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Race, Self, and Society:  Relational
Challenges in a Culture of Disconnection

Maureen Walker, Ph.D.

Historically, relationships among different race
women in the United States have been filled with
disconnection.  While individual women have made
brave and undeniable efforts to bridge the racial and
ethnic differences in pursuit of common goals, there is
little evidence of sustained and broad-based
movement to overcome the contradictions of living in
a patriarchal power structure.  The observation has
been made that differences of race among women, and
the implications of these differences, present the most
serious challenge to the mobilization of women’s joint
power (Lorde, 1984).  Comas-Diaz and Greene (1994)
assert that skin color is a determinant variable which
differentiates the status of women of color from
women of European or white extraction.  The effects of
the differentiation are such that the dynamics of
exclusion, marginality, and internecine oppression
countermand women’s tendencies to strive for good
connection.   Given the premise that women organize
a sense of self around the ability to make and maintain
good connections (Miller, 1988), these dynamics are all
the more problematic.  Lorde (1984) suggests that
when there are no models for relating across
difference as equals, women may seek to ignore, copy,
or destroy difference.  In this paper I will examine the
historical context of contemporary contradictions and
explore the implications of Relational/Cultural (R/C)
Theory for developing models of relational
competence across racial difference.

Scenario 1
A true story was reported to me by a woman

(Beverly) who is an American black woman in her
mid-thirties.  One day as she was waiting for service at
the perfume counter in Nieman Marcus, another
woman, who seemed to have been browsing in the
general area, also came and stood at the counter.  This
woman was a tall, strawberry blonde, American, white
woman who also seemed to be in her mid-thirties.  She
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Abstract
A fundamental premise of Relational/Cultural (R/C)

Theory is that we grow our “selves” through action in
relationship with others.  Because contemporary American
culture is shaped by a legacy of race-based stratification,
action in relationship is fraught with risks of disconnection
and violation.  For Euro-American women, these risks may
include silencing, abnegation, and moral ambivalence.  For
women of color these risks may involve disconnection from
the physical self, as well as emotional and spiritual
disempowerment.  When the dominant culture is an agent
of disconnection, the resulting relational images are such
that a healthy sense of a racial-ethnic self is undermined.  It
has been noted that this multi-leveled disconnection poses
the most serious threat to empowering alliance among
different race women.

Three questions provide the organizing themes of this
paper.  First, how can we use R/C Theory to explain the
causes of racially patterned interactions in women’s lives?
Second, how might R/C Theory help us to understand the
effects of racism on women’s lives?  And third, what does a
relational world view tell us about possibilities for healing
and reconciliation?  This paper will also explore options for
moving beyond self-limiting racial-ethnic constructions to
expanded possibilities for growth in relationship.
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was accompanied by a male whom Beverly presumed
to be her husband.  After a few moments, the sales
clerk, also an American white woman came up to the
counter, turned to Beverly, and very pleasantly asked,
“May I help you?”  At this, the white woman who was
the shopper, also turned to Beverly and said, “You’ve
got to wait your turn.  I was over here first.”  Beverly
realized that this was possibly true, but felt genuinely
affronted by the woman’s tone and mannerism.  She
said to the woman, “I’m not sure what your problem
is, but you’re yelling at the wrong person.”  The other
woman replied, “Why don’t you just take a chill pill?”
And she thrust her purchase toward the sales clerk.
The discourse became decidedly juvenile at that point,
as Beverly replied, “No, you take a chill pill.”  Without
a word, the sales clerk took the other woman’s
merchandise and quickly disappeared.  Beverly then
heard the woman mutter to her companion, “This
really makes me angry.  Who does she think she is?
You can’t go anywhere now . . . they’re everywhere
you go.”  Beverly responded, “What ‘they’?  Could
you possibly be talking about ugly, frizz-dried
blondes?  You only think that because of all of the
mirrors in here.”  This response was followed by stony
glares and hate-filled silence.

The sales clerk returned with the completed
transaction, and the other woman was escorted away
by her companion.  The sales clerk apologized
profusely, saying she couldn’t understand the
woman’s rudeness.  My friend quickly absolved the
sales clerk of any responsibility in the encounter and
commented that the woman obviously had problems
she wanted to take out on the world.  When Beverly
reported the incident to me a couple of weeks later,
she was still deeply offended.  She was more than
offended; she was sickened by both the woman’s and
her own behavior during an encounter that had
deteriorated into racially driven nastiness.  Beverly, a
self-described feminist with experience in successful
arbitration, only compounded her despondency by
becoming totally de-skilled in the moment, completely
incapable of a more intentional interaction with
another woman.

R/C Theory is a world view that speaks a deep
truth about women’s relationships; it allows us to
make sense out of the seeming contradictions in
women’s lives without pathologizing women as
inadequate, dependent, or counter-dependent.  By
affirming relationality as a central feature in women’s
development (Miller, 1988), R/C Theory provides a
liberating language for conceptions of self—a
language that says clearly and powerfully that to grow
through action in relationship with others is both

necessary and good.
R/C Theory also exposes more sobering and

painful realities.  Encounters, such as the one
described by Beverly, are not altogether rare.  You
may, in fact, be thinking now of similar conflictual
experiences in which you have been either a witness or
a participant.  Whenever I am involved in racially
charged conflicts, either as a witness or as a “main
character,” I am compelled to grapple with the
complexity of relational challenges in a culture of
disconnection.

One of the central tenets of R/C Theory is that
the ability to make and maintain relationships is
central to a woman’s sense of self and well-being
(Miller, 1988).  In the midst of racially charged conflict,
however, it is often difficult to see women as the
people on this planet more likely to yearn for
empathic connection.  Certainly it is difficult to see this
yearning in Beverly’s story.  Nonetheless, incidents
such as these are instructive because they lead us to
ask three questions: First, how can we use R/C Theory
to explain the causes of racism in women’s lives?
Second, how might R/C Theory help us to understand
the effects of racism on women’s lives?  Third, what
does a relational world view tell us about possibilities
for healing and reconciliation?  It is important to
recognize that racism manifests not just in the
hyperbolic acting out that we are sometimes called to
witness (or in which we may sometimes find ourselves
entangled).  Frequently and also more insidiously, it is
present in the inability to represent oneself with
authenticity across racial differences and in the
resistance to make more of oneself available for
growth and change within the context of cross-racial
relationships.

Many factors contribute to cross-racial tensions
among women, including the following.

Power-over Culture/Stratified Difference
People who make the rounds of diversity

conferences, as trainers or as participants, are very
familiar with the frequently quoted maxim: Race
prejudice plus power equals racism.  To the extent that
this saying is true, I could think of no better place to
begin examining the causes of racism among women
than in a review of Jean Baker Miller’s reflections on
power (Miller, 1976).  Miller writes that, like all
concepts and actions of a dominant group, power may
be distorted and skewed.  This distortion is manifest in
a constant need to maintain an irrational dominance: a
dominance built on a foundation which includes
restriction of another group.  Dominance, then,
engenders conflict and simultaneously seeks to




