summary of many individuals and as a step to address discrim-
ination. I found that type of summary research misses the mark and poten-
tially reinforces structural inequity. This type of research generally focuses on 
individuals as the problem and minimizes the importance of context. It felt 
unsatisfying and futile to tediously describe, document, and name racism as 
the end goal of a research project and then to only be able to speculate on 
what that means for addressing discrimination. 

I arrived at this perspective on that type of scholarly inquiry as 
I researched racialized experiences of both Black and White learners (Watt, 
2006, 2007; Watt et al., 2009). I am in my 35th year working in higher 
education institutional settings. I have worked as a student affairs practi-
tioner, educator, and researcher across four different institutions (University 
of North Carolina at Greensboro, Shaw University, Radford University, and 
the University of Iowa). I have spent close to 22 years as a faculty member at 
University of Iowa. I have participated in many efforts on college campuses 
aimed at improving the conditions for minoritized students, faculty, and 
staff. I have concluded that the outcomes of my research and my work in the 
field can lead to minoritized students, faculty, and staff becoming ornamen-
tal. In other words, I am often reduced to a product or a representation of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. The institution points to my employment as 
an achievement while being devoid of actually including my identity, experi-
ences, and culture in the essential and valued functions of the institution. 

I began to question the aims of outcome-focused research as well as prac-
tices and began interrogating not just what but how to explore holistic human 
experiences with integrity and with consideration for the fluidity of a con-
stantly changing environment. This process-oriented approach evolved over 
time and these revelations came to me in part because my survival as a whole 
human required ‘being with’ racism in both my personal and professional 
life. The process of managing racism both as a teacher and a researcher shapes 
my understanding of what the scholarly inquiry is and how I approach it. 
Resultantly, I shifted my way of Being with ideas to make sense of my experi-
ence and to be authentic within my pursuits as a scholar. I began the work of 
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36  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

aligning my thoughts, feelings, and actions as a way of finding meaning and 
evolving as a knower and as a social scientist. 

As you might conclude, I am disenchanted with academic life and its 
singular focus on outcomes. I reject the way social science researchers, as pre-
sented in traditional academic publishing, look away from the powerful influ-
ence of White dominant, westernized, capitalist, neoliberal culture and the 
ways it shapes designing of research studies, the reporting of results, and struc-
turing of learning environments. I question the lack of criticality that  leads to 
devaluing non-dominant cultural ways of knowing and that decontextualiz-
ing factors that perpetuate racism. It disturbs me that our traditions in higher 
education research and teaching often commodify students and ideas, glorify 
researchers, and perpetuate dehumanizing structures. I lament that these ways 
of existing in academic setting  interfere with generative learning and authen-
tic engagement with students and among colleagues which limits our ability 
to address the world’s big problems through educational systems. Prioritizing 
a simple focus on outcomes in this way prevents an expansive thought process 
that informs and applies research in ways that can change society. 

Paradoxically, I value the opportunities afforded to me as an academic. 
In this profession, I am able to actively resist these structures that limit my 
life. I apply my research in ways that contribute to the transformation of 
learning environments into spaces that are humanizing. The practices and 
processes provided by the theory of Being help me create pathways in an 
academic setting where I can exist more authentically as a whole person. 

Being an Outsider

In 2012, I started the Multicultural Initiatives (MCI) Research Team 5 years 
after I became a tenured associate professor, because I reached a point of 
tension. My courses were elective and not required on the doctoral level. 
Although doctoral students were sometimes advised on taking courses with 
me, my research was considered peripheral to the learning of students and to 
the work of the department. I felt like an ornament.

During campus visit days and other recruiting events, I would teach 
a sample course to the prospective master’s degree students. This way of 
featuring me as a part of the faculty sent a convenient, unspoken, and not 
entirely truthful message: “Our only African American faculty member is 
valued, and this means that this is a safe place for you. We are not racist, and 
since we feature her, we are benevolent.” It is a paradox. While there may be 
a commitment to having a socially just higher education program, just my 
person and my lasting presence are often pointed out as proof that “we” are 
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BEING WITH PARADOX AND POSSIBILITY  37

not racist. The fact that I endured the racism to get tenured and become a 
full professor is lifted as an accomplishment for the program, department, 
and institution. 

This type of ornamenting action is a performative antiracism strategy 
that cloaks an inclusion effort. On the one hand, I am featured because I am 
a good teacher. My engaging teaching style invigorates the interest in our 
program for prospective students. On the other hand, I am also being used, 
intentionally or not, as an ornament. Ornamenting is when I am pointed to 
as a representative and/or an accomplishment that legitimizes an organiza-
tion’s view that it is not systemically racist. I am a decoration, and my pres-
ence is used to enhance the perception that the organization is inclusive. As 
a decoration, I am not considered a whole person. I am a one-dimensional 
object that serves as an accent to the central and traditional research. The 
program, department, and institution point to me as their representation 
of racial diversity meanwhile treating my work and my contributions as 
peripheral. I do not think this paradox at my institution is unique in that 
regard.

As I reached this latest, particular point of tension, I passed in the hall 
Eugene T. Parker III, a doctoral student at the time and now an associate 
professor at the University of Kansas. He was one of the students advised 
against taking my courses because they were not required. We had greeted 
each other in the halls and socially chatted but had never had a conversation. 
Gene earned his BA at the University of Iowa and returned to work on his 
PhD. Interestingly, he was often described to me as a “good guy.” This usu-
ally meant that a student did not have strong research skills. Since he was 
African American, I understood this to also mean that the institution was 
doing him a favor by letting him in the program. We arranged to meet. 

In our conversation, we discussed how we were surviving academia. 
I was honest about my struggles. As I listened to him, I started to realize 
that we were both being used as ornaments. He is a brilliant scholar. He has 
very strong research skills. He was more than an appendage of the program. 
In fact, he made significant contributions to the research projects he partici-
pated in. We both pondered the culture of the program that isolated us from 
each other and from applying our research interests in meaningful ways. We 
decided to work together to create a space where we could talk about these 
existential dilemmas of academic life and conduct research together. We 
invited students—all students—to join, and these meetings and collabora-
tions evolved into the work and the community that is now called the MCI 
Research Team.

At this time in my career, my exhaustion with being made ornamental 
reached a pressure point. I wanted to create a life-giving space for myself 
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38  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

and others to reflect on and to strategize how to survive academia’s tradi-
tions. Traditions that did not include me living as a whole person. I had to 
figure out a way to be with this conflict (not just survive it but thrive in it) 
and shift my position in the institution. The conflict that exhausted me was 
that I was being treated as ornamental by my institution.

Applying Relational Ways of Being

As I dealt with paradoxes in my life as an academic, I practiced using the ways 
of Being to sort through the conflict and sustain my engagement. In starting the 
MCI Research Team, I employed relational ways of Being practices of dissenting 
wisely and well and humanizing otherness in a relationship and idea exploration. 

I thought about leaving academia at numerous points in my career. In 
2012, I reached another one of those inflection points. I wanted to leave the 
university and I was angry. I did not like that the institution, the department, 
and the program intentionally relied on having a sole Black faculty member 
as its one good strategy, albeit superficial and passive. And I could not easily 
leave. As a cancer thriver and a parent, I needed the security of the job and 
its benefits. I also needed a space that was generative for my soul and my 
work life. We began the MCI Research Team to create space for dialogue that 
might help us survive academia. Our initial invitation was to all students. 
The MCI Research Team evolved over time and began to include students, 
faculty, alumni, and staff. 

I wanted to create a space that was not completely reactionary to my dis-
content. As a facilitator of the team, I needed to be a clean conduit in order to 
generate a healthy environment for dialogue and idea generation. I embraced 
dissenting well and wisely as it related to my relationship with colleagues and 
my hopes for racial equity and inclusion in our program and at our institu-
tion. I tapped into the energy I was putting toward creating a transformative  
program with regard to racial equity and inclusion that felt futile at the pro-
gram and institutional levels. I shifted my focus to doing this work within 
the smaller community of the MCI Research Team. I pointed out, although 
did not fixate on, the inconsistency between the action and the message and 
the superficiality of the unsubstantiated performances and expressions of 
how inclusive we are as a program and as an institution. In my dissenting 
moments, I did my best to hold the humanity of my colleagues with care. 

By humanizing otherness in a relationship and in my exploration of ideas, I 
guided our open discussion as a research team toward examining our current 
practices regarding racial equity and inclusion efforts. I also tried to acknowl-
edge that my lens was not the only way to view our program and institution. 
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BEING WITH PARADOX AND POSSIBILITY  39

I accepted that it is possible that my way of viewing our inclusion efforts as 
a program is not the only route. I tried to consider this view while simul-
taneously remembering that what I was feeling was true as the only Black 
faculty member. I managed the paradox. I also considered the possibility that 
my colleagues are taking different routes to racial equity and inclusion that 
may have value. I questioned whether my vision for moving toward racial 
equity and inclusion was the only way. While I was open to collaborations 
that supported various approaches, I also explored being with the dissonance 
inherent and reflected on the question: Is there any value in the other ways of 
doing equity and justice work that I typically think are superficial? 

I believe that these relational ways of Being transformed my view of my  
relationship with my colleagues and helped me nurture the capacity to facil-
itate healthy ways of Being for the MCI Research Team. The reflections on 
these two ways of Being allowed me to shift my energy from prioritizing 
my  frustration with being othered by my colleagues and our institution 
toward addressing how to deconstruct and reconstruct communities that 
are racially equitable and inclusive. I began exploring my discontent in the 
community and through research. These frustrations informed my view, 
and yet I situated them in a way that it helped our research team to be able 
to consider the various routes to racial equity and inclusion. 

The MCI Research Team confronts through dialogue various ways a 
community can sustain the motivation to face difficult questions such as: 
How is our community complicit with traditional academia? In what ways 
is traditional academia reinforcing inequity and structural racism? How does 
the intersection of traditional academia and structural racism collide and how 
is it being reinforced in our community? We resist traditional academic com-
modification and owning ideas. We share in the creation and the credit for 
our research projects. The MCI Research Team embraced a process-oriented 
approach to exploring ideas to a way of Being together in the community that 
allowed me to express both my love of academia and my frustrations. 

Being a Community Member

I make sense of my life through my relationships with others in a community. 
I am in a relationship with people from different upbringings. I  maintain 
relationships with people whose values or experiences I do not share. Higher 
education settings provide me with exposure to constant change and oppor-
tunities to interact across different cultures, races, and ideas. It is likely that I 
chose to work on a college campus because academic life mimics what I expe-
rienced growing up moving from army base to base. I value the constant 
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40  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

striving to learn and evolve that is ever-present in an academic environment. 
There are contradictions. I live and work in predominantly White settings. 
My connections support my belief that community reaches beyond race and 
extends into other realms of culture, interest, and commonalities. 

However, I am often reminded that deep and sustainable community 
connections cannot transcend the conflicts rooted in historical and social 
history of racism. For instance, I am part of a community that shares a love 
of the sport of wrestling in Iowa. My nephew-son, Guy, has wrestled from 
grade school through college. I have relationships in those circles I cherish. 
And I love the sport! Simultaneously, I know that many members of that 
community buy into a political ideology that leans into and denies racism’s 
roots and influence in our country. I am generally on guard at wrestling 
tournaments. I (or my child) fear and have been treated with hostility due 
to race. Though, the paradox is that the love of the sport distracts from 
expression of racism in many of our interactions. I have learned a great deal 
about navigating fundamental and conflicting differences while in relation-
ship around a commonality such as a sport.

My community also includes connections with other African Americans 
and People of Color. I need a space with people who have a common experi-
ence to express rage over being hit from so many angles all rooted in racism 
(such as threats to health, life, financial security, etc.). I need to share the bur-
den by talking/crying it out as such atrocities are happening in our lives, to our 
families and in our communities. I fear daily for my own life and the lives of my 
children constantly, and especially every single time I see a reported murder of 
a Black person by the police or some vigilante. At this moment in history, it is 
difficult to socialize in my community without discussing the two pandemics of 
racial reckoning and worldwide disease. I feel despair. I am discouraged at the 
lack of progress on deconstructing racist systems. It helps me to be with other 
People of Color and to make sense of the constant barrage of systemic barriers. 

Contradictorily, I feel a constant pressure to be Black one way when 
in community. I do not fit the stereotypical one way to be Black. I am an 
African American woman who benefited from the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
I did not grow up under the poverty line. I have many interests that do not 
fit a Black stereotype. I grew up living a version of Martin Luther King’s 
dream. I went to integrated schools and participated in a mixed-race setting 
throughout all of my schooling. As a result, I am socialized to predomi-
nantly White settings and with those who shared the same socioeconomic 
 position—and while it is a racially diverse group—much of my daily work 
and social interactions are with White people and in settings where White 
social norms shape interactions. There is reasonable suspicion about being in 
community this way among African Americans. Therefore, my commitment 
to Blackness and Black community is constantly under question due to (and 
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among other things) my intersectional identity of being an upper middle 
class African American. 

I get fooled into thinking that I must be a representative or an instru-
ment for change for other People of Color in the higher education system. 
I misconstrue and sometimes believe that I need to represent the struggles 
of the stereotypical version of “all Black people” and this will help move for-
ward the race. I feel the pressure to be Black one way. I struggle with the best 
way to make contributions to the Black community to disrupt the limits of 
racism. Though I remind myself that each time I give in to being Black one 
way, I am reinforcing the system that is reductive. It uses one version of what 
it means to be Black as a tool that simplifies the experience. When I comply 
with being Black one way, I am lending myself to be a tool that keeps the 
White supremacist system operating. 

Being With Betrayal

Finding the other so senseless and unknown, 
we go to war to feel free of the fear 

of our own minds, and so come 
to ruin in our hearts of ordinary days.

—Rebecca Seiferle,“Love My Enemies, Enemy My Love”

In our college, we began an antiracism collaborative (Watt et al., 2021) in 
response to George Floyd’s murder. I lead the effort along with the dean, 
the human resources director, the associate deans, the director of The Baker 
Teacher Leader Center, and an alumnus who has a long career working in 
equity issues. This collaboration centers on cross-racial, action-oriented 
 dialogue and is informed by the theory of Being. ARC is described as:

The Antiracism Collaborative (ARC) intends to inspire and normalize con-
versations that deconstruct how racism operates in our organization, our 
community, and our society. These conversations will critically examine 
how racism operates within the functional aspects of the College (such 
as curriculum and teaching, admissions and recruitment, policy and prac-
tices). As important, the ARC structures will invite all in the College of 
Education community to think and act together boldly and creatively 
to implement practices that are intentionally antiracist. (Iowa College of 
 Education, 2022, paras. 1–2)

Racism is a social disease that has psychological and health consequences. Racism 
is dehumanizing. It severely diminishes the quality of life, and its biases are intru-
sive factors in the majority of my social interactions. Racism depletes what nour-
ishes us. My encounters with other African Americans and People of Color set 
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us against each other. We sometimes feel that we are in a vicious competition in 
predominantly White academic settings. We are often pitted against each other. 
There is a “favored one” at any given moment in these academic organizations. 
We are all under attack, and as we hover in our corners and when someone 
approaches, we sometimes lash out at whomever we feel is betraying us. 

More than one of my college Colleagues of Color felt that this new ARC 
initiative was encroaching on their territory of expertise. In the competitive 
 academic environment, my colleagues likely feared that there could be only 
one expert getting attention at a time. Many resisted the effort because they 
thought it was too kind to White people. The ARC initiative does not condone 
nor debate the existence of racism but rather normalizes dialogue that builds 
from the reality that racism exist. ARC does not focus on intentionally making 
people uncomfortable as a primary focus to teach about racism. The approach 
depends on the truth of racism being discomforting in and of itself. I under-
stand that the historic evolution of antiracism efforts emphasizes discomfort 
as a strategy for social change by proving racism exists through naming 
ordinary and horrific accounts of senseless racist acts. This classic approach 
reflects a propensity to center and hyperhumanize Whiteness and is driven 
by the desire for People of Color to be seen and validated by White people. 
The Being approach intends to decenter that desire to center Whiteness 
(by centering structural racism) and avoids reinforcing that socialization by 
making White people’s comfort or discomfort a primary objective of the 
effort. Therefore, I can see how the approach can be misconstrued as being 
too comfortable for White people since the action of purposefully inducing 
discomfort is not placed at the center of the initiative. 

And to be fair, those of us who study racism, social justice, and equity 
issues were all in uncharted territory—now the entire world was listening. 
George Floyd’s death disrupted us all, and there was a lot of uncertainty 
and many potential pathways to take to address this racial awakening. As 
researchers and educators, we had been sounding the alarm about what 
needed to be done to fight discrimination through scholarship in education, 
history, humanities, sociology, and so forth. It was in this moment that all of 
our work over the years was now sought after and desperately needed. 

In the initial stages, the collaborative made an attempt to coordinate 
efforts across scholars who study race and racism in the college. A few refused 
to share information or be a part of coordinating efforts. One Colleague of 
Color said directly to me that she would only speak directly to the dean and 
never to me. Her refusal to talk to me felt like a betrayal. I did not know that 
I was her enemy. While I felt betrayed in this situation, I realized that she 
might see me as a betrayer. As an upper-middle-class African American, I am 
constantly being asked in some cloaked way whether I am Black enough and 
why I trust White people. I felt like this was an undertone of her refusal to 
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cooperate with me. I felt like she was not only questioning and dismissing 
the ARC effort, but more so, she was establishing that she saw this effort and 
me as competition. It caught me off guard. I did not see our academic work 
as a competition, but as a complementary strategy for facing down racism in 
real time. She perhaps viewed an effort focused on racism as skirting a chance 
to hold White people accountable for racism. Her research names racism and 
various places it exists, with naming seen as the outcome. 

Whereas I view efforts that just focus on naming racism as the  outcome as 
only one helpful step forward but rather insufficient. I believe that  prioritizing 
naming where racism exists centralizes on Whiteness and White people as 
the targets of the message. I do think this research is an  important part of 
the larger efforts to deconstruct racism and racist systems. And, also, George 
Floyd’s death permits our society to move beyond naming to a more obvious 
place of knowing that racism exists and toward strategizing to deconstruct 
racist systems. Focusing on racism as the problem in a process that decon-
structs and reconstructs environments is an important strategy to defeating 
structural racism. One of its values is that it shifts the strategy away from cen-
tering Whiteness and White people as the sole and primary audience. This 
shift allows an entire community across racial identity to share responsibility 
in disrupting the practices that uphold racism. 

Viewing racism as the target of my concern is disorienting for many. I 
align with Freire’s (1970) view that racism is a systemic oppression that has 
consequences both for the oppressed and the oppressor. I believe we must 
address this systemic barrier by working across racial lines. Many of us who do 
this work can easily lose sight and think that antiracism efforts are about a fight 
to be seen by White people and it is us-versus-them. This desire to be seen by 
White people may have some use; it does demand and resist the denial of the 
historic legacy of racism in this country. And yet, by viewing structural rac-
ism as the problem and not seeing it as an us-versus-them individual problem, 
I am practicing an alternate strategy. I want to stop centering White people 
and Whiteness and work toward systemic disruption of racism. From my per-
spective, this requires humans of all races deconstruct and reconstruct a new 
reality. It is not us-versus-them, but us-versus-them-exploring-it. I understand 
that this approach is experienced by People of Color as letting White people 
off the hook. I believe this fundamental tension was at the core of the conflict 
with my colleague. The conflict is is the inherent betrayals that happen in 
relationships when approaches to racism are pitted as us-versus-them.

Applying Community Ways of Being

I am one of the leaders of the ARC effort. ARC aims to deconstruct and 
reconstruct our college’s environment to be a more racially equitable and 

Watt et al_9781642673654.indb   43 17-08-2022   12:05:35



44  INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF BEING

inclusive place to work. As one of the leaders, I practiced at least two of 
the community ways of Being: embracing trouble as a learning opportunity and 
normalizing defenses (PIE model). Practicing these community ways of being 
helped me to manage conflict in relationships at work when there are feelings 
of betrayal.

I embraced this conflict as an opportunity to learn and grow by exploring  
the disagreements. Personally, it disturbed me that I felt betrayed and that 
I was being viewed as a betrayer of my race. I could see both sides of this 
conflict and why we disagreed on how to address racism. We, as the leaders 
viewed ARC as an opportunity to address racism as a community concern 
and practice multiple strategies for changing racist policy and practice. Some 
of my Colleagues of Color did not want to get their hopes up for this type of 
collaborative because they had been disappoint by past attempts to address 
racism in the college. They did not want discussions regarding racism to offer 
any comfort for White people. Understanding their concern, I questioned this 
approach to addressing racism. In the ARC community meetings, we invited 
the possibility that this approach may or may not work. We admitted that we 
do not know exactly what will work to disrupt a racist system. We admitted that 
the approach might feel like it comforts White people. I wanted to learn from 
my colleague’s dissent. I was open to questioning this approach. I embraced 
this conflict as an opportunity to learn about myself, my community, and/or  
about antiracism strategy. By embracing trouble as a learning opportunity, I 
hoped that by openly facing the feelings of betrayal in an effort such as the 
ARC might help us to deal with the conflict in a community way. It was also 
our vision that this community way of Being would invite more authentic and 
expansive dialogue within our college and through ARC to normalize disa-
greement. As leaders, we hoped that this way of being might help to create 
space in dialogue that would allow for conflicting ideas to live in concert with 
each other, which could reveal various points of view and lead to different 
solutions to community problems. 

As for my feelings of betrayal, I feared that maybe I pushed too far 
beyond the traditional boundaries of antiracism work by inviting collabo-
ration and that moving beyond the naming of racism might not be the 
right strategy. I felt defensive about my work. My Colleagues of Color 
were perhaps displaying defensive reactions as well. Normalizing defenses 
as a way of Being helps to acknowledge that defensiveness is a normal and 
natural part of community deliberations. Understanding this way of Being 
directs me not to harbor ill will and to not be surprised by defensive reac-
tions. These community ways of Being support sustained engagement with 
people while they disagree and are also working toward deconstructing and 
reconstructing practices and policies to be a racially equitable and inclusive 
community space.
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Conclusion

This chapter captures the ways I apply the theory of Being to various aspects of 
my life. My survival as a whole human depends on my active participation in the 
community efforts of change. I need to be active in preventing the harm done 
to me and others by racism. The theory of Being provides me with personal, 
relational, and community practices that help me think and act on injustices. 

Applying Being practices allows me to address injustices in a way that 
is life-giving and that embodies thoughtful action while working with oth-
ers in community. Cultivating and applying liberating practices described 
in the theory of Being allows communities to be with a problem, to trans-
form destructive social conditions that limit our expression of humanity, and 
to resist acts that restrict our ability to generate possibility for fundamental 
social change within learning environments. 
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