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To all who have trusted me with their stories.

—S. B.





To those who are, or remind me of, my why.

—M. S. G.








Foreword


The third decade of the 21st century has started with a mind-numbing series of violent events and trauma. The murder of George Floyd, a contentious election, and the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol, as legislators were certifying the presidential election, left many of us in shock. For the African American community, it was a reminder of hundreds of years of trauma that have led to a society that remains mired in structural racism, often marked by violence.

As we experience these events, it is important that we cultivate allies who understand the broader impact of our ongoing fight for equality. This book is an important step on the path to creating change, developing trust, and eventually, reconciliation. Reading this book by Misasha and Sara made me realize that I couldn’t ask for better kindred spirits. Phrases like “looking inward,” “respectful dialogue,” and the understanding that “racism is largely baked into our society” are ideas that play an important role in my own anti-racism work. This book emphasizes the importance of allowing ourselves not only to get uncomfortable, but also to use our relationships to create change. It is through our personal connections that we can practice empathy and take action.

It is in my nature to be collaborative, and I love the fact that Misasha and Sara demonstrate the power of coming together as allies to address structural racism. Black men and women have carried the burden of fighting for civil rights and dealing with injustice for too long, and although there have always been allies, we need more. We need every person who cares about social justice to take up these issues, because we are once again at a critical juncture for the future of our children, this country, and the world.

Storytelling is central to anti-racism work. For African Americans, being able to tell our stories is important not only for understanding ourselves, but also for helping others to have empathy. However, stories and empathy are not enough. For hundreds of years, we have been fighting the scourge of structural racism. We must honor those who have sacrificed their safety and their lives to create change. We cannot be complacent about the challenges we are facing.

This book provides clear steps that White women (and men) can take to create change—not by being White saviors, but by using the privilege they have to empower others of all races and ethnicities. It starts by changing ourselves. The organizing principles of Listen, Learn, and Act that form the foundation of this book mesh very well with my six steps to radical empathy:


	Being willing to be vulnerable: Allowing ourselves to be vulnerable means looking honestly at the ways that structural racism impacts each of us, and how that manifests itself in our daily actions. 

	Becoming grounded in who you are: By focusing on the truth of who you are, it is easier to become open to the ways that others are impacted by societal forces. 

	Opening yourself to the experiences of others: In order to have empathy, we have to be willing to consider that others have experiences that are different from our own, and that we must be intentional in trying to understand our differences. It means avoiding making assumptions about people, and being willing to listen and to learn. 

	Practicing empathy: We have to be intentional and work at trying to see things from someone else’s perspective.

	Taking action: What can you do to bridge divides? Start by looking at your own actions, whom you connect with, how you show kindness.

	Creating change and building trust: It can start with small steps, but it is important to show that we are willing to get out of our comfort zone to create change.



White women are a critical component to change in this country. I have seen White women in my own neighborhood mobilize to support progressive organizations and political candidates. We have marched for Black lives right here in our own suburban neighborhood. Despite the pandemic, we have worked to forge new relationships and alliances. What I have found is that we energize each other. When I’m feeling depleted, I can turn to books like this to remind myself that I’m not in this alone. It is so important that we help each other carry the load, and I’m grateful for Misasha and Sara’s work.

—Terri E. Givens, author of Radical Empathy: Finding a Path to Bridging Racial Divides






Introduction



“Those who stand up for justice will always be on the right side of history.”

—Martin Luther King, Jr.



There are certain moments in our history—both personal and textbook—that stand out as flashpoints, when something changes so quickly that it shakes our footing and threatens to change our lives forever.

The personal might be a sudden death in the family. An unexpected layoff. A business shuttered, unable to survive in changing times. Have you been there?

If so, you know that these flashpoints stop you in your tracks and force you to take stock of your life, reexamine your values, and decide how you will handle whatever it is you decide to do next, to make it through. You’ll never be the same person you were before that moment.

Other flashpoints are those that we experience as a society, like 9/11, World Wars, and even the awful things that we have seen captured on cell-phone video and sent around the world.

The brutal murder of a Black man by a White Minneapolis police officer, who spent 9 minutes and 29 seconds kneeling on the neck of a fellow human being who was begging for his life and even cried out for his mother, brought the United States to its knees as it began yet another cycle of reckoning with race.

Although this wasn’t the first murder of a Black man at the hands of a White man, nor will it be the last, the convergence of mass access to technology during a time when the world was shut down due to the coronavirus pandemic meant that George Floyd’s murder took center stage in more minds than at other times in recent history. It was a collective flashpoint.

If you picked up this book, we’re guessing that the developments of 2020 impacted you in some way and sent you searching for answers.

Maybe you’re asking yourself how we as a country got here. Maybe you like the idea of being more anti-racist, to hold yourself and others accountable, but you’re not sure where to start. Maybe this is the twenty-third book you’ve picked up this year, looking for the “best” way to understand other perspectives or a theory of racism that makes sense to you.

We know. We’re there with you in the search for understanding.

We also know that this search can be overwhelming. You’re suddenly attuned to every article that talks about racism and White supremacy and what White people can do better. You notice every time you see someone of color, wondering if you came across as friendly and accepting enough. You scroll through your social media feed and find yourself questioning the legitimacy, motivation, and truth of each post. You debate how to—or even if you want to—talk with your aging (or any) relatives about the inappropriate things that come out of their mouths.

You get tired.

Again, we understand. We get tired, too.

And you want to stop. It’s very human to feel tired and want to stop, because racism is a huge, entrenched, complex issue to wrap your head around.

So here’s why we’re so happy you picked up this book: because it means that you’re a good person, that you care about our world and the people in it, and that you want to do the best that you can. BUT, to be able to indulge that exhaustion and decide to walk away from the conversation? That is a privilege. It means that on a daily basis, race may not play a big part in your everyday life—that racism is something you don’t have to think about. The truth is, Black people never get to step away from that conversation, because racism affects them every single day. And yet, let’s be real, they’re more exhausted by racism than White people. And we’re here to say that this is exactly why you should read this book.

This book is here to make your search for change easier. In every chapter ahead, we give you practical steps towards becoming more anti-racist, so that rather than feeling reactive and rudderless due to the current state of the world, you can focus on implementing smaller, tangible action items in your daily life.

But along with that, we’ll be emphasizing that this process is exactly that—a process that is an ongoing journey. That means we’re not going to ask you to collect books on race that will gather dust on your bookshelf or tick boxes on an anti-racism checklist; nor will we ask you to throw up a black square on social media and call yourself “woke.”

In other words, joining us on this journey toward being more anti-racist is an intentional life change. It’s a change based not solely on those academic theories that you’ll get from other books on this topic, but also, very importantly, on practical daily attitudes and actions.

This journey seeks a shift toward a goal, but one that cannot be clearly achieved. Setting a goal with regard to anti-racism is sort of like setting a goal to get healthier. Is there a magic weight or cholesterol number or amount of water you can consume that will make you “healthy”? Not really. It’s a continuous process that we strive to embrace and stay in; we don’t simply stop once we feel like we have achieved our goal.

Anti-racism is something we need to keep working on, whether it be in small conversations, like those we model for you in this book, or in commitments to finding ways to do our part to change the big structural problems.

Going back to those flashpoints for a second, we’ve had them throughout human history. Nazi Germany. Stalin’s Russia. The Cultural Revolution in China. Slavery. The list is long. And so often we hear people discuss those periods with the firm belief that they would have been on the “right side” of history.

They say they would have stood up firmly for the marginalized, the oppressed, the people whose lives were being lost or destroyed and those who were being treated like animals—or worse. But history suggests that’s not exactly the case. It’s easy to see the wrongs in our rearview mirror and theorize that we would have been strong enough to stand for justice, for humanity, for all people, even when it would have been extremely dangerous to do so.

Today, we’re facing another flashpoint moment. You have a choice to take a stand for humanity, to fight every day to be more anti-racist, to speak up for those of us who are marginalized, to make sure all rights are protected. Or, you can sit back, stay quiet (because it is safer that way), and hope that you won’t be judged for your lack of action.

So our question for you is—what side of history will you be on? You’ve got the chance right now to pick humanity and take that stand, regardless of how challenging, tiring, or uncomfortable it may be. The history books are being written. Are you in?

Great. Now, who are we?

Misasha

Recently I was asked about my name and its connection to my identity. As you can imagine, when your parents give you a name they made up, you face a lifetime of answering questions about it (on a good day) or defending your right to be called what you would like to be called, rather than whatever name (or combination of syllables, or shortened version) makes the person asking feel more comfortable (on a bad day). As a result, I’ve thought a lot about my name, and what’s in a name. So this time when I was asked, I didn’t even hesitate before I said, “My name is a perfect representation of who I am.” Here’s why.

I was my parents’ first child—the firstborn of a Japanese immigrant father and a White American mother. I am a child of lawyers and historians and teachers and storytellers. It was only fitting, therefore, being a biracial child, that my parents looked for a name that they thought would help me “fit in.” They thought all Japanese would think the name they invented was Japanese, and all Americans would think it was American. You know what they say about best-laid plans, right? Yeah. As it turns out, pretty much all Japanese think it’s an American name; and, because I don’t look very Japanese, Americans tend to go down a deep Eastern European rabbit hole. I’m not from Russia, despite what my name might suggest. I have also been considered “exotic” or “nebulously ethnic.” When you are always being positioned as “other,” you start to think of yourself that way. So the need to figure out where I fit in and the desire to bridge cultures and communities have been central to my existence from my very earliest memories. If you’ve ever been to a rest stop somewhere in the United States and desperately looked for your name in those racks of little keychain nameplates, only to never find it, I think you might understand.

It is probably this sense of trying to fit in, or my acute consciousness of being biracial, that led me to spend as much time in Japan as possible, including working there after college graduation and again during law school summers. It is probably that same sense that led me to the practice of law and which propelled my specific desire to balance intellectual property litigation with pro bono aid for people who are struggling to be heard in our justice system. It is definitely my experience with fighting and struggling to fit in and be heard that led me to this point with Sara, first starting our podcast Dear White Women and now writing this book together. Because in so doing, I am literally fighting to save my children’s lives.

For those of you who think I might be being dramatic, I understand. I may have thought so myself, many years ago, before I married my husband, who is Black, and had my two sons, who are multiracial but seen by the world as Black. There have been many points in my life where I have benefited from White privilege (see Chapter 1, “Excuse Me, I Don’t Have White Privilege,” page 17) even though only my mother is White. There have been exactly zero times when my husband has benefited from those privileges. He, and my sons, live under a constant reminder that, as Black men in America, they are considered “less than.”

I was pregnant with my first son when Trayvon Martin was shot and killed in the street by an armed so-called vigilante. He was seventeen years old. I was holding my second son in my arms, a tiny infant, when Tamir Rice was gunned down at the age of twelve for holding a cap gun. When you have Black children, every story that you hear of a Black person being killed is one that you add to your mental catalog of “this is how my child might be killed.” When George Floyd was being murdered in the street and called out for his mama, I heard my kids calling my name. This thought breaks my heart in ways that I cannot physically write or describe. But in that same instant that my heart is breaking, it also gives me the strength to fight, because as a mother, you WILL fight to save your children. You will do anything. This book is part of my anything. (Another thought that breaks my heart is imagining being a Black mother who has to carry a mental death catalog like this while also trying to figure out how to navigate her way through a world that is stacked against her own survival.)

Having conversations with Sara and with other close friends and family has reinforced for me that a mother’s fears for her children and her family are the closest to her head and heart. However, I found that once one starts thinking more broadly, about the fears and hopes of those who may have different narratives and different experiences in the very same place where you live, or work, or love—it’s hard to stop. But I get it . . . I understand why that kind of perspective is often in short supply, why the dialogue stalls. Those conversations are hard to start. Especially if in your circle of friends, or in your family, everyone is the same race—when would you even have the opportunity to engage in discussions about the hopes and fears bound up in issues of race?

That’s why I’m here to tell you this, which may provide you a little bit of food for thought: This past summer, I took my sons to a peaceful Black Lives Matter rally. We made posters before the event. My elementary school–aged son, after writing “Black Lives Matter” on his poster, then wrote, in smaller letters underneath, “My Life Matters.” So to return to this central question: why do I do this work? Because I want us to get to a place where no kid feels the need to justify his life to a group of people who may want to take that away from him simply because of the color of his skin.

I know we are capable of doing hard things. I’m asking for your help to save my children’s lives, and the lives of all others who look like them. We can do this together.

Sara

To some degree, I feel like a fraud being here. I’m not Black, nor am I related to anyone Black. I’m Japanese and White and am married to a White Canadian man with White-presenting children living in a predominantly White state.

Who am I to be teaching you about race, racism, and how to be more anti-racist?

Maybe that’s a thought that keeps a lot of people silent. Can you relate? But since childhood, I have always prided myself on standing up for what I believe is right, both for myself and for society at large. I got my otherwise peace-loving self into a shoving match in elementary school standing up to a girl who was being a jerk to a classmate; I wrote my college entrance essay on why we each need to do our part against drunk driving. I like to think of myself as a kind, considerate, thoughtful person who stands up against injustice and speaks up for what I believe is just. So as a person with friends and loved ones who are constantly faced with racism, who am I NOT to be learning, talking about, and doing something about a system and mindset that pervades our society and hurts our fellow citizens every day? Racism will not go away if we as non-Black people don’t decide to participate in making change.

And I think the hardest, most important step is taking a look inward.

I would have loved to think that because I’m biracial, I can’t be racist. I’m the product of a Japanese immigrant mother and a White father. I was born and raised in the suburbs of New York in a home that bridged cultures, with after-school activities that included tennis, tap dancing, Japanese tea ceremony, piano, and calligraphy lessons. I never got to do Girl Scouts or soccer or sleepovers on Friday nights like the other kids, because my Saturdays were taken up by Japanese weekend school. (Now that I’m bilingual, I owe my mother an apology for the countless tantrums I threw on the kitchen floor.) My blond-haired, blue-eyed father would look me straight in the face when I sassed my mother about the rules she imposed on me that seemed more restrictive than those my American peers had in their homes, telling me in no uncertain terms that I was expected to respect her and the culture she was raised in. I certainly grew up knowing that there is more than one perspective in life.

During college, I sang in a gospel choir that celebrated Black culture. But during my time there, tensions flared between people who had different feelings about the purpose of the group—celebrating Black students at Harvard—conflicting with the reality of an increasingly non-Black membership. That tension forced uncomfortable conversations and decisions about who could stay and who should leave, and was my first experience with having really jarring conversations about belonging.

I resided for years in Japan and Hong Kong and New York, places with long histories that are open to many different ways to live. I’ve sponsored music groups that address racial and gender identity on tours through school districts, organized conversations with mixed-race company in my home, created panel discussions for predominantly White communities to listen to the experiences of their Black members, worked on video projects showcasing voices of Black people in America, cofounded and cohost the racial and social justice podcast Dear White Women with Misasha, and have many Black friends.

But the reality is, none of those things make me “woke.” None of them make me not racist. (I especially protest the line of reasoning that if you are a non-Black person who has Black friends, it means you are not a racist.)

Why? Because I think racism is largely baked into our society. If we are really honest, we have to admit that we still often have knee-jerk reactions when we see people who look different than us. It’s human; we are attracted to similarity, we feel that people who are similar to us are actually better than those who are different. (To see support for this, read about the elementary school red shirt/blue shirt experiment on page 25.) That’s on the personal level; that’s not even talking about the structural biases that are perpetuated in many public and private institutions in our country.

And this is why I’m qualified to be here in conversation with you: because I largely identify as White. After spending the first half of my life in metropolitan, cosmopolitan areas, including living abroad, I’ve now spent nearly fifteen years living in predominantly White areas with my White husband and White-presenting children. My Asian identity is still a core part of my values, but my Japanese flag-waving has largely faded. Misasha has even caught me referring to “us” when I talk about White people.

Any of us can hold up highlight-reel stories about how amazingly open-minded we are, but there’s always more to do. More to think about. Room to grow. Ways to make our personal world more diverse, inclusive, and beautiful.

The biggest thing I want to say is that I’m here with you, not here to judge you.

I don’t believe there is such a thing as arriving at “woke.” Work in this realm is a continuum, a spectrum, a progression, a direction we are moving in towards being more anti-racist. I have been working on myself and my community now for years.

Why has this taken on more urgency as I’ve gotten older?

It’s astonishingly simple: because I’m largely spurred on by the stories you just read from Misasha, my best friend—mainly about how her fears about her kids being killed based solely on the color of their skin were so drastically different than my fears for my lighter-skinned kids. Honestly, I’ve always cared about anti-racism, but not enough to do something about it until it became personal.

I hope we can help you find a personal connection to it, too.

You Bought This Book. Now What?

Back to the two of us. The way we work together is to be both really practical and really personal.

There are a lot of other incredible books and articles out there that we’ll refer to during the course of this book if you want to dig more deeply into the history or the theories of race, racism, and anti-racism. To be sure, there are powerful actions we can take to help dismantle the systemic racism that’s embedded in our schools, prisons, banks, and more.

But we think that the only way to make change last is by coming at it from two directions—top down and bottom up. For the purposes of this book, we focused on the bottom up: the personal actions you take every day and how you can work to identify, address, and change them intentionally.

Because at the end of the day, dismantling systemic racism is NOT an easy task that’ll go smoothly. It is messy and uncomfortable for everyone involved. As a result, everybody working on this complicated process needs to start with a good hard look at themselves and the choices they make on a daily basis, and to identify the powerful why behind their involvement in the work. Because otherwise, at the first bump in the road, it all becomes seemingly too difficult and we’re more likely to give up.

To be clear, a why is NOT a should. It’s not motivated by guilt. It’s what you care about, of your own free will.

And the reason that we need to talk about this with other non-Black people, and in particular women, is because the why behind change is often deeply personal. It’s grounded not only in fact, but in relationships—and we, as women, know that we value those relationships in ways that are both immeasurable and powerful. We also know that these conversations about race don’t frequently happen in nondiverse circles, and yet sometimes we reside almost entirely in those very circles. So part of our collective why behind this book, and driving the work that we are doing, is to make change by getting uncomfortable together in our small spheres of influence. Those can be book clubs, parent email groups, exercise classes, coffee dates, and so many other spaces. And now that we have outlined all of this, we have a question for you.

What’s your WHY?

What made you pick up this book? Who do you know who’s affected? Why do you give a hoot about anti-racist work?

Write it down. You can do it in pencil if you want; you can do it right here:


	____________________

	____________________

	____________________

	____________________



Or you can write it on a sticky note and put it somewhere else, or go to your journal. But write it down so you can see it, and take a look. Is that truly your why? Is there something, someone, who will be even more deeply motivating for you? Give it a moment. Breathe it in.

We want you to hold that thought in your heart throughout the course of reading this book and throughout all the days and years to come. That’s your why, and that’s what’s going to power you through when reading about another injustice done to a Black person nearly breaks your will to keep going.

Okay. Now about this book.

The book is organized by what we call “pain points,” scenarios you might run into or conversations you might stumble across where your gut instinct fires in every which direction, signaling that something isn’t right here—but you don’t know what to do or say.

We know you’re busy AND that you want to start changing the world around you, so the segments are laid out in fairly short chapters. We want you to be able to pick the book up and put it down and pick it back up again without feeling like you need to reread everything until that point.

Within the realm of social change, we think there are three important verbs to keep in mind.

listen[image: ListenNew.eps]



	It’s a learned skill to listen to people’s stories. People are the experts in their own lives, and we need to believe them when they tell us what’s going on for them. So we endeavored to bring you a true story to illustrate the point we were trying to get at within each pain point.



learn[image: EducateNew.eps]



	There is a whole sordid history in our country that isn’t taught equally throughout the states. Depending on where you grew up, for example, slavery might have been mentioned three times in your history textbook, or over one hundred times. We make sure all the basics are covered in each pain point, so you understand the facts and history around each topic. No #fakenews here.
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	It’s well enough to say we’re nice people, that we listened, that we learned, maybe we even shared a story on social media about racism—but what changes if we don’t do anything with that information? Nothing. We recommend at least one or two things you can do or say differently in each scenario. These might be words to stop using (not to be obvious, but never, ever, ever use the N-word—more on that in Chapter 9, page 101) or things to start doing. There are places throughout the book where we suggest something you may want to write down; we created a downloadable PDF journal that includes some prompts, which you can find on our website, dearwhitewomen.com, and print yourself a copy.



All of these subsections are included in every chapter to guide us in giving you a well-rounded picture of the topic within. These three concepts are by no means a complete capture of all the problem (and growth) areas you’ll face in your journey towards anti-racism, but they are the most common and useful forces we have found in our years of conversation and from the research we put into this book.

Along with the organizing principles of Listen, Learn, and Act, we also interspersed boxes in pertinent places describing what we identify as “microaggressions”—small acts or remarks with often unintentional hurtful effects. These are designed to give you that moment to pause, reflect, and understand for yourself why the impact of a few words or a simple act upon the listener or receiver may be so much more painful than the responsible party intends—after all, it’s the impact that we are concerned about.

We really hope that you’ll take what we say to heart, and that you’ll feel like you have found here, perhaps after a long search, a practical set of things you can do differently in your daily life to make you feel like you’re on the path toward being more compassionate, understanding, and educated about people who might not look like you but are human beings just like you.

We are all worthy of respect, and we are so glad you’re here with us. Let’s get started.
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Section I

On Being White in America










Chapter 1

Excuse Me, I Don’t Have White Privilege




John is a White man, an airline pilot, and on his off days, he goes running in the neighborhood for exercise. In the summer, he goes in the morning or evening when the temperatures are cooler; in the spring or fall, he might go in the afternoon when the sun feels just right. He doesn’t really think about when he is going, other than when it is convenient for him and feels good. When the time comes, he throws on whatever exercise clothes are clean—his preference is usually some combo of readily available dark blue, grey, or black clothing—laces up his shoes, tucks a key into his inner pocket, and is off. It’s great to see him when he gets back from working up a good sweat; Sara can sense the exhilaration he feels after his freedom to just take off and get away from the kids for a bit, to do what he wants for an hour. It’s so healthy.

As women, we get jealous of our male counterparts’ freedom. What we wouldn’t give to feel like we could go out in the twilight of dawn or at dusk or any time we want, and not worry that somebody is going to get creepy or attack us! The Central Park jogger story and others like it lurk in the back of our minds. So we settle for going on walks with our friends, or heading out over a lunch break when many other people are out, walking their dogs or walking to meetings. And of course, we always take our phones with us. If we were to sense danger, we can handle it by making an immediate call to the police.

This is why hearing Antonio’s story was eye-opening for us.

listen[image: ListenNew.eps]


Antonio Wint is a Black man, a father, and the successful owner of an IT company. He told us about what it takes for him to get out the door to go for a run.

Remember John’s sense of freedom and ease? Not so much for Antonio. The mental hoops Antonio has to jump through seem countless compared to anything John or we have had to consider.

First, he picks a time. Early morning and late evening are out, because with the dim lighting, Black skin is considered more of a threat. He has to work during the day, and ideally he can get out for a jog during his lunch break. That doesn’t always happen, though, so more often than not, it’s an early evening run right after work before it gets too dark.

Second, he has to choose his clothes. Even if it’s cold, hoodies are never an option. He purposely picks bright-colored clothing—clothes that make it clear that he’s okay being seen and remembered. Clothes that indicate that he is exercising and not running away from a crime scene.

Third, he lays out his route. He has already turned on phone tracking so that he can be tracked by his family on his run. He tells his wife and child that he’s going to be gone for thirty minutes, along a route that they already know. He will let them know if he changes his route along the way, making a right turn here or a left turn there. On his way out, he tells them that if he’s not home in forty or fifty minutes, to begin looking for him and check the tracking on his phone.

Fourth, if he cannot be tracked down, he reminds them, they should consider calling the police.

Lastly, only after he has taken all of the steps above, he finally takes a deep breath and heads out the door JUST TO GET SOME EXERCISE.

Now, you may be thinking we can dismiss this as just one man’s experience, but know that we’ve heard many more stories like it—a Black woman who wears neon outfits so passersby in her Southern White neighborhood can’t deny seeing her, a Black man who makes sure he wears a helmet each time he rides his bike so nobody accuses him of stealing it. This need to think and plan for other’s perceptions of you is not unique to Antonio; it’s something many, many Black people go through every day just to get out their doors.

We’ve heard well-intentioned White people say that Black people are overreacting by feeling such fear, and to that we say: People are experts in their own stories and fears. Telling a person they shouldn’t be afraid or that they’re overthinking something is dismissing and dehumanizing their very real concerns.

We’re able to empathize with this. If you are a woman and you’ve ever been afraid to do something—wear a short skirt, drink a little too much, walk home alone late at night—you know what it means to be barred from opportunities based solely on your appearance. You lose the opportunity to experience freedom of expression, freedom of consumption, freedom of simply existing in a public sphere at a certain hour without feeling like you might be blamed for an action taken against you. And it’s incredibly frustrating when a man tells you you’re overthinking it, that nothing is going to happen, that you’re being silly by worrying about these things. Just like it’s incredibly frustrating for Black people when White people tell them that nothing will ever happen and to get over it.

Remember that Ahmaud Arbery did everything that Antonio has been doing for years—wearing bright exercise clothing, running in the middle of the day, on the streets not too close to any personal homes in a “nice” neighborhood—and he was still killed, hunted down like an animal by three vigilante White men. Stories like Ahmaud’s—and so many others like his—strike fear in a Black person’s heart, because they realize that they’re doing everything in their power to be seen as a human being who is simply existing in the public sphere, and yet, they can still become a target. (You can hear more of Antonio’s story in his own words by going to voicesfromnextdoor.com.)

To check our intuition, we asked John—the White male jogger—if he’s ever felt like he was a target based on the color of his skin. Without skipping a beat, he said no, that he’s never felt a threat or even like he’s missed out on anything based on his appearance.

This is what we are talking about when we talk about White privilege. White privilege is referring to NOT being barred from an opportunity based solely on the color of your skin.

White privilege is being able to go jogging in a nice neighborhood without a second thought.

White privilege is being able to ride your bike without your helmet, and not feeling like someone will call the police on you for stealing it.

White privilege is not having your résumé tossed out because your name is too unique . . . is not being the only person who looks like you in a room or store or meeting . . . is not having to search far and wide to buy books for your kids with illustrations of characters that look like them. It is having your White children get the benefit of the doubt more than kids whose skin is darker; it is your White kids being able to learn about their race in school all year long instead of being relegated to one special theme month; it is feeling protected by the police rather than having to speak with your kids about how to show deference and caution around them.


MicroAgGression: Claiming “I don’t see color”



White privilege is also being able to say you’re color-blind. To people of color who experience bias nearly every day, from micro to small to large aggressions against them, the world is not color-blind. Even if you yourself claim and honestly believe that you don’t discriminate, society doesn’t often take the time to get to know Black people as individuals; as a whole, society so often sees them as part of a stereotype. Only people who have the privilege of not experiencing racism or don’t know people who experience racism are able to talk about being color-blind with a straight face.

Additionally, every time someone says they are color-blind, they are taking away a part of a non-White person’s identity. For example, Misasha’s kids are proud to be Black, Japanese, and White. They’ve been taught to be proud of their skin color as a reflection of who they are. If you say you don’t see color, you’re taking away that pride. That part of their identity. And we think that’s quite the opposite of what people intend when they say “color-blind.”

White privilege is both a legacy and a cause of racism. To understand and change anything in the realm of anti-racism, we need to start there.

learn[image: EducateNew.eps]


Where does White privilege stem from?

Well first of all, please take a seat. Breathe for a minute, because we just unloaded a lot of information. If you’re a parent, it’s possible you feel a little heavier thinking that you and your kids might live a little differently than those human beings we heard about, Antonio and his wife and child.

You are not at fault for this.

But if you identify as White, you do benefit from the privilege that has been assigned to people of lighter skin tones since the foundation of our country. We need to understand and accept this before we move on, because this is the foundation of all anti-racism work.

When we talk about White privilege with White people, the instant reaction is usually some sort of recoil. Denial. Anger.

“No, I don’t have White privilege,” the story often goes. “I grew up poor and we had to work super hard to get everything we have.”

We hear that. We know that. We see that many people work extremely hard to get where they are, and that effort is something to be proud of!

In the context of this conversation about race, though, it’s critical that we not make the mistake of assuming that privilege means financial privilege.

White privilege is referring to not being knocked down several pegs based solely on the color of your skin. It’s the privilege we have in this country to not be discriminated against simply because we are White, compared to the many forms of unfair treatment experienced by people with Black (or Brown) skin.

While it may seem obvious on the typed page, the call to acknowledge White privilege is often met with resistance. To address that resistance, let’s first get clear about hierarchies. Since racism is the belief that certain races of people are by birth and nature superior to others, and we are addressing how Black people in our country face racism, then, by definition, some grouping of people is “more highly valued” than Black people. We have to accept that that group is White people.

It’s painful to think that we might possibly be complicit in a system like this—one where Black people are worth less than White people. We weren’t part of the system of slavery, we want to shout. We didn’t create this hierarchy!

We all want to feel like we are good people—and according to the research, feeling like a good person has a lot to do with how we are seen by others. But while research suggests that our first instincts lead us to behave with cooperation rather than selfishness, we also know that when people are anonymous or unlikely to be caught, when they’re distanced from real people, they’re less likely to do good. How many times have you been driving and seen someone flip someone off, or not let someone merge? Bad behavior behind the wheel is easy because we’re isolated and fairly anonymous in our cars. In the realm of cyberspace, we’ve all seen nasty Facebook comments or hate speech or cyberbullying. It’s societal pressure from real people that keeps us on our best behavior, or at least behaving as though we are “good.”

The truth is, as humans, we prefer to be in community with others. Do you remember how it felt during the COVID-related shutdowns, when many people were cut off from their usual human interactions? Loneliness—the distressing feeling that accompanies the perception that one’s social needs are not being met by the quantity, or especially the quality, of one’s social relationships—has proven to be negative for people’s health, both physically and mentally.

We think about the conversation we had with Marcus Bullock, founder and CEO of Flikshop, about the eight years he spent in a federal prison from the time he was fifteen years old—a child who made a really bad decision and who had to pay the price for it as an adult. One of the primary motivators for his business, a software company that builds tools to help families send postcards to their incarcerated loved ones, is to help keep individuals in prison cells connected with their families and friends, so they can maintain their humanity and hope. The unfortunate reality is that people who get entangled in the criminal justice system are seen as having violated moral norms, and therefore they’re often not only legally barred from rejoining certain groups—as voters, employees, students—but are also often socially ostracized from all the groups they were part of prior to incarceration: family, friends, church, HOAs, schools. To avoid loneliness, it’s not uncommon for formerly incarcerated individuals to gravitate towards each other, forming a group with people who have also experienced time in the system.

What that shows us is that humans are motivated to maintain membership in groups, and to feel like we can make meaningful contributions to those groups that are important to us—contributions that are aligned with the values of those groups. If we identify strongly with our church community, we prioritize attending church on Sunday. If we belong to a hiking group, we honor nature and its conservation. If we identify as staunchly Republican or staunchly Democrat, oftentimes instead of voting by issue or by candidate, we vote down party lines.

How does this propensity to want membership in groups apply to this conversation about race and racism?

White people are a group. But we’re trapped in a dichotomy of wanting to believe we are good people and wanting to maintain our relative privilege, so we hide acknowledgement of our White privilege. We’d rather deny that White privilege exists—because if enough individual White people deny it, then it truly does become invisible on a societal level, and that invisibility protects both the privilege and the sense of innocence members of that group enjoy.

How do we hide White privilege? Consider how often we identify ourselves as White. When we are talking about identity of any sort, are we naming Whiteness outright—in the same way we’d identify someone as Black, or Asian? If not, White people have the privilege of being assumed to be a “default” race, the standard against which all other races are measured. Now let’s consider how many people of color we have in our “favorites” list of contacts on our phones. Do we actively have Black friends? How often do Black children come over to our homes for playdates? When we are not involved in circles that include people from different ethnic backgrounds, we can remain blind to the advantages we have, because we simply don’t see—or hear about—those racial inequalities firsthand.

But let’s try not to feel defensive. It is possible that you are a White person who has many, many friends of color. And contrary to well-trodden progressive beliefs, not having that many Black friends—living in segregation—does not mean we are “bad people” or have any ill will towards people who look different than we do.

Taking a look at the country as a whole, data aligns with the insular nature of the contents of many of our phone contact lists in terms of race. While studies show that segregation peaked in the 1960s and 1970s, approximately 13 percent of today’s United States population are Black people—so how many of that 13 percent live in our city, our town, our block?

According to a report following the 2010 Census, “the average White person in metropolitan American lives in a neighborhood that is 75 percent White. Despite a substantial shift of minorities from cities to suburbs, these groups have often not gained access to largely White neighborhoods. For example, a typical African American [person] lives in a neighborhood that is only 35 percent White (not much different from 1940) and as much as 45 percent Black. Diversity is experienced very differently in the daily lives of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians.”

Additionally, despite the 1954 landmark Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, which declared that racial segregation in schools is unconstitutional, in 2020, more than half of American schoolchildren were in racially concentrated districts where over 75 percent of students were either White or non-White. And our public schools continue their slide toward re-segregation: They are less integrated now than in 1970, when court-mandated school desegregation busing began. (For more on this, see Chapter 15, page 154.)

If we live in an area where there is not a large concentration of Black people, the easy and most common default is to be friends with those who are around us who look like us. A study drawing on contact theory found that schools that have moderate levels of heterogeneity—moderate mixing of the races—had high levels of friendship segregation, but that once schools were really, really mixed, interracial friendships became more of the norm. We can probably extend that study to real life, and say that unless there is a fairly evenly mixed racial population in our circles, we are more likely to be friends with people who are of our same race.

Even further to the point, in another study, the team at Barna asked 1,000 people whether their current friends are “mostly similar to themselves” or “mostly different from themselves” in a number of areas. The majority chose mostly similar for:


	income (56 percent vs. 44 percent)

	political views (62 percent vs. 38 percent)

	religious beliefs (62 percent similar vs. 38 percent different)

	education level (63 percent vs. 37 percent)

	life stage (69 percent vs. 31 percent)

	social status (70 percent vs. 30 percent)

	race or ethnicity (74 percent vs. 26 percent)



So while our friends are likely to think and live similarly to ourselves, in this study, race proved to be the most common factor in finding social membership.

If our inner circles are largely comprised of people of the same race, with similar social status, income, and religious beliefs as us, what happens?
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