
LOVE AND CHAOS

She was the first born, but not the oldest, child of Jake
and Savanah Phillips, who lived their first 5 years of
marriage on hot Fallback Plantation in the Mississippi
Delta. Although she honestly does not know how many
children her father had, the family story is that at the
time of her parents’ marriage, her father had two sons
and her mother had two daughters. They would go on
to have nine more children, including two sets of twins.
She never got to know her first younger brother because
he died as an infant when she was not quite 2 years old;
so, conveniently, she was able to say that she had six
brothers and five sisters, and that’s all she has ever
known—although from time to time, she still feels a
small pain for that small child who never really quite
was. On the plantation, her parents were sharecroppers
who grew most of the vegetables for the family (she
especially remembers sweet potatoes, peanuts, spinach,
and butter beans); pumped water from a well; used an
outhouse; drank red soda pop with peanuts; chopped
and picked cotton for the plantation owners; and were
always in debt to the company store.

When her life was full of love, it was funny and she
was confident. Her parents named her Rosie Mae to
match her older sister’s name, Georgia Mae. They had
wanted twins and later got them—Willie Lee and Lillie
B—later still Carrie and Larry. Funny and unfortunate
for the last child, his name is Harry. Rosie thought she
could do anything, even beat her brothers in a contest
to see who could pee farthest off the porch. To this day,
she thinks she won! Love made her confident and
determined. Her first memory of love outside the fam-
ily was a boy who must have been a teenager and he
was beautiful, tall with “good” slightly curly Black
hair, and very light skinned, perhaps Black, or Mexican
or Native American. But the chaos in her life told her
that she could never have the boy, not because of the
difference in their ages that she never thought about,
but because she was too Black and her hair was too
nappy. How does a 4-year-old begin to know that, even
though she is loved, she is not good enough?
Rosie, and later Willie, became very ill with typhoid

fever from drinking the water in the barrels delivered
by the men who had that cute boy that she loved with
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them. Because she became ill first, she was the one who
came very near death. But because of his love, her
father gave her a life-saving direct blood transfusion.
Her mother stayed with the children in the hospital day
and night, often with no place to sleep in the colored
section of the hospital, so she stood and slept on her
feet. When they let Rosie out of that hospital to go
home, her mother told her that she had to stay in bed,
but Rosie had had enough of being in the bed. The love
in her life made her very confident that she could get
up, put her shoes on, and go outside. She got out of
bed, sat in a chair, leaned to get her shoe, and fell right
on the wood-burning stove. She sustained a serious
burn on her left wrist where the scar can still be seen
today. Back to bed she had to go.
The chaos in her life arrived with the insolent voice

of the White sheriff deputy, who came to their home
and talked in such a mean and demeaning way to her
mother. Rosie did not understand what was going on,
but she did know that she hated the man because after
he left, she saw her mother lean on the icebox with her
head held high as she stared out the window and cried.
Rosie had never seen her mother cry and even now
rarely sees tears in her mother’s eyes. Shortly after this
incident, the family moved to Memphis to join her
father. Years later, Rosie would learn that her father
had been accused of rape. Sometimes, the story went
that it was a White girl; other times that it was a Black
girl . . . chaos in either case.

INFERIORITY AND ACCOMPLISHMENT

The move to Memphis brought two very significant
events into Rosie’s life. First, she learned to read before
she went to first grade, in part as a result of sometimes
going to the one-room schoolhouse in Mississippi
attended by her sister. Second, her father descended
into alcoholism and spousal abuse.
Reading allowed Rosie an escape from her day-to-

day world and an entrée into worlds she otherwise
would never have discovered. One world was that of
imagination. Skin color was and is a major psyche phe-
nomenon in the lives of African Americans. If one is
too dark, he or she is not good enough. If one is too
light, he or she could be accused of unearned privilege.

When Rosie was in junior high school, on her walks to
and from her segregated school, other children would
taunt her by yelling out that she was “Black and ugly.”
But reading books had shown Rosie that there was
another world out there that was not as poor as the
one in which she currently lived. People actually had
shoes without holes that required a piece of cardboard
inserted to keep their feet off the ground. Some chil-
dren had telephones and cute dresses. So Rosie decided
to play a game with herself when she heard the “Black
and ugly” chant. Each time a child said that she was
Black or ugly, she would pretend that she got one
dollar. At the end of the day or 2 days, she could buy
whatever she wanted. Amazing how those chants turned
to positives. Still, the walk to the segregated schools
and the knowing that she was too Black helped to fuel
a sense of inferiority that lingered with Rosie.
But reading also let her know that there was work

beyond cleaning the homes of White women like her
mother did. She could be a nurse like Cherry Ames, the
fictional character who lived in a residence hall and got
in adorable trouble. Rosie secretly began to dream
about going away to college. She could live in a dorm
and sleep in a bed all by herself. She could become a
psychiatrist, a secret agent, a counselor, but probably
not a dancer. Rosie never read anything about dancers,
didn’t know anybody who was a dancer, but she imag-
ined herself one when she danced on her toes in her liv-
ing room as she pretended that she didn’t know others
were watching her. No, dancing was not an option, but
maybe moving to New York City or somewhere with
tall buildings like those she read about was a possibil-
ity. She would go somewhere. Reading made that
dream a reality as Rosie became a very good student,
got scholarships to numerous colleges and universities,
and did go off to school.
Her father’s alcoholism and spousal abuse was

another motivator to run away to college. Rosie’s father
worked two jobs. By day, he dumped garbage as a san-
itation worker for the city of Memphis. That job
allowed him to bring his lunch from home and sit on
or near the truck to eat it. Until after the sanitation
strike during which Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was
killed, Black sanitation workers had to stay out with
the maggot-infested trucks even during the rain, sleet,
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and snow. An upside of being a sanitation worker is
that one person’s garbage is another person’s gold.
Rosie’s dad brought home the gold to her when one
day, because he knew his little daughter of 10 loved to
read, he brought an entire box of books all with their
covers wrapped in brown paper. Rosie read every sin-
gle book from cover to cover with her mouth hanging
open. She enjoyed the books and never told her father
what was in those books. Because he had only com-
pleted third grade, he was not a reader. Of course, she
didn’t talk to him much anyway because he usually
went directly from the sanitation job to his cleaning job
at one of the local hospitals. On weekends, he was usu-
ally drunk and often mean and abusive at those times.
Rosie always wondered when the other shoe would
drop, although she tried hard to be a good girl.
When her mother would run away from her father,

she would take her two older daughters because he was
not their father. Rosie was left to be responsible for all of
the others. When her mother and father were not speak-
ing, it was that little girl who had to walk downtown to
pay the bills. Rosie felt miserable about her parents, but
quite competent about being able to effectively pay the
bills and never letting anyone cheat her with the money.
Still, she played seesaw with feelings of fear, competence,
bravery, shame, and inferiority. At home, she felt the fear
of her father’s episodes. At school, she felt the pressure to
achieve because her teachers told her she had to do well
so that White people would not see how ignorant Black
people were. But she knew she was competent and could
do it. She felt brave when she stood up for what she
believed in. At home, she felt shame because her dad was
a garbage man and got drunk, and they were poor. At
school, she was tracked into classes with friends who
seemed middle class. At home, she was around friends
pretty much like her. Her worlds were divided yet con-
nected because they were all Black. The combination left
her feeling inferior even as she won scholarships and went
off to college. When she came home with her scholar-
ships, Rosie saw her mother cry for the second time.
Confused, Rosie asked her why. She said, “You always
wanted to go to college, and I didn’t know how we would
pay for it.” Funny—Rosie had never thought about her
parents paying. She knew her parents didn’t have any
money. What was her mother thinking?

MY LIFE IS A BALANCE
BETWEEN THEN AND NOW

As I wondered about what might be important for stu-
dents and young professionals to hear from a “pioneer,”
I thought it might be worthwhile to note that my life as a
child was pretty much like any other little Black kid of
that era. And the things that laid the foundation for my
life are the things with which I still struggle today. I am
constantly finding myself looking for balance yet getting
out of balance one way or the other. Race is a big issue in
my life and might be until I die. Race is always a double-
edged sword whether I am talking about what happens
to the psyche as a result of intragroup interactions or
whether I am talking about what happens to the
psy che in intergroup relationships. African Americans
have helped me to feel inferior and powerful, loved and
betrayed, nurtured and loved. I have felt many of the
same things about Caucasians in the United States, but I
don’t know that I have ever felt diminished by Black peo-
ple, and I have with White people. So I have wondered
how in the world I gave White people that power, and
how do I take it back? Well, I suspect that I had lots of
help handing it over, and I get lots of help taking it back.
My help comes from family, friends, and faith. If we let
friends stand as a moniker for community, then we can
begin to look at what I think might be important to con-
sider if one is going to study multicultural psychology.

FAMILY

Culture begins at home. Most individuals are born into
families that are part of a community of people who
define themselves in some ways that could be thought of
as a shared worldview. They have customs and beliefs
that help to shape behavior. The family begins to tell the
individual who he or she is. In my early life, hopefully,
you began to see some of the messages that I may have
gotten. One was that I was always responsible, no mat-
ter how young or old. I have no idea how Black people
came to be viewed with that “lazy” stereotype. In order
for my family to survive on that plantation, we all had
to work whether it was our turn to sweep the dirt-filled
yard, chop cotton, or wash dishes. Later, everyone had
to work because both parents worked. But somehow,
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the issue of race and inferiority began early, and the
negative messages began to take root. Right alongside
the negative messages were the positive ones of com -
petence, ability, love, and possibility. The family often
holds and transmits these messages.
Strong family messages can help return a sense of

power to the individual. In my own life, the messages
of strength and the nurturance from my sisters in par-
ticular continue to help me migrate through the mine-
fields of sexism and racism.

COMMUNITY

When individuals step outside the family, they begin to
witness the behavior of those surrounding them. The
behavioral messages can reinforce or contradict those
from the family. In my case, there was too much rein-
forcement of the negative skin color messages. And cer-
tainly, children are cruel enough to find any child’s
vulnerabilities and exploit them. No reason is necessary
and perhaps not even understood by those children. In
my case, the church and the school provided relief. In
each instance, I got a chance to achieve. At church, I
had an opportunity to hear that no matter how awful
or ugly I may have been, God loved me. That’s a pretty
powerful message for a little girl who feels fear and
shame. The community can also provide a look into the
world of possibilities or lack thereof. It is important for
multicultural researchers to get a firm understanding of
community if they want to understand the dynamics of
an individual life.
Furthermore, it is important to understand that the

family and the community may extend beyond the bound-
aries as defined by sociologists, psychologists, demogra-
phers, and others. As I grew older, I began to hear more
positive messages from my friends in my geographi-
cal community as well as from my enlarged family and
community. My family and friends/community began
to include the professional colleagues I met in my jour-
ney from graduate student to licensed professional.
One of my early daydreams as a young child was to

have a family of children from many races and ethnici-
ties. My dream from then reflects my life today in that
my circle of friends, my community, now includes a mix
of Mexican, Chinese, Indian, African, European, and
more—better than a rainbow. This circle surrounds me

in a nurturing way that helps me find the balance
between insecurity and confidence, shyness and bold-
ness; balance between who I try to be and who I
am; balance between holding back and reaching out;
balance between crying softly and laughing out loud; 
balance between giving up power and taking it back.

FAITH

In many African American communities, the church
continues to be a salient part of life. What is sometimes
difficult for many to understand is that the church is
far more than the family. I attended churches that were
Baptist, African Methodist Episcopal (AME), and
AME Zion; visited Church of Christ, Church of God
and Christ, United Methodist, and so on. In almost all,
I was taught to have a personal relationship with God.
For me, that meant self-discovery no matter what the
minister said. I believe that is part of the difficulty peo-
ple have with Barack Obama’s attending his church.
My pastor’s beliefs are not always mine. I am taught to
think for myself. I believe that this message allows me
to develop a deeper spiritual side and to hear that to
which I am called. So, for me, psychology is a “calling.”
You won’t find “calling” as a part of most vocational
inventories. In order to be an effective voca tional mul-
ticultural practitioner, it may be important to know that
some of your clientele may not fit the client profile
because their spiritual beliefs have influenced the out-
come, or that no matter the outcome, their spiritual
beliefs will dictate their career choice.
My life is a balance between fear and faith. Faith has

allowed me to step up and step out, even when fear
whispers, “Remember, you are not good enough.”
Faith shouts, “Yes, you are!” So I ran for president of
the American Psychological Association. I keynoted at
the National Multicultural Conference and Summit. I
want students and young professionals to hear that if
the garbage man’s daughter can do it, you can, too.

BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS

This chapter began with a brief peek into my early life,
and now I want to end with where I am now. First, it
is important to acknowledge the inspiration for the title
of the chapter. In November 2007, I saw my son, Akil,
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perform a song titled “Balance Between” with the band
Ippazzi, in which he free styles or raps. I was deeply
moved by the wisdom of the words flowing from my
then 23-year-old child and was surprised when I woke
up one morning recently and realized the concept was
how I wanted to frame my discussion for this chapter.
Next, I want to leave some concluding thoughts for

graduate students and young professionals. So here is
the ending.

1. I want to keep on claiming my power. I have no
interest in being a victim of sexism and racism. That is
not to say that these two societal problems do not and
will not affect my life. It is to say that in my fight with
them, I want to use them to become stronger.

2. I always want to be a giving person. Sometimes,
we hear people say “I want to give back.” Giving back
sometimes sounds hierarchical to me, so I think about
enlarging circles. I want more and more people in. I
want to be a part of empowering the lives of as many

people as I can. And I depend on my family, friends,
and faith to keep me doing it and to hold me to it.

3. I want to keep on increasing my faith because
my faith conquers my fear. I am whole and at my best
when I am in the spirit.

4. I wish you an interesting and balanced life.
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Head up . . . back straight

As she walks up to the stage

One can see the battles across her face

And today . . .

She is called to open the doors into her space

Giving us a peek through her lens

Her lived experience

Where the battles never end

She’s called to share a glimpse of her pain once again

But just a glimpse . . . cuz they’re asking for academic solutions

Clarify the white confusion

That racism is an integral part of the institution

“let’s as a people move forward”

and some time ago . . . she was called to dedicate her life to ascertaining the answers

to inspire

to touch

the struggle . . . the love

has she fought hard enough?

Tomorrow . . .

Will things stay the same?

After endless hours of preparation

Will any thing change?

So to end . . .

This little Asian girl will like to say

Your talk hit my core

Thanks for focusing my lens

“to the blood on the floor”

in the same struggle.

 Gloria Wong
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EDITORS’ NOTE: Gloria Wong, a graduate student in counseling, read this poem to a large audience assembled to hear
Dr. Rosie Bingham’s keynote speech at the APA Bi-Annual Multicultural Summit in Seattle in 2007. Gloria approached the
microphone to read this poem and thus honor Dr. Bingham at the end of Dr. Bingham’s speech.


