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PRAISE FOR

DO BETTER


“Do Better is a clear, powerful, direct, wise, and extremely helpful treatise on how to combat and heal from the ubiquitous violence of white supremacy. Using a voice that is both passionate and compassionate, Rachel Ricketts instructs where necessary and soothes when needed—but never flinches from the urgency of the mission at hand. These pages are meant not merely to be read, but to be studied, workshopped, and put into daily practice. I would recommend Do Better to anybody who wishes to live a life of higher consciousness and humanity. She has offered up an exceedingly valuable resource to a tired, troubled (and all too often delusional) world. This is a book we all need.”

—Elizabeth Gilbert, New York Times bestselling author of Eat Pray Love

“Holy Healing! What Rachel Ricketts offers the world in Do Better is a healing balm for a society that has long needed a new perspective and approach to an ancient problem that has been ignored, denied, unaddressed, and unhealed. Do Better answers prayers that many have prayed. Do Better offers a bold possibility for change and healing. Do Better offers a deeply sacred choice that we must all make at such a time as this.”

—Iyanla Vanzant, New York Times bestselling author and host of Iyanla, Fix My Life

“Through love, rage, and humor, Rachel Ricketts both challenges and inspires us all (but especially us white cis women) to turn anti-racist work into a daily practice; to sit in the discomfort of the violence we have perpetrated, and turn that discomfort into action. This book is absolutely essential reading.”

—Zoe Lister-Jones, actress, producer, and director

“Rachel’s book is a powerful and beautiful example of sharing herself from a deeply heart-centered place.… If you, like me, are ready to stop talking and start listening and really take the time to understand, this is the book you MUST read. Thank you Rachel for taking the time to write this incredible book. It was life changing to read.”

—Rumer Willis, actress and singer

“Do Better is a much-needed addition to any spiritual person’s anti-racism toolkit. This book not only opens the door to anti-racism work, but gives you the tools to walk through it. Rachel has created an engaging, inspiring, and practical resource that you will return to time and again.”

—Jessica Lanyadoo, host of Ghost of a Podcast and author of Astrology for Real Relationships

“This is the book we’ve been waiting for. Wow… This is the book that will change lives, if you allow it. A must read and do!”

—Monique Melton, anti-racism educator
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This is for my mother, Suzette, and Uncle Carlton.

For my ancestors, who so often went unheard with hearts unhealed.

And for every Black girl+ who has ever felt they didn’t belong.

May we all find freedom.






INTRODUCTION [image: ] My Love Includes Anger



What I hope to do all the time is to be so completely myself… that my audiences and even people who meet me are confronted… with what I am inside and out, as honest as I can be. And this way they have to see things about themselves…

—NINA SIMONE



We are living in entirely uncertain times. Our politics are increasingly divided with no reassuring route for recourse. As I write this the world is in a standstill to combat the worst global pandemic since 1918. Cities are on fire in all fifty states and folx of all races have taken to the streets around the globe in an uprising led by Black folx in the quest for Black, and thus collective, liberation. The systems of inequity that have persisted and been protected for centuries are being exacerbated, and the stillness forced by global quarantine has meant many are no longer able to turn away. White people have finally awakened to white supremacy and anti-Blackness in a way they refused to before. The things many of you were privileged enough to once take for granted are slipping from your fingers and shit is scary. Our personal and collective grief is palpable. Things are and will continue to be chaotic, and increasingly so. But amidst all this chaos and uncertainty is an opportunity. The oppressive systems and institutions as we once knew them are slowly beginning to crumble. Everything is being burned to the ground so that we as a collective can rise renewed. We are being summoned to the inner, spiritual work that revolution requires. Some are calling it the end of everything that never worked right in the first place—and it is. Though these systems were created to work exactly as designed, because they benefit their creators. Those with the most power and privilege. To overthrow them we must all take a long look in the mirror to deal with the hard shit. And this is a book all about the hard shit! White supremacy, heteropatriarchy, grief, oppression, and more. This is also a book about my interactions with the hard shit. I write what I know best, which is my experience—both personal and professional in equal measure.

My name is Rachel Ricketts (hayyy!), and my pronouns are she/her/hers. I am a Black, queer, cisgender, non-disabled, neurotypical, Canadian-born woman with ancestors of West African, Jamaican, Indian, Jewish, Portuguese, western European, and Taíno descent. I grew up Black and financially insecure in mostly white and wealthy spaces, and have spent a lifetime navigating intersecting systems of oppression. Though I am a trained racial justice educator, attorney, grief coach, and spiritual activist by profession, this work is personal. Because the most grief I have ever endured, and will continue to, is at the hands of white supremacy. This grief has rooted within me an overflowing reservoir of love and gratitude as well as an unwavering fire of righteous rage deep inside my bones and belly. Love and anger. With good damn reason: white supremacy murdered my mother. It was after my mother’s death that I rededicated my life to the work of fighting racial injustice. In her honor and mine.

Though I was born with my third eye open, my deep connection to Spirit intensified after helping my mother die, equipping me with the tools to help heal my heart and hold space for others to do the same. It led me to create my Spiritual Activism workshops—potent racial justice seminars that fuse spiritual-based soulcare with embodied anti-racism education so we can learn to tolerate the challenging emotions that arise when we address oppression. This book is an extension of my workshops blending my lifetime of personal experience navigating white supremacy with my soulful anti-racist teachings to create an accessible and relatable guide for all those ready to fight for a more equitable world in which everyone, most notably Black and Indigenous women+, can finally find freedom.

WHITE SUPREMACY HARMS US ALL

White supremacy is the status quo. It causes one of the greatest forms of systemic social trauma on the planet, inciting grief, guilt, loss, pain, anger, and shame. For everyone. Racism mires BI&PoC in emotional and physical violence, and, in order to perpetuate the oppression of others deemed “less than,” it robs white folx of inner peace and meaningful connection to themselves and others.

For my fellow folx of the global majority, including the mixed-race folx and especially my fellow Black and Indigenous women+, addressing our internalized oppression is where we most get stuck. We’ve endured centuries of institutionalized discrimination. Of shittier housing, education, pay, job opportunities, health care, access to justice, etc., not to mention slavery, dehumxnization, intergenerational trauma, emotional violence, and constant reminders that we’re “less than” because we don’t belong to whiteness. We keep quiet and code switch in order to keep white people comfortable at the expense of our own well-being. Our anti-racist work is unplugging from whiteness and reclaiming our power.

For my white or white-passing friends, internalizing dominance and privilege results in a disconnection between head and heart. White supremacy requires you to cut yourself off from meaningful connection with yourself and others. The most pertinent thing you all can do to dismantle racist systems is first address your own personal racism (not just the racism “out there”), the ways you inherently perpetuate white supremacy, and the grief, loss, pain, and trauma that are creating obstacles for you to authentically do so. No small feat because, as we’ll learn, when you start to become truthfully aware of who you are and the harms you’ve caused, your world turns upside down.

For mixed BI&PoC with white ancestry, you will likely find that your work is to address both your internalized oppression as well as your internalized dominance.

No matter your race, ethnicity, or mixture, racial justice begins with a sobering soak in your own reflection and all that lies beneath. To awaken to the ways in which white supremacy is playing out in your day-to-day, the ways you contribute to its prevalence, and the hurt it is causing us all. Here’s the tea—racial justice starts with you and it starts within. There can be no genuine outer shift unless we get right with ourselves first—and racial justice requires a major collective upheaval. It necessitates an overhaul of every system we have ever known the world over. This is why I need you to tap into your heart space, connect to your righteous rage, and use it as fuel for systemic and collective change.

I wrote this for every hue-mxn ready, able, and willing to do the hard, vital, and urgent inner work required to dismantle white supremacy. So let me be clear, this ain’t no cakewalk. Real talk. Learning about white supremacy and doing anti-racist work is work. This is not for those wishing to merely dip their toe. Oh no. Unpacking racism, oppression, and their impact is often triggering on a mental, spiritual, emotional, and at times physical level. Many elements of my story and teachings may flare up painful memories or traumas of your own. I cried a lot of tears writing this, and you are likely to shed tears reading it. Diving in takes courage, bravery, and resilience. You must acclimate your body to better withstand your discomfort and shower yourself in compassion so you have a hope in hell of bestowing that same compassion on others—particularly Black and Indigenous women+. When we come together to face oppression, we unearth potent personal and collective trauma. Moving through this book will be no different. It will expose your hurt, but my wish is that it will also inspire your hope. I am here to help you through and I do so from a space of deep love. For us all. Still, make no mistake—this is not a fluffy “love will change the world” manifesto. Love can change the world, but it is not a “send light and prayers” kinda love. The love needed to create radical racial justice includes daily, intentional, and informed action. On a global scale. It includes owning up to the emotional violence we have perpetuated on ourselves and others, both as individuals and as part of the collective, and most notably toward Black and Indigenous women+. It is a love embodied by truth and integrity. It runs the full spectrum of humxn emotions, including anger. Righteous rage has been a vital component in efforts to do better past and present. The collective shift racial justice demands requires this same fervor. I believe love and righteous anger are the precursors to the critical shift we desperately need to manifest in the world today. To doing better. Some call me the General of Loving Anger—you’ll soon find out why!

I share my stories not to condemn the mistakes of others but to illuminate the ways we cause each other harm, often to those most oppressed. Harms that I too have inflicted as a perfectly imperfect person and oppressed oppressor. In these pages you will find carefully curated exercises to get into your body and enable you to better withstand the discomfort that inevitably arises as you partake in racial justice. I believe getting more comfortable with our discomfort first is the gateway to our collective salvation, to racial and social justice. It starts with compassionately connecting to yourself and filling up your soul so you can truly do the work and commit to collective change. A car can’t drive on empty, am I right? Every chapter ends with a spiritual offering to tend to your soul and/or a tangible call to action to support you in tending to your heart and better holding space for yourself and the collective, all while prioritizing the most marginalized. From guided meditations and breathwork to reflection and visual exercises, you’ll be armed with spiritual tools I’ve used time and again to support folx face their fears, confront challenges, and heal racial wounds. All of which is done in a culturally informed way, honoring the roots of the practices and the communities of color that cultivated them. Mindfulness and breathwork will serve as the pillars for returning to ourselves, navigating our discomfort, and actively doing better.

Part I takes you on a deep dive within to understand and address oppression at the inner level, and in Part II, I share more of my story enduring white supremacy and guidance for taking much-needed outer action. My goal is for you to finish the last page feeling enlightened, empowered, and ready to act. We need you. Especially the white folx because y’all. Are. Late.

WRITTEN TO, NOT FOR

Though this book is meant to inspire healing and change for all humxns, this book is directed primarily to, though not for, white women+. I did not want to write a book to white women+ (truly!), but white women+ have caused me the most racial harm so I feel compelled to address my first book to them directly. Especially cis women. Still, this book is for errybody. Every-body. I write for Black and Indigenous women+ first and foremost. Every facet of my work is for us and our healing. This book is written to white women+, but it is for us. Our well-being, our humxnity, and our liberation.

We are at a pivotal crossroads as a collective, one that has not been experienced since the civil rights movement of the 1960s. This is a global uprising. How we choose to harness the energy of the day—or not—will have lasting consequences on folx of all identities, worldwide, for centuries, perhaps lifetimes, to come. Especially in America. Though I am Canadian by birth, most of my immediate family lives in the United States. My grandfather was an indentured laborer in the States, and the impact of the violence he endured on American soil reverberates through my family’s very being—and mine. I write about American issues as a foreigner, but a foreigner with blood, skin, and sinew at stake.

Around the world whiteness and white supremacy in all its forms cause BI&PoC harm every single day. Every hour. Every minute. Every second people are being hurt because of systems created by and for whiteness and the tangible, violent consequences of white supremacist ideology. And it is my duty, as assigned by Spirit, to help create a world where BI&PoC, being people of the global majority, and specifically Black and Indigenous women+, are no longer subjected to the racist, misogynist harms that I and so many others continue to endure. This is why I write, and the purpose of this book. Not to implore white people to recognize my or any other BI&PoC’s humxnity, because I refuse and would die in vain waiting. But rather to illustrate the impact of their choices on us all. To examine why white and white-passing people have chosen to perpetuate white supremacy and ignore its impact, and thus their impact, on BI&PoC in the first place. Uncovering such choices is a critical part of how the hell we all get free. This is a good time to point out to the white folx reading that you’re not going to like a lot of what I have to say. Not one bit. Your ego and white privilege will seethe. You’ll be inclined to label me angry—classic!—and wonder who the fuck I think I am to speak to you this way (I am my ancestors’ living legacy, for the record). You may feel I’m ruthless for spelling this out so publicly and unabashedly. It’s all status quo, so if you feel you need to stay there, by all means—do you. But for those of y’all who truly give a shit, I hope this will give you pause and help you become empowered to show up for myself and other Black and Indigenous women+ in an authentic, active, and sustainable way.



By virtue of being oppressed themselves, white women+ have a deeper capacity to understand and empathize with the oppression faced by BI&PoC. Still, despite having the capacity, white women+, especially cis women, have mostly failed to use it. As oppressed people who oppress people, no one has caused me more harm in my life than white women+. The fragility and victimhood mixed with pervasive bypassing, defense mechanisms, and emotional violence makes for a special sauce of racist venom. And yes, women+ perpetuate patriarchy too. This book in no way lets men+ off the hook—they have a major role to play in all of this without question; but right now, I need to talk to the folx who are most ready to listen, and then I need them to do their damn work and collect their people. I am here to share with white women+ a truth about themselves that is causing everybody, but no one more than queer and trans Black and Indigenous women and femmes, immense pain. Because white women+ don’t know what they don’t know (or stay refusing to learn).

BI&PoC, and the plethora of races, ethnicities, and experiences contained within and between us, have our work cut out for us as well. We must overcome centuries of systemic oppression, anti-Blackness, and colonization. Myself included. My objective is for BI&PoC to understand our specific roles in racial justice. I want us all to finally feel free, particularly Black and Indigenous women+. There is nowhere in the world where I as a Black woman can truly feel safe, and so until then I must write and I must write my absolute truth.

INVITATION TO BRAVE SPACE

I believe we are all limitless souls having a humxn experience and we all came to Earth at this exact time to learn, unlearn, and, ultimately, heal—ourselves and each other. I believe in the possibility for us to drop the old white supremacist scripts that have been holding us back and disconnecting us from ourselves and one another. And it is because of this belief that we can and must do better that I fight with so much fury. That I invoke Spiritual Activism and loving anger as my means of seeking and effecting change. That I tell it like it is, take no shit, and maintain wise compassion. It is how and why I channel my righteous rage into action and simultaneously recognize all of our struggles and humxnity, especially those who have been the most oppressed. In the quest for racial justice we all have work to do in different ways and to varying degrees. We all have shadows we need to illuminate and absolute truths we need to contend with, no one more than white folx. So, to the white folx joining me, welcome! I’m glad you’re here now, but let’s make no mistake, you are centuries late. For my fellow BI&PoC, especially Black and Indigenous women+, I acknowledge you, I affirm you, I honor you. Always and all ways.

No matter who you are, my teachings will make you uncomfortable. We spend so much of our lives evading challenging or conflicting emotions. Controversial topics like racial justice are ripe grounds for checking out, but I urge you to resist that temptation. If you want to create a world where all humxns can be free, then I need you to increase your tolerance for the hard shit—hard emotions, hard conversations, hard decisions. No matter how mindful I help you become, this book is not going to solve white supremacy (I wish!). It won’t heal internalized oppression or make you an activist or an ally, though it will absolutely aid you in acting in allyship. It is simply a start. Even if you’re decades in. I am arming you with heart-centered tools to put into your ever-expanding toolkit for doing this work, day in, day out, for the rest of your life. You will be stretched well past your comfort zone. But you’ll be left feeling more supported and empowered in your journey to better show up for yourself and the collective in the ongoing war against white supremacy and, most important, in tangibly supporting BI&WoC worldwide. In doing so, you are helping to free the hearts, bodies, and minds of us all.

I’m not here to “tell” you anything but rather help guide you back to a truth you’ve always known. Back to yourself. Everything you need to do better already exists within you. What you read here will serve as guidance based primarily in my personal and professional experiences. Still, much like you, I am a learner still learning life’s lessons. This is not work to get “perfect”: I have not and cannot do it perfectly, nor can you. Perfection is an agent of oppression, so let us release ourselves from that expectation. There are undoubtedly elements of this book I’ll later learn caused harm. I welcome learning more so I too can do better in the future. I invite you to do the same. You will still fuck up, as will I. You will continue to cause harm, but you will have tools empowering you to engage critically, see beyond the lens of whiteness, and minimize and rectify white supremacist violence from here on out. To continuously do and be better. Not perfect.

You may be scared, you likely have apprehensions, but racial justice requires each and every one of us. Lives and livelihoods are on the line; the earth as we know it is at stake. No matter where you are in your racial justice journey, you will find something here. A learning or unlearning. A sliver of hope and cementing of truth. I have poured my heart out onto the page for you to live and breathe these experiences alongside me. So you can witness me and, in doing so, better witness yourself. This is my personal invitation to a brave space. In the words of justice doula Micky ScottBey Jones, “we all carry scars and we have all caused wounds,” so “there is no such thing as a ‘safe space.’ ”1 But here, as we move through this work together, I invite you to be brave. And vulnerable. To lean into compassion, to stretch past your discomfort, and to prioritize all those rarely prioritized elsewhere.

By guiding you through an internal exploration of your role in perpetuating white supremacy, anti-Indigeneity, and anti-Blackness, and providing heart-centered tools to support you in moving through the grief that inherently arises as you do so, this book supports BI&WoC in healing from internalized oppression and racial trauma, white women+ in addressing their racism, and all women+ in rising up to free themselves and the collective from global systems of oppression.

This is a book to read and reread. To take at your own pace and digest as you need. It is a loving yet challenging call to action. A call to do the deep inner work that precipitates any external or collective shift. An active opportunity for you to acknowledge and accept yourself and your role in perpetuating white supremacy for what it is. An awakening that is urgently needed to unify a divided world and ensure the future of humxnity as a whole.



I write this from a deep and profound well of love. For us all. My love includes anger. And this loving anger fuels my resolve for us all to both be and do better.





A NOTE FROM ME TO YOU

[image: ]

Any discussion of white supremacy is loaded and rife for misunderstanding, which is #notawesome, so before we dive in I hope to make clear a few key points unpacking my approach and perspective:


	
#1—There is a glossary of terms at the back of the book that I highly suggest acquainting yourself with now. Language is constantly (and quickly) evolving, so you may find some words or acronyms a bit overwhelming at first. That’s okay! From here on out I’ve put an asterisk (*) next to each word from the glossary the first time it appears in the text to help you get better acquainted. Either way, when you come across something you don’t understand, chances are it’s in the glossary, but please do research them further on your own as well. The intention is always to foster your own critical engagement as you read, learn, and unlearn.

	
#2—I use the term “Spirit” throughout the book, which is interchangeable with Higher Power, Universe, Source, Sacred, and the Divine—though there are many other names. What I am referring to is the existence of and connection to something bigger than ourselves to which we all belong. There are folx* who call it God or Allah, some Indigenous tribes who call it the Great Mystery, others who prefer not to name it at all. I encourage you to insert whatever word best aligns for you.

	
#3—For the sake of clarity and space, I often use the umbrella term “Black, Indigenous, and people of color” (BI&PoC*) to refer to the diverse group of humxns* oppressed by white supremacy* as a result of being racialized as non-white (including multiracial folx). BI&PoC do not experience racism* identically or uniformly, particularly Black and Indigenous folx, which is why they are separately identified from PoC*. Still, I believe that BI&PoC can have sufficiently common experiences such that we resonate with the overarching oppression* caused by white supremacy, so long as we also acknowledge the key differences between our racialized experiences. I have referred to specific racial identities where it made sense to do so.

	
#4—I use African American Vernacular English (AAVE)* throughout the book (because, well, I’m Black!), and I honor and acknowledge the Black American, predominantly queer* and transgender*, communities that created it. My use of AAVE is not license for any non-Black person to do so and I implore you not to, as explained in the glossary and Chapter 10.

	
#5—I’ve done my best to use inclusive language as I understand it at the time of publication, though all words are subject to questioning in terms of their inclusivity and who finds them inclusive. For the sake of brevity I have used “women+”* to connote all women, whether cis* or trans, as well as femmes*, femme-passing folx, and those of any gender identity* who face misogyny like women with an understanding that these identities are in no way binary (peep the glossary for the full definition and the corresponding definition for men+*). I’ve used specific gender identities when referring to some but not all (i.e., women, femmes, etc.). Lastly, when I refer to “man,” “woman,” “male,” or “female,” I do so with the understanding that both sex* and gender identity are social constructs. We’ll get into all this soon!

	
#6—I cannot and will not speak for all Black people (because we’re not a monolith), nor will I hold myself to that standard. Neither should you.

	
#7—White supremacy is complex, entailing multiple forms of oppression. It is first and foremost a form of racial oppression including anti-Blackness* and anti-Indigeneity, but it also includes heteropatriarchy*, homophobia, transphobia, classism*, ableism*, ageism, fatphobia*, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and all forms of oppression. As such, I believe racial justice* includes ending all forms of oppression. BI&PoC include all ages, abilities, ethnicities, classes, sizes, religions, cultures, etc., so we cannot advocate for the freedom of some without advocating for the freedom of all. Instead of naming each of these forms of oppression separately, they are included within my references to white supremacy, though, for clarity, I’ve made explicit references in some cases.

	
#8—I believe Black and Indigenous liberation is the key to collective freedom. My intention is to call out* harms against all BI&PoC of all identities, but I will focus on those most oppressed. Prioritizing Black, Indigenous, queer, trans, disabled*, fat*, poor*, dark-skinned, non-English-speaking, immigrant, elder, etc. women+ (i.e., those living at the most oppressed intersectional identities) is how we can best help create freedom for us all. We are certainly having separate experiences, but we are not actually separate.



Let’s dive in!




PART ONE [image: ] GOIN’ IN FOR DA WIN



Love and Justice are not two. Without inner change, there can be no outer change. Without collective change, no change matters.

—REVEREND ANGEL KYODO WILLIAMS SENSEI







Getting Intentional

Before getting into this critical work, it is imperative to get clear on why you are here. This helps you to check if you’re showing up for authentic reasons and serves as an anchor you can return to whenever shit gets hard (and trust me, it will!).

Read the affirmation below, and when you’re ready, write or otherwise record your answer as a stream of consciousness.

Note whatever comes and then review, revise, and cut down as necessary until you have a clear, concise statement that you can return to as you move through this work.

I AM READY TO LEARN ABOUT SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM*, FIGHT WHITE SUPREMACY, AND DO BETTER BECAUSE:
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ONE [image: ] Me, Myself & I



I’m going to tell it like it is. I hope you can take it like it is.

—MALCOLM X



For most of my life my biggest fear about addressing white supremacy was being rejected and abandoned for naming the realities of my oppressed experience as a queer Black woman, which has come to fruition more times than I care to recall. I have personally spent a lifetime feeling alone and misunderstood. I struggle to find places that accept me as my whole Black womanly self and people willing to listen and engage with my truth—one steeped in navigating a white supremacist world as the pervasive “other.” From the tender age of four, I was aware of being treated differently due to my Blackness and girlhood. At day care, my white “caretakers” locked me outside in the pouring rain all alone. In kindergarten, my white teacher attempted to hold me back a year (from kindergarten!), explaining to my white-passing* mother, who the teacher erroneously assumed had adopted me, that my Black brain just wasn’t as large as my white classmates’. It was a sentiment derived from her teachers’ manual, and in the year 1989 this educator deemed it solid ground from which to assume I lacked the intellect required to, I dunno, play with friends or say my name?! It was fucking despicable. And racist. Luckily, my mother was having none of it, and I was placed in a first-grade class after she threatened to sue the school board. Though I only knew about this incident after my mother shared it with me in adulthood, I distinctly recall knowing that I had to prove my intellect to others from first grade onward. That those around me—be they teachers, administrators, or friends—would assume that I was slow because I was a Black girl. I would look around my mostly white classroom and feel myself caged within four walls void of safe spaces, tangible or otherwise. Nobody looked like me and no one cared to understand me or my experience. I felt entirely alone, like an ugly duckling—deemed visibly undesirable and socially unsavory. Often remaining silent for fear of saying or doing anything to garner my Black body unwanted criticism, I disconnected from myself and my surroundings. Internalizing my heartbreak at being subjected to an onslaught of stereotypes, I vowed to excel and exceed all expectations of me whenever and however I could. I thought I could accomplish my way out of the Black box I had been placed in and became completely committed to controlling the narrative my white community had created for and about me. To try to achieve my way out of a form of discrimination I did not and could not yet grasp was deeply entrenched in the hearts, minds, and institutions of all those in my midst. Needless to say, I was continuously disappointed by the impact of my efforts, and with few resources to make sense of it all at just five years old, I assumed the oppression I faced was of my own making. That I was treated and perceived differently by all those in my community, including people I loved, because I was the problem. Growing up in Western Canada also meant being constantly compared with Black Americans. I was referred to as African American by non-Black folx for most of my upbringing—another way of being othered. But the truth is, the only place I felt truly free to be myself was visiting my auntie, uncle, and cousins in Washington State. A mere two-hour drive south presented an alternate universe full of Black love, Black food, and Black pride. I didn’t know the extent at the time, but these glimmers of Black American joy were my salvation.

As a Black girl from a financially insecure, single-mom-led home, the culmination of my stereotypical existence with the racist rhetoric of white supremacist status quo* left me feeling incapable, unworthy, and undeserving. My Blackness made whiteness* uncomfortable, and I was treated as the culprit for white folx’ discomfort—continuously made to feel too loud, too emotional, too boisterous. I learned to tone myself down. To keep quiet, play it safe, and never, ever speak my truth or prioritize my comfort or well-being above that of my white counterparts. In the rare moments I veered off course I was met with racialized harm in the form of emotional violence*, which rocked me like a kick to the head. Sticks and stones have never broken my bones, but words have really, really hurt me. I shrunk into the sliver of space deemed acceptable for a Black girl+* in a white world. It’s a survival skill that stuck with me in all facets of my personal and professional life, and one I continue to process and unlearn three decades later. One of the many privileges afforded to white people by white supremacy is the ability to simply be who they are without preconceived negative stereotypes regarding intellect, ability, class, criminal history, language, origin, or otherwise thrust upon them strictly due to the color of their skin. From as far back as I can remember I have longed to walk into a room and be acknowledged for who, rather than what, I am. To simply be “Rachel” before being “a Black woman.” But that is not my reality.

Reflecting on this now fills me with unimaginable anguish. I yearn to reach out to that little girl who felt alienated and isolated for nothing more than breathing while Black and femme. I want to hold her and let her know she is not wrong, but the system sure AF is. I want to shake my white teachers, friends, and friends’ parents and demand that they address their misogynoir* and stop causing this Black child so much harm. Mostly, I want to tell my younger self that though she deserves better, this is how white supremacy works. It breaks young BI&WoC* down so early and efficiently that we often spend a lifetime swimming in a cesspool of trauma, self-hate, and internalized oppression*.

The racist assumptions and stereotypes like those I endured from toddlerdom are not abnormal, quite the opposite. They are, as white supremacy is, entirely run of the mill. White supremacy is not merely white men running around in white hoods in the woods. No, it is the air we all breathe, and more of us—more white people in particular—are finally taking note of its stench. It is intentional and, often, unintentional. Individual and collective, permeating every institution the world over, from health and education to military and politics, and the impact begins from youth. The Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality’s 2017 report contains data showing that “adults view Black girls as less innocent and more adult-like than their white peers, especially in the age range of 5–14.”1 Black girls receive harsher punishment at school compared with their white peers and are further perceived as needing less nurturing, less protection, less support, and less comforting and as being more independent and knowledgeable of adult topics than white girls of the same age.2 In sum, Black girls are not viewed as girls by society at all. In Canada, young Indigenous girls are twenty-one times more likely to die by suicide than their white counterparts, with several Indigenous communities declaring states of emergencies as a result of the ongoing suicide epidemic.3

Clearly, I’m not alone in enduring the pain of white supremacy from early childhood. Black and Indigenous girls+ are not getting the support they desperately need and deserve, and this is due in part, if not entirely, to systems of colonialism* and patriarchy* that have stripped us of our childhood and deemed us less worthy of care. Millions of melanated girls+ like myself have grown up ostracized and oppressed because of the color of our skin, and millions more still will unless we, as a collective, do something to change the oppressive systems as they currently exist.

The truth is that to be Black or Indigenous and a woman+ is to be in a state of constant grief* and rage. As James Baldwin said, “To be a [Black person] in this country and to be relatively conscious, is to be in a rage almost all the time.”4 Consciously and unconsciously, I’m infuriated over the reduced pay I earn for doing the same work as my male and white women and femme counterparts. I mourn the ability to express myself without being automatically discounted for being angry, to simply have my words received. I am traumatized by the frequent accusation of being overly dramatic when I name misogynoir. I’m enraged by a culture that still purports “all lives matter,” and I grieve over the racist shit my well-intentioned white friends spew out all too often. This is not a pity party, for the record, it’s just the facts of my life and the lives of so many other Black women+. Facts that are too often dismissed. Stop telling BI&PoC our experience is a damn illusion. It’s not.

If I sound angry, rest assured it’s because I am. As therapist and healer Dr. Jennifer Mullan stated, “When the exhausted, abused, traumatized, & the exploited are denied access after access; RAGE and all that goes with her energy are acceptable responses.”5 As they say, if you’re not angered by the injustices in the world, you’re not paying attention. Or perhaps you just don’t care. But Black and Indigenous folx, young and old, are dying—emotionally, spiritually, and physically—every single day at the hands of white supremacy and all those perpetuating it. Not caring is a privilege we simply cannot afford.

ALONE ON AN ISLAND…

“White people [are] hypocrites. They’re barbaric…”6

My guess is that you may have been met by a host of big emotions as you read that—am I right? I was too. It was August 2017 when I first watched the clip of a young Black man make this statement during a TV interview. I had just returned from a weekend away with my then (mostly white) friends. The same weekend of the now notorious Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. When I reviewed the news coverage of that fateful day, my heart was thrust into a state of all-consuming ache, and as I heard him utter “barbaric,” I was met with a wave of wide-sweeping and conflicting emotions. First came affirmation. The Black Lives Matter protester had just called out the same group of people who, over the course of my lifetime and the lifetimes of my ancestors, treated us as less than solely for being Black. And he’d done so on live television. To a white person’s face for all to witness. Then came the pang of deep and penetrating grief. Grief and loss from the omnipotent trauma of BI&PoC, specifically Black and Indigenous folx, who have been murdered, lynched, imprisoned, enslaved, assaulted, discriminated against, and spiritually, mentally, emotionally, and physically abused at the hands of white people for centuries. My face felt flush with righteous rage as I reflected on the pervasiveness of the problem. The widely held but frequently disguised racist beliefs held by those with power* and privilege* and their collective unwillingness to do a damn thing to truly change it. The very reason the events of Charlottesville were taking place to begin with. And then there was the fear. Fear for this young person’s life and livelihood in that moment and for his foreseeable future. As well as the shame, anger, and emotional violence I knew would undoubtedly arise as a result of speaking his truth without apology and defiantly calling white supremacy out.

As I sat back in my chair, I released a long and labored exhale. I recounted all the times in which I had brought my truth to white people, when I had spoken up about the ways in which systems of white supremacy have hurt me and those like me, and all the times I was consequently rejected, ignored, and insulted—often by the white people closest to me. I found myself overcome with emotion—because of both the horrendously violent events that had taken place that weekend as well as the bravery of this young Black humxn and the way his words resonated so deeply within every bone of my being. Still, I was confused. I had just spent an entire weekend with white people. I was raised in a predominantly white community, most of my friends at that time were white, and I have white family members. Hell, 25 percent of my ancestry is white! Was it fair to name all white folx hypocrites and barbarians?!

As the Black uprising advocate in the news clip attempted to finish his first sentence, more grief ensued. The news anchor, through his white lens, lied and said the Black man wished to “kill all white people.”7 As commonly occurs, this dignified Black soul was made out to be a murderous enemy of the state. An angry thug on a mission to cause white people harm. But that’s not what he said. He called white people barbaric, but he did not say they are all bad people, nor did he assert to wish any of them harm. Without so much as a thought, white supremacy translated this man’s expression of pain—the collective pain shared by myself and many Black folx—as criminal, deviant, and dangerous. Just as enslavers the world over had done centuries before and just as American Jim Crow had upheld for decades afterward. It’s an intentional, albeit often unconscious, defense mechanism white folx wield to guard against having to actually listen to or do anything about the truth: that no matter their intentions, all white people perpetuate a collective and institutionalized system of white supremacy created by white people, which benefits all white people to the detriment and oppression of all BI&PoC (particularly Black and Indigenous women+). And that is fucking barbaric. Periodt. In the same way cis men have a history of acting barbarically toward women, femmes, and feminine folx, hetero folx have behaved barbarically toward the LGBTTQIA+* community, non-disabled folx behave barbarically toward disabled folx, etc. We are all barbaric in some fashion, and part of our spiritual journey is being with that reality, processing the shitty feelings that arise when we confront the harm we’ve caused ourselves and others, and doing the work required to do and demand better.

What I believe this bereaved activist was saying, what Black folx are constantly having to say, is that, on the whole, white people hang us out to dry. Which, in fairness, is an improvement from when they hang us from trees… and they still do. White folx continuously demand we beg, plead, and fight for our humxnity to simply be recognized. When we audaciously assert the right to live and breathe with the same freedoms as white folx, we’re denied, ignored, and attacked. This struggle is constant and the demand incessant, even when white folx are entirely unaware of the task they put before us. Yet again, a Black brother was put on the spot to do exactly that: plead for his right to simply exist. The only difference in this instance was that he wasn’t having any of it. This righteous renegade was otherwise in the midst of a standard exchange with whiteness, one that silences Black struggles and prioritizes white comfort. It’s an exchange I’ve endured time and time again, including that very same weekend.



As thousands of alt-right white supremacists and Black Lives Matter protesters descended upon Charlottesville, I was at a friend’s cabin—well, more like mansion—on an island near my birth town in Vancouver, BC. It was a typical weekend with wealthy, white folx. I was the only Black person in my friend group and often one of if not the only BI&PoC for miles. The weekend was full of reading and relaxing. That is, until I woke up on Sunday morning and checked the news. I saw a woman run over, murdered by a white supremacist in his car. I witnessed neo-Nazis violently assaulting and terrorizing Black men+ and women+. I heard the forty-fifth president of the United States proclaim, “There is blame on both sides.”8 I felt every cell in my body simultaneously howl in horror and retreat with remorse. Every tear, every bigoted remark, every hateful blow, was housed deep in my soul. I had not been there that frightening day in Charlottesville, and yet in so many ways, I had.

I made my way through the corridor of the island estate and descended the stairs to find the weekend crew lit and lively in the kitchen, going about their morning as though the world weren’t on fire. But of course, it was. I knew people were in the hospital. Black folx worldwide, especially Black Americans, were hurting on every level in every kind of way, and I was unsure how to process it all as I sat in the middle of a million-dollar “cabin” on a tiny, picturesque island surrounded by white folx who were entirely oblivious or, worse, unbothered by the situation down south and its implications for us all. The lack of awareness of those in my midst left me feeling isolated, angry, and disheartened. It was as though the trees lining the estate equally sheltered the home as well as its inhabitants. So, I did what had become my salvation in times like those, times when it felt like nobody around me understood my experience walking the world as a Black woman navigating white supremacy on the daily. I shared my pain publicly online with total strangers because it felt less agonizing than attempting to ask the white people in my immediate vicinity to give a fuck about racial violence and its impact on the Black woman right in front of them. That they honor and acknowledge my humxnity and the trauma that naturally arises in bearing witness to yet another example of white supremacist terrorism on Black people. My people.

The often unintentional but entirely harmful avoidance of race*-based issues by white folx results in my isolation and erasure of my experiences. It leaves me, and so many other BI&PoC, feeling as though white people don’t understand our experience nor care to try, so what would be the point of us speaking up? In predominantly white spaces, I often feel as though it’s me, myself, and I. Who is often the only person giving a damn about BI&PoC? Me. Where can I turn for support? Myself. Who bears the brunt of white silence*? I.



Sitting on the couch away from the crowd, I hit “post” on Instagram and went upstairs, where I sat on the bed and bawled. Alone and away from the callous community downstairs still whooping it up over eggs and bacon. I was on an island within an island. A world of pain that nobody in my presence would dare explore with or for me. Me. Myself and I. Was it possible they simply did not know? Obvi. But with the incessant media frenzy of our times, to be unaware is a choice. One made to prioritize white comfort at the exclusion and expense of all others. Later that day the hostess for the weekend, my closest friend there by far, saw my post and tried her best to acknowledge my pain in person. As she sat next to me on the couch and fumbled her way through something akin to consolation, I was appreciative of her attempt. Still, as typically occurs in exchanges with whiteness, I found myself exerting all the emotional labor*. I felt compelled to “induce or suppress [my feelings] in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind”9 in my white friend. Aka, I had to exert hella effort to make sure she felt safe during our chat about my race-based pain. And this wasn’t the last time: less than a year later I spent a week consoling her after several of her close friends were racist to me during her bachelorette.

For BI&PoC, white supremacy regularly has us engaging in conversations about our oppression in a way that comforts our oppressor and/or upholds the oppressive status quo, which results in furthering our oppression. I left the interaction at the cabin both sad and exhausted. I did my best to enjoy the day, but my pain couldn’t be contained. I cried standing along the water’s edge, my salty tears falling to meet the salt water beneath me. All but one person took notice and, for a moment, stayed with me as I cried in an earnest effort to affirm the pain pent up in my chest. Other than that, my white friends did fuck all. Mostly avoided me, and thus the problem of racism and their implication in it, at all costs. And it hurt. We quickly returned to the sheltered structure of the cabin, and the sheltered lives of my well-to-do white friends marched on. And therein lay the crux of the issue: that white people, as a result of the privilege and protection afforded by whiteness and white supremacy, can and will continue to turn away from racism. To choose not to engage, which is an active choice not to care.

I believe many of the white people in my midst that day cared for me. But they cared about themselves and their comfort more. They were trained to. Just as I was trained to prioritize their needs and well-being above my own. White supremacy plays out in small and subtle ways just as potently as it does in large and grandiose actions. A group of young white folx in Western Canada wholly unmoved by racist acts of terrorism and who ignore their Black friend in distress is in no way disconnected to a group of right-wing extremists who parade and punch in the name of white pride. All of it is violent. All of it perpetuates the white supremacist status quo and causes BI&PoC harm and alienation. Further, as Dr. Shereen Masoud has shared, “the [Charlottesville] riots reified another fear that such blatant displays of racism and xenophobia would work to downplay or mask less apparent, more insidious racist attitudes and behaviors.”10



Charlottesville sent reverberations of racial unrest down the spines of people around the world, but there is little that is exceptional about anti-Black terrorism, as the double pandemic of COVID-19 and four hundred years of Black genocide has made clear. White supremacist violence has endured for centuries and it will continue to endure, unless and until we all, particularly white people who created and benefit from these systems, demand that it ends. Though there have been countless instances of racist rallies worldwide throughout history, and undoubtedly more to come, there have also been incalculable harms inflicted against Black folx, particularly queer and trans Black women+, by our well-meaning loved ones. Emotional violence can leave bigger bruises than physical acts of assault. Still, like many other Black people, I’ve spent much of my life failing to name these harms, as that brave young man did in Charlottesville, and for damn good reason—it was not and is not safe. Had I spoken my truth to the white people on that tiny white island, I have no doubt I would have been met with a regalia of racist resistance. I chose to be more or less silent about my pain, just as they chose to be silent about my oppression. It’s no coincidence that many, if not most, Black anti-racist educators and activists were raised in predominantly white spaces. The immense harm we endured growing up in the throes of whiteness fired us up to not only fight against racial injustice but dedicate our lives to doing so.

I still frequently feel alone. I have yet to locate the mystical land of Wakanda where I can be my boldest, Blackest, and freest self, but I have come to realize that, for now, such a space must exist within. I can embody the freedom I wish to create in the world, and I believe it is my calling as bestowed upon me by Spirit and my ancestors to share my truth and the truth of so many Black women+, past, present, and future. To mobilize others to create a tangibly safe society for Black and Indigenous women+ worldwide. A space where our experiences will be welcomed. If there’s any chance for equity* to actualize, people need to listen to the realities faced by the most oppressed. We all need to start sharing our stories with those different from ourselves while calling out oppression, actively listening, and questioning our perspectives even and especially when it makes us uncomfortable. I want to witness a world where white folx and non-Black PoC* are willing to risk their lives and livelihoods in support of Black liberation, in the same way Black women+ have been risking our lives and livelihoods for all of our collective freedoms. For centuries. A world where Black women+, especially queer and trans Black women, no longer have to lead the charge on the front lines of critical global change. I want Black women+ to be able to rest. And heal. The collective’s liberation requires Black liberation, and Black liberation requires all of us. Particularly those currently possessing the most power and privilege.

Make no mistake, I still fear the harm I will undoubtedly endure for speaking my truth. My work, education, and training in racial justice do not and cannot inoculate me from feeling pain. I am in no way immune to the backlash that has already taken place and that is sure to ensue. Those who will blame me for speaking my truth, then drag my name through the mud in an effort to ruin me and my reputation. The many (mostly white) folx who no longer speak or associate with me, and all those to come. The death threats that will continue to fill my inboxes. All this and more is just another day of existing as a queer Black woman fighting racial injustice. The very act of writing this book is a form of activism and estrangement—to be an outspoken and unapologetic queer Black woman is to be a lightning rod for loathing. I have been slammed with every racist stereotype one can imagine—angry, uppity, divisive, too Black, not Black enough, too emotional, too loud, too much, too everything. Still, I must write and I must write my absolute truth. Indigenous lands continue to be stolen and destroyed. Black folx are still subjected to state-sanctioned slaughter in these global streets. Both Black and Indigenous folx are dying at the highest rates due to COVID-19 and anti-Black and anti-Indigenous pandemics. Governments are ruthlessly terrorizing those of us defying inequitable systems of power. And shit is only getting worse. There’s too much at stake for us to stay quiet.


Spiritual Soulcare* Offering/Call to Action

Naming Our Fears

Our first soulcare prompt creates space for you to illuminate your own apprehensions around racial justice. Find a quiet space to reflect and ask yourself this question: What is my biggest fear or frustration about addressing white supremacy?

Please close or lower your eyes.

Take note in your mind of any words, images, or emotions that emerge as you ponder this question. Maybe a memory arises. Perhaps you feel tension in your jaw.

Now open your eyes and jot down what came up for you below. If you are able to—for this exercise and those to come—try writing with your nondominant hand. This helps you to get out of your head and into your heart (and practice non-perfection, cuz it ain’t pretty!).

MY BIGGEST FEAR OR FRUSTRATION ABOUT ADDRESSING WHITE SUPREMACY IS:
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WHERE DO I FEEL THIS IN MY BODY?
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Naming our biggest fear and/or frustration lets us deflate some of its power and, in turn, create more space for us to hold space, show up, and do the work! Notice where this lives in your body and how/when it gets activated as you move through the book and this work.








TWO [image: ] Where We Get Stuck



Freedom is the difference between “justice” and healing.

—MCKENSIE MACK



We are in a time of significant strife. Collective hurt. Personal pain. Psychic, emotional, mental, physical, and spiritual anguish. These are trying times, and learning how to navigate our way through the hot dumpster fire that has become our planet is no easy or small feat. In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic my heart physically ached with grief in the same way it did after my mom died. I knew Black and Indigenous folx would be hit first and hardest, and then, of course, we were. Not to mention the four-hundred-year pandemic of anti-Blackness on top of it all.

Our lives are uncertain. We are overwhelmed by the 24/7 global news cycle highlighting violence, scarcity, and division. Climate change* has us living under a ticking time bomb, and future generations are unsure if they even have a future. Though my ancestors have been screaming from the rooftops for centuries, there is something distinctly different about the state of oppression and global disconnection at play today. I believe we are at a collective crossroads and the actions we take—or do not take—right now will change the future of our shared humxnity for all time. Shit is do or die.

The quest for racial justice is no different. Racial tensions have been increasingly high the past few years, particularly since the 2016 election of Donald Trump, but the floodgate is about to burst, and either we prepare ourselves to cultivate the energy of the day to truly dismantle systems of white supremacy, or we will all perish beneath it. Emotionally, mentally, and spiritually if not physically. We are all right here, right now, for good reason. We are at the threshold of an entirely new era. A new way of living, being, and connecting. The white supremacist systems that have governed the majority of the globe for centuries can finally be overthrown. But if there is ever to be a chance to change the world for the better, we gotta get it together. And we have to come together. Right now.

Many of us know this. We feel this. Hell, it’s why you’re reading this book! Still, we struggle with connecting our head with our heart. We struggle with knowing what to do and how to do it. And most important, we struggle with getting out of our own damn way. For all of these reasons it is imperative that we address the places we are prone to getting stuck. And after guiding thousands of folx through the work of racial justice I can tell you, there are some very specific areas where we repeatedly trip up. So we’re going to unpack the six obstacles I repeatedly observe getting in the way of an authentic commitment to racial justice and how they play out for white women+ and BI&WoC, and of course, we’re going to cover how we can best address the shit keeping us stuck so we can contribute to meaningful change! Can I get a hell yes?!


#1—The Need to Be Good & Right

The biggest obstacle that arises for women+, no matter their race, is when the need to be good and right supersedes the commitment to racial justice. In our heteropatriarchal world we are taught that being right is more important than being fair. And most, if not all, of us socialized as women or femmes are taught to be good from a young age. At all costs. We are told to be “good little girls.” To please others. To follow instructions, do as we are told, and never rock the boat. We are taught to achieve for validation, so our self-esteem is often sourced from external achievements and perceptions. Consequently, as numerous studies on the gender* confidence gap have shown, we’re afraid to fail, and when we do we are more likely to take it as an assault on our sense of worth.1 In an internal report published by Hewlett-Packard, men were found to apply for a job or promotion if they met only 60 percent of the qualifications, while women applied only if they had 100 percent of the qualifications.2

As a recovering perfectionist myself, I can speak to this all damn day. I was obsessed with being right, doing things perfectly, and being perceived as good, worthy, and enough. I happen to be a Virgo and a Projector, so we tend to be annoyingly right about a lot of shit a lot of the time (just ask my husband); still, I can safely say my obsession with being good and right was not exactly fun for those in my midst (or for me). As a queer Black woman in a white world, I was always seeking validation and confirmation in a society constantly telling me I was wrong and less than. I also had a deep need to control, because it was a coping skill I learned to help keep me safe in response to childhood trauma. I still struggle with wanting to be right and a desire for control. But I understand that these behaviors no longer help, they hurt. Myself and those around me.

The need to be good and right is entirely counterproductive to racial justice. You will get it wrong, without question. And this deep, inner work of exposing and addressing the ways in which we have been harmed and caused harm to others does not feel good. If you’re authentically anti-racist, you will fuck it up. And you will feel bad. In some way, shape, or form. I assure you. I have made many mistakes along the way. This book itself is an example of perfect imperfection—I can pretty much promise you I’ve fucked up somewhere. Somehow. That my imperfections will show their asses. But I strive to follow the lead of those most marginalized, do the best I can, rectify the harm I cause, and continue to learn to do better. My desire for perfection cannot become the enemy of progress. Had I let my perfectionism run the show, this book would never have come to fruition. When we are committed to being right as well as being perceived as good, to ourselves or others, we cannot get into the complicated, messy, and mistake-ridden work of addressing our privileges and minimizing our harm. For example, as a non-disabled*, cisgender, thin, light-skinned, Canadian, neurotypical*, traditionally attractive, financially secure, English-speaking, highly educated humxn in a hetero-passing relationship, I possess a lot of privilege. If I am obsessed with being good and right, then I have no capacity to understand the ways in which I am an oppressed oppressor, nor will I understand those whom I oppress and do what is required to cause less harm and dismantle systems of oppression. You cannot be committed to being good and right and be anti-racist. It just ain’t gonna work, honey. We need to be open to humility, to fucking up, to getting it wrong. To receiving and learning things that rock us to our core. Racial justice requires resilience. It commands accountability, honesty, integrity, and action. All of which are undermined by perfectionism, people pleasing, and conflict aversion. These are present in most women and femmes in differing degrees and manifestations. And our brains literally get huge hits of dopamine when we think we’re right, so we’re working against our own physiology in a sense.3

White women+ stay all the way caught up in the need to be good and right, which is a form of white wildness*. They detect the words “racist” and “white supremacy” and immediately assume I am personally attacking them, their worthiness or their identity as a good person. But the truth is when we dive into this work, we come to realize that we’re not as “good” as we likely thought we were. We’ve caused harm. Some of it major. And though we may not have done so intentionally, we have to reckon with the consequences all the same. Most white women+ endure an identity crisis when they undertake this work, and that is painful and hard and requires loads of self-compassion to move through, for sure, but it doesn’t come close to what BI&WoC have to endure at the hands of the white supremacy white women+ perpetuate. Since white women+ aren’t used to having their identity or inherent goodness challenged in the way BI&WoC often are, especially cis white women, they are less able to tolerate feeling bad or wrong; but it’s a muscle white women+ are gonna have to flex if they want to be anti-racist. It shows up in all kinds of insidious ways, including the need for accolades simply for engaging in racial justice or anti-racism* (aka seeking “cookies”). To be clear, there will be no cookies here.

For BI&WoC, the need to be good and right often results in dimming our light. We minimize our voice and ensure the comfort of whiteness above all else, because to be considered “good and right” as a BI&WoC, especially a Black or Indigenous woman+, is to defer to white supremacy. For example, there were many times in my life when I wanted to name an action of a white friend or colleague as racist and anti-Black, but I also wanted to be accepted and “successful” (as much as it pains me to admit). Being good and right, according to white supremacy, meant ignoring the harms inflicted upon me. BI&WoC often can’t call racist shit out for what it is because we’ll be labeled angry, ostracized, and excluded. White women+ committed to being good and right are damn sure to inflict consequences when they are called out on their racism—be it emotional violence or otherwise.

So how do we untangle ourselves from this ugly-ass web? We gotta get like Rumi and cross “beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing.”4 Observe when your need to be good and right is at play. When you feel defensive or uncomfortable, get curious about if and how it’s arising. And when it is, know that this process of unlearning is a serious fuck you to the establishment. It is unplugging from the matrix. It is an act of deconditioning and deprogramming from the shit you’ve been taught by white supremacy from the get-go. And your mother before you and her mother before her. It is so ingrained in our way of being it may as well be part of our DNA. It’s a cancerous growth and we need to cut it the fuck out. ASAP. So, have compassion for yourself and why these harmful behaviors exist and get your booty in gear to do what is required to change. At the end of the chapter I share some soulcare prompts to help you tune in and turn up the compassion to fuel this inner and outer shift.

#2—White Gaze*

As a Black woman I am used to having to overfunction, overexplain, and overdefend in almost every way, but especially when it comes to explaining my race-based oppression to white folx and to white women+ specifically. Growing up in a predominantly white and wealthy community meant the folx in my midst were unwilling to learn about, let alone engage with, race. When I engage in this discussion now, I often grapple with this inner conflict: How much do I need to explain? How can I best make my case to all the white folx who will disagree? It’s an exhausting and demanding state of hypervigilance created by and for whiteness and the white gaze. Unsurprisingly, it reared its ugly head many times as I wrote this book.

The white gaze is a concept most notably articulated by Toni Morrison, who explained that most literature, no matter whom it is authored by, is written to and for a white audience.5 And in doing so, as a non-white person, I am expected to cater my writing to white readers—to their comfort, experience, and understanding. For example, when you read “a young person rides their bicycle down the street,” what race did you imagine that person to be? When I ask this in my workshops, the overwhelming response is: white. Irrespective of the participant’s race. This expands far past the written page. The white gaze exists in nearly every book but also every home, school, church, relationship, and workplace. Be it through word, speech, or action, BI&PoC constantly live under and appease the white gaze. Whether we realize it, and so often we do not, we have all been socialized to consider white perspectives first and formulate our behaviors with the opinion of white people in mind. No matter your race, the white gaze is present right here right now. As I write, and as you read. It is one of the many insidious elements of whiteness that goes unnoticed and unaddressed. Much like the “male gaze” and the ways in which women+, consciously or unconsciously, operate within and consider the male perspective whether men are present or not.

As a Black woman educating about race, the presence of the white gaze means I am expected to explain white supremacy, through word and speech, in a way that will best be understood and received by white people so they do not feel attacked, upset, or uncomfortable. It means I am conditioned to reducing my argument to its most basic elements, to overjustifying each and every point because I fear, based on lived experience, that the white reader will discount and disbelieve me. This exercise requires constant internal evaluation and self-policing and, to be blunt, entirely fucks with my ability to write and teach. As Toni Morrison once said, “What happens to the writerly imagination of a [B]lack author who is at some level always conscious of representing one’s race to, or in spite of, a race of readers that understands itself to be ‘universal’ or race-free?”6 Let me remind you that we are all racialized people. Nothing is neutral. Including whiteness.

White supremacy is rooted in facts (of its own creation), figures, and left-brain analysis. As an attorney, I can do that all day. But it isn’t how we can best learn. I am not here to “prove” anything to anyone, I am here to declare and share the reality of the oppression faced by myself and people of the global majority. Especially Black and Indigenous women. I refuse to defend my humxnity or argue with those committed to debating against it. When it comes to racial justice, appeasing the white gaze is to enable white violence*, and this means we’ll never get where we need to be because BI&PoC often fear sharing their truth and white folx are too accustomed to avoiding their own discomfort (and silencing BI&PoC in order to do so). That shit will simply not fly here, my loves. We are diving deep. We are learning to tolerate our unease. Whether you’re Black, white, or otherwise—watch for the ways in which the white gaze arises as you read. This is not an if but rather a when. White and non-Black folx aren’t gonna like a lot of what I share, so y’all need to watch your ego because it will get defensive. Luckily you are not your ego, so you don’t have to give in to that noise. No matter your hue, observe the moments you want to discount what I say. Be with the instances when you feel uncomfortable with the way I brazenly call out whiteness. Be with the big emotions you will likely feel at my audacity to do so. And notice when you feel the need for more “proof” and why.
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