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Potential Distractions

I am white.

These books focus mostly on racism, specifically anti-black racism.
Not meant to minimize other forms of discrimination:
Sexism, ageism, heterosexism, gender bias, ableism, colorism, etc.

Race talk in the workplace is uncomfortable.



White Fragility: Why It’s So 
Hard for White People to 
Talk About Racism 
By Robin DiAngelo



Good/Bad 
Binary

 Dominant definition of racism: intentional acts of racial 
discrimination committed by immoral individuals.

 Systemic Racism:  a complex network of economic, political, 
social, and cultural structures, actions, and beliefs that 
systematize and perpetuate an unequal distribution of privileges, 
resources and power between white people and people of color.

 A simplistic definition of racism makes us think we are not part of 
the problem.

 We feel the need to defend our character rather than explore the 
inevitable racial prejudices, biases, and stereotypes we have 
absorbed so that we might change them.



These statements take race off the table, close further exploration, and preserve the status quo:

• I was taught to treat everyone the same.

• I don’t see color. I treat everyone with respect and dignity.

• Focusing on race is what divides us.

• People just need to be taught to respect one another, and that begins in the home.

• I don’t care if you are pink, purple or polka-dotted.

• Race doesn’t have any meaning to me.

• Children today are so much more open, so racism isn’t a problem anymore.

• Anyone who works hard in this society can succeed.

• I work in a very diverse environment.

• I have people of color in my family.

• We don’t like how white our neighborhood is, but we had to move here for the schools.

• I was in the peace Corps.

• I went to a very diverse school/ lived in a very diverse neighborhood.



Western 
Ideologies

 Individualism – I am a unique individual and my group 
memberships, such as race, class, or gender, are irrelevant to my 
opportunities. 

 Objectivity – My experience is a universal/American/human 
experience and race has nothing to do with it. I just see people as 
people and race has nothing to do with it. I have not been 
conditioned with racial bias.

 Meritocracy - Success and failure are not related to social 
structures, but come from individual character. Anyone can 
succeed in this society with hard work, intelligence and skill. 



"I sometimes visualize the ongoing cycle of racism as a moving walkway at 
the airport. Active racist behavior is equivalent to walking fast on the 
conveyor belt…Passive racist behavior is equivalent to standing still on the 
walkway. No overt effort is being made, but the conveyor belt moves the 
bystanders along to the same destination as those who are actively 
walking. Some of the bystanders may feel the motion of the conveyor belt, 
see the active racists ahead of them, and choose to turn around…But 
unless they are walking actively in the opposite direction at a speed faster 
than the conveyor belt – unless they are actively antiracist – they will find 
themselves carried along with the others." 

Beverly Daniel Tatum, author of “Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria”



White 
Supremacy

 White supremacy: the all-encompassing centrality and assumed 
superiority of people defined and perceived as white and the 
system of structural power privileges based on this assumption.

 Racial breakdown of people who control our institutions in 2016-
2017

 Ten richest Americans: 100% white
 US Congress: 90% white 
 US governors: 96% white
 Top military advisors: 100% white
 President and vice president: 100% white
 US House Freedom Caucus: 99% white
 Current US presidential cabinet: 91% white
 People who decide what tv shows we see: 93% white
 People who decide which books are published: 90% white
 People who decide which news is covered: 85% white
 People who decide which music is produced: 95% white
 People who directed the 100 top-grossing films: 95% white
 US Teachers: 85% white
 Full-time college professors: 84% white



White Fragility
in Action

 Feelings
 Singled out
 Attacked
 Silenced
 Shamed
 Guilty
 Accused
 Insulted
 Judged
 Angry
 Outraged

 Behaviors
 Crying
 Physically leaving
 Emotionally withdrawing
 Arguing
 Denying
 Focusing on intentions
 Seeking absolution
 Avoiding

 Claims
 I know people of color.
 I marched in the sixties.
 I already know this.
 You are judging me.
 You don’t know me.
 You are generalizing.
 That is just your opinion.
 I disagree.
 The real oppression is class (or 

gender, or anything other than 
race).

 You are elitist.
 I just said one little innocent 

thing.
 Some people find offense where 

there is none.



Key concepts

 Nothing exempts us from the forces of conditioned racism. It is 
common to have the urge to explain your personal evidence for why 
this discussion doesn’t apply to you.

 Intention is not the same as impact; we can have good intentions and 
still have a hurtful or damaging impact.

 Racism goes beyond individual intentions to collective group patterns. 
We don’t have to be aware of racism in order for it to exist.

 White moral objection to racism increases white resistance to 
acknowledging complicity with it. 

 White people spend energy defending against charges of racism 
instead of examining how racism is actually happening.

 The perception that nothing can be done often keeps the existing 
system in place.

 People of color have spent a lot of time thinking, writing, and 
speaking out about white supremacy and against racism. More white 
people need to step up to the conversation.

 Fear of losing face, making a mistake, or not being able to manage 
impressions often prevent white people from authentic engagement 
in the discussion about racism.



Discussion Questions (groups of 5 people)

1. Identify a passage or a key concept from the book that invokes any sense of discomfort. What does this passage reveal 
about your socialization into the white racial frame?

2. How does it feel to openly discuss the terms racism and white supremacy?

3. What are some constructive ways to use your emotional reactions when your opinions on racism are challenged? 

4. What does it mean to say that race is “socially constructed”?

5. What does the author mean when she says that there is no such thing as reverse racism? 

6. How do you think about your whiteness?

7. How do you benefit from your whiteness?

8. In what settings have you experienced the expectation of white solidarity/racial silence? How has that expectation been  
communicated to you? How have you responded? What consequences have you faced or fear you will face by breaking 
with white solidarity? 
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