Personal Narrative of Social Disadvantage

| am an African-American gay man who has experienced chronic and substantial social
disadvantage in American society based on both my race and my sexual orientation.
Throughout my life, | have been subjected to racial, cultural, and sexual-orientation bias
that has negatively impacted my education, economic stability, and advancement in the
business world. These experiences began in early childhood, continued through my
education at an lvy League institution, and persisted throughout my career as an
entrepreneur and business owner.

Early Childhood and Economic Hardship

My experience with social and economic disadvantage began at a very young age. My
parents divorced when | was six years old. Several years later, my mother remarried, but
that marriage became physically abusive. My stepfather’s violence escalated to the point
where my mother, my siblings, and | were forced to flee our home for safety. We sought
refuge in a shelter for abused women, where we lived for several months. During this
period, | experienced instability, fear, and trauma that no child should endure.

After my mother’s second divorce, she became the sole provider for our household. As an
African-American woman raising children on her own, she worked three jobs to try to keep
us housed. Even with her extraordinary effort, there were times when our basic needs were
not met. We sometimes went without hot water, and during the winter we were forced to
heat our home using the stove because we could not afford adequate heating. These
conditions created ongoing emotional distress and financial insecurity, which affected my
ability to focus on academics and plan for the future.

Growing up in this environment limited my access to the resources, enrichment, and
academic preparation that many of my peers took for granted. These early hardships
shaped my educational trajectory and placed me at a disadvantage long before | entered
higher education.

Educational Disadvantage at an lvy League Institution

In 1987, | was accepted to an vy League university. While this was a major achievement,
my socioeconomic circumstances prevented me from fully benefiting from the
opportunities provided to incoming students. The university offered pre-freshman summer



educational programs designed to prepare students for the academic rigor of the
institution. However, unlike many of my classmates, | could not attend these programs
because | needed to work full-time during the summer to support myself financially.

As a result, | entered my freshman year academically underprepared relative to many of my
peers, who had benefited from both elite secondary education and institutional
preparatory programs. This gap was not due to lack of ability or motivation, but rather to
financial necessity rooted in longstanding economic disadvantage. | spent my early college
years trying to catch up academically while simultaneously managing financial stress,
which negatively impacted my confidence and academic performance.

In my sophomore year, during the spring semester of 1988, | experienced a particularly
stark incident of racial bias. | was invited, along with a small group of classmates, to the
university president’s home to meet the mayor of the town. | was the only Black student
present. As the mayor greeted each student, she shook hands and exchanged polite
remarks. When she reached me, she said, “I’m glad you’re here so you can see how the
other half lives.”

This comment was deeply humiliating and isolating. It publicly reinforced racial and class
stereotypes, implying that | did not belong in that setting and that my presence was an
anomaly. The remark was not made to any other student and was clearly rooted in
assumptions about my race and socioeconomic background. This experience contributed
to a sense of alienation and reinforced the perception that | was viewed as an outsider,
even within an elite academic environment | had earned my way into. Such experiences
discouraged me from fully engaging in networking and mentorship opportunities that are
critical for long-term professional advancement.

Discrimination in Business Based on Sexual Orientation

In 2004, | started my own graphic design and web development business. As an African-
American entrepreneur, access to clients, capital, and professional networks was already
challenging. These challenges were compounded by discrimination based on my sexual
orientation.

During my second interview with a church that was a potential web design client, | was told
explicitly that after reviewing my client list, they could not hire me because | had done work
for gay-owned businesses and was “probably gay.” This occurred in the United States and
directly affected my ability to secure business. The decision was not based on the quality



of my work or my professional qualifications, but solely on bias against my sexual
orientation.

This incident resulted in the loss of potential revenue at a critical early stage of my
business. As a small business owner, losing clients for discriminatory reasons had a direct
financial impact and limited my ability to grow, reinvest in my company, and establish a
stable client base.

Racial Bias in Client Interactions

By the fourth year of my business, in 2008, | hired my first employee, a white male. During a
meeting with a potential client and their board, every question was directed exclusively to
my employee, despite the fact that | was the founder, owner, and lead designer of the
company. My presence was largely ignored, and at the conclusion of the meeting, no one
shook my hand.

This treatment reflected clear racial bias and assumptions about authority and
competence. As a result, my credibility as a business owner was undermined in front of a
potential client, diminishing the likelihood of securing the contract. Such experiences
limited my access to business opportunities and reinforced systemic barriers that African-
American business owners face in client-facing environments.

Marginalization Within the African-American Community

| have also experienced discrimination within the African-American community based on
my sexual orientation. At a predominantly African-American networking event, | engaged in
a productive conversation with another entrepreneur. We identified specific opportunities
where our businesses could collaborate. However, when | casually mentioned my
husband while exchanging contact information, the individual abruptly stopped speaking,
made eye contact with me, turned his back, and walked away.

This incident abruptly ended a promising business relationship solely due to my sexual
orientation. It excluded me from potential partnerships and networking opportunities
within a community that is often essential for minority business development.

Institutional Exclusion from Business Recognition

In December 2015, the African American Chamber of Commerce of Greater Philadelphia
appointed a new Executive Director, Michael Banks. He informed me that he intended to



award me the Chamber’s inaugural LGBT Business Award. However, he later explained
that the board refused to allow the award because some members were “very
conservative.”

This decision denied me public recognition, visibility, and professional credibility that
could have led to increased business opportunities and growth. Recognition from a major
business organization would have enhanced my standing in the business community and
opened doors to contracts, partnerships, and capital. The denial of this award was rooted
in bias against my sexual orientation and had tangible negative consequences for my
business advancement.

Conclusion

The discrimination | have experienced is chronic, substantial, and rooted in American
society. It has occurred across multiple domains—education, employment, and business
ownership—and has been based on both my race and sexual orientation. These
experiences have resulted in lostincome, reduced access to professional networks,
delayed business growth, and ongoing emotional distress.

Despite these obstacles, | have persisted as a business owner and professional. However,
the cumulative impact of these barriers has clearly hindered my entry into and
advancement within the business world. This narrative demonstrates my social
disadvantage and reflects the lived reality of navigating systemic bias over the course of
my life and career.



