The Development of White Identity

“I'm not ethnic, I'm just normal”*

[ often begin the classes and workshops [ lead by asking partici-
pants to retlect on their own social class and ethnic background in
small discussion groups. The first question [ pose is one that most peo-
ple of color answer without hesitation: “What is your class and ethnic
background?” White participants, however, often pause betore
responding. On one such occasion a young White woman quickly
described herselt as middle-class but seemed stumped as to how to
describe herselt ethnically. Finally, she said, “I'm just normal!™ What
did she mean? She explained that she did not identify with any par-
ticular ethnic heritage, and that she was a lot like the other people
who lived in her very homogeneous White middle-class community.
But her choice of words was telling. If she is just normal, are those
who are difterent from her “just abnormal™?

Like many White people, this young woman had never really
considered her own racial and ethnic group membership. For her,
Whiteness was simply the unexamined norm. Because they represent
the societal norm, Whites can easily reach adulthood without think-
ing much about their racial group. For example, one White teacher

who was taking a protessional development course on racism with me

" Portions of this chapter are taken from two previously published articles:
B. D. Tatum, "Teaching White students about racism: The search for White
allies and the restoration of hope,”’ Teachers College Record 95, no. 4 (1994):
462-76; and B. D. Tatum, "Talking about race, learning about racism: The

application of racial identity development theory in the classroom,” Harvard
Educational Review 62, no. 1 (1992): 1-24,
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94 Understanding Whiteness in a White Context

wrote in one of her papers: “1 am thirty-five years old and I never
really started thinking about race too much until now, and that
makes me feel uncomfortable. ... I just think for some reason I
didn’t know. No one taught us.” There is a lot of silence about race
in White communities, and as a consequence Whites tend to think
of racial identity as something that other people have, not some-
thing that is salient for them. But when, for whatever reason, the
silence is broken, a process of racial identity development tor Whites
begins to unfold.

Counseling psychologist Janet Helms has described this process
of development tor Whites in her book Black and White Racial Identity
Development: Theory, Research, and Practice.* She assumes, as do [, that in
a race-conscious society, racial group membership has psychological
implications. The messages we receive about assumed superiority or
inferiority shape our perceptions of reality and influence our interac-
tions with others. While the task for people ot color is to resist nega-
tive societal messages and develop an empowered sense of self in the
face of a racist society, Helms says the task for Whites is to develop a
positive White identity based in reality, not on assumed superiority. In
order to do that each person must become aware of his or her
Whiteness, accept it as personally and socially significant, and learn to
teel good about it, not in the sense of a Klan member’s “White pride,”
but in the context of a commitment to a just society.

[t comes as a surprise to some White people to think about their
race in this way. “Of course White people teel good about being
White,” they say. But that is not my experience with my students or
with the people who come to my workshops. Most of the White peo-
ple I talk to either have not thought about their race and so don't feel
anything, or have thought about it and felt guilt and shame. These
teelings ot guilt and shame are part of the hidden costs of racism.’

How can White people achieve a healthy sense of White iden-
tity? Helms’s model is instructive.* For Whites, there are two major
developmental tasks in this process, the abandonment of individual

racism and the recognition of and opposition to institutional and cul-
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The Development of White Identity 95

tural racism.These tasks occur over six stages: contact, disintegration, rein-

tegration, pseudo-independent, immersion/emersion, and autonomy.”

Abandoning Racism

At the contact stage, the first step in the process, Whites pay little
attention to the significance of their racial identity. As exemplified by
the “I'm just normal” comment, individuals at this point ot develop-
ment rarely describe themselves as White. If they have lived, worked,
or gone to school in predominantly White settings, they may simply
think of themselves as being part of the racial norm and take this for
eranted without conscious consideration of their White privilege, the
systematically conferred advantages they receive simply because they
are White.

While they have been breathing the “smog™ and have internalized
many of the prevailing societal stereotypes of people of color, they
typically are unaware of this socialization process. They often perceive
themselves as color-blind, completely free of prejudice, unaware of
their own assumptions about other racial groups. In addition, they
usually think of racism as the prejudiced behaviors of individuals
rather than as an institutionalized system of advantage benefiting
Whites in subtle as well as blatant ways. Peggy Mclntosh speaks for
many Whites at the contact level when she writes, “I was taught to
recognize racism only in individual acts of meanness by members of
my group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought racial dom-
inance on my group from birth.”™

While some Whites may grow up in tamilies where they are
encouraged to embrace the ideology of White superiority (children
of Klan members, for example), for many Whites this early stage of
racial identity development represents the passive absorption of sub-
tly communicated messages. Robert Carter, another racial identity
researcher, illustrates this point when he quotes a forty-four-year-old
White male who grew up in upstate New York, where he had Limit-

ed direct contact with Blacks.
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96 Understanding Whiteness in a White Context

There was no one to compare ourselves to. As you
would drive through other neighborhoods, I think
there was a clear message of difterence or even superi-
ority. The neighborhoods were poorer, and it was prob-
ably subtle, I don’t remember my parents being big-
oted, although by today’s standards they clearly were.
think there was probably a message of superiority. The
underlying messages were subtle. No one ever came out
and said, White people are this and Black people are like
this. [ think the underlying message 1s that White peo-

ple are generally good and they're like us, us and them?”

These messages may go unchallenged and unexamined tor a long
time.

However, the next level, disintegration, is marked by a growing
awareness of racism and White privilege as a result of personal
encounters in which the social signiticance of race 1s made visible. For
some White people, disintegration occurs when they develop a close
friendship or a romantic relationship with a person of color. The
White person then sees firsthand how racism can operate. For exam-
ple, one female college student described her experiences shopping
with a Puerto Rican roommate. She couldn’t help noticing how her
Latina friend was followed around in stores and was asked for more
identification than Whites when writing checks. She also saw how her
tfriend’s Black boyfriend was trequently asked to show his college 1D
when he wvisited their residence hall, while young White men came
and went without being questioned. For other White people, disinte-
gration may result from seeing racist incidents such as the police beat-
ing of Rodney King or participating in an “unlearning racism” work-
shop. Certainly being in a classroom where the social consequences
of racial group membership are explicitly discussed as part of the
course content is likely to trigger the process.

Once the silence is broken, the cycle of racism becomes increas-

ingly visible. For example, in my class [ show a very powertul video,
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The Development of White Identity 97

Ethnic Notions® on the dehumanizing images of African Americans in
the popular culture from betore the Civil War through the twentieth
century. The video links the nineteenth-century caricatures of Black
physical features, commonly published racial epithets, and the early
cinematic portrayals of stupid but happy “darkies,” menacing Black
“savages, and heavyset, caretaking “mammies,” to their updated forms
in today’s media. After seeing this film, students can’t help but notice
the pervasiveness of racial stereotyping on television each night. The
same programs they used to find entertaining now offend them. They
start to notice the racism in the everyday language ot family and
friends. For example, one White student reported that when she asked
her roommate to get her a glass of water, the White roommate jok-
ingly replied, “Do I look Black to you?” Although I had never heard
of this expression, it was very tfamiliar to the student.Yet, before then,
she had never recognized the association of Blackness with servitude,
and the assumed superiority of Whiteness being conveyed in the
remark.

This new awareness is characterized by discomfort. The uncom-
fortable emotions of guilt, shame, and anger are often related to a new
awareness of one’s personal prejudices or the prejudices within one’s
tamily. The tollowing excerpts from the journals of two White stu-

dents illustrate this point:

Today was the first class on racism. . .. Before today 1
didn’t think I was exposed to any form of racism. Well,
except for my father. He is about as prejudiced as they

COIne.

[t really bothers me that stereotypes exist because it is
from them that I originally became uninformed. My

grandmother makes all kinds of decisions based on

stereotypes—who to hire, who to help out. When [ was
erowing up, the only Black people that [ knew were

adults [household help], but 1 admired them just as
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98 Understanding Whiteness in a White Context

much as any other adult. When [ expressed these feel-
ings to my parents, | was always told that the Black peo-
ple that [ knew were the exceptions and that the rest of

the race were difterent. I, too, was taught to be afraid.

Others’ parents were silent on the subject of racism, simply
accepting the status quo.

Those whose parents were actively antiracist may feel less guilt,
but often still feel unprepared for addressing racism outside the fam-

ily, a point highlighted by the comments of this young woman:

Talking with other class members, 1 realized how
exceptional my parents were. Not only were they not
overtly racist but they also tried to keep society’s subtle
racism from reaching me. Basically [ grew up believing
that racism was no longer an issue and all people should
be treated as equals. Unfortunately, my parents were not
being very realistic as society’s racism did begin to reach
me. They did not teach me how to support and defend
their views once [ was interacting in a society without

them as a bufter.

At the disintegration stage, White individuals begin to see how
much their lives and the lives ot people of color have been atfected
by racism in our society. The societal inequities they now notice
directly contradict the idea of an American meritocracy, a concept
that has typically been an integral part of their beliet system. The cog-
nitive dissonance that results is part ot the discomfort which is expe-
rienced at this point in the process ot development. Responses to this
discomfort may include denying the validity of the intformation that
is being presented, or psychologically or physically withdrawing from
it. The logic 1s, “If [ don’t read about racism, talk about racism, watch
those documentaries or special news programs, or spend time with

those people of color, I won’t have to teel uncomfortable.” (In the case
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The Development of White Identity 99

of my students, this is usually not an option. By the time they have to
deal with these emotional responses, it is too late to drop the course.)

If the individual remains engaged, he or she can turn the dis-
comfort into action. Once they have an awareness ot the cycle of
racism, many people are angered by it and want to interrupt it. Often
action comes in the form of educating others—pointing out the
stereotypes as they watch television, interrupting the racial jokes,
writing letters to the editor, sharing articles with friends and tamily.
Like new converts, people experiencing disintegration can be quite
zealous in their etforts. A White woman in her torties who partici-
pated in an antiracist professional development course tor educators

described herselt at this stage:

What 1t was like for me when [ was taking the course
lone year ago| and just atterwards, hell, because this dis-
sonance stuft doesnt teel all that great. And trying to
put it in a perspective and figure out what to do with it
is very hard. ... I was on the band wagon so I'm not
going to be quiet about it. So there was dissonance
everywhere. Personally, I remember going home for
Thanksgiving, the tirst Thanksgiving [while taking the
course|, back to our tamilies ... and turning to my
brother-in-law and saying, “I really dont want you to
say that in front of me—I don’t want to hear that
joke—I am not interested.” . . . At every turn it seemed
like there, [ was responsible for saying something. . . . My
husband, who I think is a very good, a very liberal per-
son, but who really hasn’t been through [this], saying,
“You know [ think youre taking yourselt too seriously
here and where is your sense of humor? You have lost
your sense of humor” And my saying, “It isn’t tunny;
you don’t understand, it just isn’t funny to me.” Not that
he would ever tell a racial joke, but there were these

things that would come up and he would just sort of
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100 Understanding Whiteness in a White Context

look back and say, “I don’t understand where you're
coming from now. So there was a lot ot dissonance. . . .
[ don’t think anybody was too comfortable with me for

1 while.?

My college students have similar experiences with family mem-
bers and friends. Though they want to step oft the cycle of racism, the
message tfrom the surrounding White community seems to be, “Get
back on!” A very poignant example of this was shared with me by a

young White man from a very privileged background. He wrote:

[ realized that it was possible to simply go through life
totally oblivious to the entire situation or, even if one
realizes it, one can totally repress it. [t 1s easy to fade
into the woodwork, run with the rest of society, and
never have to deal with these problems. So many peo-
ple 1 know trom home are like this. They have simply
accepted what society has taught them with little, if any,
question. My father is a prime example of this. . .. It
has caused much friction in our relationship, and he
often tells me as a father he has failed in raising me cor-
rectly. Most of my high school friends will never deal
with these issues and propagate them on to their own
children. It’s easy to see how the cycle continues. I don't
think I could ever justify within myselt simply turning
my back on the problem. I finally realized that my posi-
tion in all of these dominant groups gives me power to
make change occur. . . . It is an unfortunate result otten
though that I teel alienated from friends and tamily. It’s
often played oft as a mere stage that I'm going through.
[ obviously can’t tell if it’'s merely a stage, but [ know
that they say this to take the attention off ot the truth
of what I'm saying. By belittling me, they take the

power out of my argument. Its very depressing that
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The Development of White Identity 101

being compassionate and considerate are seen as only
phases that people go through. I don’t want it to be a
phase for me, but as obvious as this may sound, I look at

my environment and often wonder how it will not be.

The social pressure from friends and acquaintances to collude, to
not notice racism, can be quite powertul.

But it 1s very ditticult to stop noticing something once it has been
pointed out. The contlict between noticing and not noticing gener-
ates internal tension, and there is a great desire to relieve it. Relief
often comes through what Helms calls reintegration. At this stage, the
previous feelings of guilt or denial may be transtormed into fear and
anger directed toward people of color. The logic is,”If there is a prob-
lem with racism, then you people of color must have done something
to cause it. And if you would just change your behavior, the problem
would go away.” The elegance of this argument is that it relieves the
White person of all responsibility for social change.

[ am sometimes asked if it is absolutely necessary to go through
this phase. Must one blame the vicum? Although it is not inevitable,
most White people who speak up against racism will attest to the
temptation they sometimes feel to slip back into collusion and silence.
Because the pressure to ignore racism and to accept the socially sanc-
tioned stereotypes is so strong, and the system of advantage so seduc-
tive, many White people get stuck in reintegration thinking. The psy-
chological tension experienced at this stage is clearly expressed by
Connie, a White woman of Italian ancestry who took my course on
the psychology of racism. After reading about the stages of White

identity development, she wrote:

There was a time when I never considered myself a
color. I never described myselt as a “White, Italian
female” until [ got to college and noticed that people of
color always described themselves by their color/race.

While taking this class, I have begun to understand that
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102 Understanding Whiteness in a White Context

being White makes a difference. I never thought about
it betore, but there are many privileges to being White.
[n my personal life, [ cannot say that I have ever felt that
[ have had the advantage over a Black person, but I am
aware that my race has the advantage.

[ am feeling really guilty lately about that. I find
myself thinking: “I didn’t mean to be White, | really
didn’t mean 1t” [ am starting to feel angry toward my
race for ever using this advantage toward personal gains.
But at the same time [ resent the minority groups. I
mean, it's not my fault that society has deemed us
“superior.” | don't feel any better than a Black person.
But it really doesn’t matter because I am a member of
the dominant race. ... [ can’t help 1t . .. and I some-
times get angry and feel like I'm being attacked.

[ guess my anger toward a minority group would
enter me into the next stage of Reintegration where [
am once again starting to blame the victim. This is all
very trying for me and it has been on my mind a lot. |
really would like to be able to reach the last stage . . .
where I can accept being White without hostility and

anger. That is really hard to do.

“But I'm an Individual!”

Another source of the discomfort and anger that Whites otten expe-
rience in this phase stems from the trustration of being seen as a
ecroup member, rather than as an individual. People of color learn
early in life that they are seen by others as members of a group. For
Whites, thinking of oneselt only as an individual is a legacy of White
privilege. As MclIntosh writes, “I can swear, or dress in second hand
clothes, or not answer letters, without having people attribute these

choices to the bad morals, the poverty, or the illiteracy of my race. . . .
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The Development of White Identity 103

[ can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit
to my race. ...l am never asked to speak tor all the people of my
racial group.”™ In short, she and other Whites are perceived as indi-
viduals most of the time.

The view of oneself as an individual i1s very compatible with the
dominant ideology ot rugged individualism and the American myth
of meritocracy. Understanding racism as a system of advantage that
structurally benefits Whites and disadvantages people ot color on
the basis of group membership threatens not only beliets about soci-
ety but also beliefs about one’s own life accomplishments. For
example, organizational consultant Nancie Zane writes that senior
White male managers “were clearly invested in the notion that their
hard work, ingenuity and skills had won them their senior-level
positions.” As others talked about the systemic racist and sexist
barriers to their own achievement, “white men heard it as a con-
demnation that they somehow didn’t “deserve’ their position.”" If
viewing oneself as a group member threatens one’s self-definition,
making the paradigm shift from individual to group member will be
painful.

In the case of White men, both maleness and Whiteness are nor-
mative, so acknowledging group status may be particularly dithcult.
Those White women who have explored their subordinate gender
identity have made at least some movement away from the notion of
a strictly individual self-definition and may tind it easier to grasp the
significance of their racial group membership. However, as Mclntosh
and others have pointed out, understanding one form of oppression
does not guarantee recognition of another.

Those Whites who are highly identitied with a particular subor-
dinate identity may also struggle with claiming Whiteness as a mean-
ingful group category because they feel far from the White male
norm. For example, Jewish people of European ancestry sometimes
do not think of themselves as White because for them the term means
White Christian.'? Also, in Nazi Germany, Jews were defined as a dis-

tinct, non-Aryan racial group. In the context of an anti-Jewish cul-
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ture, the salient identity may be the targeted Jewish identity. However,
in terms of U.S. racial ideology, Jews of European ancestry are also the
beneficiaries of White racial privilege. My White Jewish students
often struggle with the tension between being targeted and receiving
privilege. In this case, as in others, the reality of multiple identities
complicates the process of coming to terms with one particular

dimension of identity. For example, one student wrote:

[ am constantly afraid that people will see my assertion
of my Jewish identity as a denial of whiteness, as a way
of escaping the acknowledgment ot white privilege. |
feel [ am both part of and not part of whiteness. [ am
struggling to be more aware of my white privilege . . .
but [ will not do so at the cost of having my Jewishness

erased.

Similarly, White lesbians sometimes find it hard to claim privi-
leged status as Whites when they are so targeted by homophobia and
heterosexism, often at the hands ot other Whites.

These complexities notwithstanding, when White men and
women begin to understand that they are viewed as members of a
dominant racial group not only by other Whites but also by people of
color, they are sometimes troubled, even angered, to learn that simply
because of their group status they are viewed with suspicion by many
people of color. “I'm an individual, view me as an individual!” For
example, in a racially mixed group ot educators participating in an
antiracist professional development course, a Black man commented
about using his “radar” to determine it the group would be a safe
place tor him. Many ot the White people in the room, who believed
that their very presence in the course was proof of their trustworthi-
ness, were upset by the comment, initially unprepared to acknowledge
the invisible legacy of racism that accompanied any and every inter-
action they had with people of color.® The White people in the

course found some comfort in reading Lois Stalvey’s memoir, The

Tatum, Beverly. Art of Mentoring : Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? : Revised Edition. New York, US: Basic Books, 2003. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 1 May 2017.
Copyright © 2003. Basic Books. All rights reserved.



The Development of White Identity 105

Education of a WASE in which she described her own responses to the

ways Black people tested her trustworthiness. She writes,

[ could never resent the tests as some white people have
told me they do. ... But to me, the longest tests have
always indicated the deepest hurts. We whites would
have to be naive to expect that hundreds ot years of
humiliation can be forgotten the moment we wish it to
be. At times, the most poignant part of the test is that
black people have enough trust lett to give it. Testing
implies we might pass the test. [t is safer and easier for
a black person to turn his back on us. It he does not
gamble on our sincerity, he cannot be hurt if we prove
false. Testing shows an optimism I doubt I could dupli-

cate if [ were black."

Sometimes poorly organized antiracism workshops or other edu-
cational experiences can create a scenario that places participants at
risk for getting stuck in their anger. Effective consciousness-raising
about racism must also point the way toward constructive action.
When people don’t have the tools for moving tforward, they tend to
return to what 1s familiar, often becoming more vigorous in their
defense of the racial status quo than they were initially.

As we have seen, many White people experience themselves as
powerless, even in the face of privilege. But the fact is that we all have
a sphere of intluence, some domain in which we exercise some level
of power and control. The task for each of us, White and of color, is to
identifty what our own sphere of influence is (however large or small)

and to consider how it might be used to interrupt the cycle of racism.

Defining a Positive White Identity

As a White person’s understanding of the complexity of institutional

racism in our society deepens, the less likely he or she 1s to resort to
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explanations that blame the victim. Instead, deepening awareness usu-
ally leads to a commitment to unlearn one’s racism, and marks the
emergence of the pseudo-independent stage.

Sometimes epitomized by the “guilty White liberal” persona, the
pseudo-independent individual has an intellectual understanding of
racism as a system of advantage, but doesn’t quite know what to do
about it. Selt-conscious and guilty about one’s own Whiteness, the
individual often desires to escape it by associating with people of
color. Ruth Frankenberg, author ot White Women, Race Matters: The
Social Construction of Whiteness,"® describes the contusing emotions of
this process in an autobiographical essay. “I viewed my racial privilege
as total. I remember months when [ was terrified to speak in gather-
ings that were primarily of color, since I teared that anything [ did say
would be marked by my whiteness, my racial privilege (which in my
mind meant the same).”" When her friends of color were making
casual conversation—chatting about their mothers, for example—she
would worry that anything she might say about her own mother
would somehow reveal her race privilege, and by the time she had
sorted it out mentally, the topic of conversation would have changed.
She writes, “In that silence, 1 tried to ‘pass’ (as what? as racially
unmarked? as exceptional? as the one white girl who could
‘hang ' ?).7"

Similarly, a student of mine writes:

One of the major and probably most ditficult steps in
identity development is obtaining or finding the con-
sciousness of what it means to be White. [ definitely
remember many a time that [ wished [ was not White,
ashamed of what I and others have done to the other
racial groups in the world. . .. I wanted to pretend I
was Black, live with them, celebrate their culture, and
deny my Whiteness completely. Basically, I wanted to

escape the responsibility that came with identifying
myself as “White.”
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How successtul these ettorts to escape Whiteness via people of
color will be depends in part on the racial identity development of
the people of color involved. Remember the Black students at the
cafeteria table? It they are in the encounter or immersion/emersion
stages, they are not likely to be interested in cultivating White friend-
ships. [t a White person reaches out to a Black person and is rebufted,
it may cause the White person to retreat into “blame the victim”
thinking. However, even if these efforts to build interracial relation-
ships are successtul, the White individual must eventually confront the
reality of his or her own Whiteness.

We all must be able to embrace who we are in terms of our racial
and cultural heritage, not in terms of assumed superiority or inferi-
ority, but as an integral part of our daily experience in which we can
take pride. But, as we see in these examples, tor many White people
who at this stage have come to understand the everyday reality of
racism, Whiteness 1s still experienced as a source of shame rather than
as a source of pride.

Recognizing the need to find a more positive self-definition is a
hallmark ot the next phase of White racial identity development, the
immersion/emersion stage. Bob, a White male student in my racism

class, clearly articulated this need.

I'm finding that this idea of White identity is more
important than I thought.Yet White identity seems very
hard to pin hole. [ seem to have an idea and feel myselt
understanding what [ need to do and why and then
something presents itselt that throws me into mass con-
tusion. | feel that [ need some resources that will help

me through the process of finding White identity.

The resource Bob needs most at this point are not people of
color, but other Whites who are further along in the process and can
help show him the way.

[t is at just this point that White individuals intensify their eftorts
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to see their Whiteness in a positive light. Just as Cross describes the
period of Black redetinition as a time tor Black people to seek new
ways of thinking about Blackness, ways that take them beyond the
role of victim, White people must seek new ways of thinking about

Whiteness, ways that take them beyond the role of victimizer.

The Search for White Allies and the Restoration of Hope

[n fact, another role does exist. There i1s a history of White protest
against racism, a history of Whites who have resisted the role of
oppressor and who have been allies to people of color. Unfortunately
these Whites are often invisible to us. While the names of active racists
are easily recalled—past and present Klan leaders and Southern
segregationists, for example—the names of White allies are often
unknown. | have had the experience of addressing roomfuls of class-
room teachers who have been unable to name even one White
person who has worked against racism without some prompting
from me. If they can’t do it, it is likely that their students can't
either.

Those who have studied or lived through the Civil Rights era
(many of my students have not) may know the names of Viola Liuzzo,
James Reeb, or Michael Schwerner, White civil rights workers who
were killed for their antiracist eftorts. But most people don’t want to
be martyrs. There is a need to know about White allies who spoke up,
who worked for social change, who resisted racism and lived to tell
about it. How did these White allies break free from the confines of
the racist socialization they surely experienced to claim this identity
tor themselves? These are the voices that many White people at this
stage in the process are hungry to hear.

Biographies of or autobiographies by White individuals who have
been engaged in antiracist activities can be very helptul. For example,
there is A Season of Justice, the autobiography ot Morris Dees, the
executive director ot the Southern Poverty Law Center and a vigor-

ous anti-Klan hitigator.”™ There is Outside the Magic Circle, the oral his-
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tory of Virginia Foster Durr, a Southern belle turned civil rights
activist."” And there is The Education of a WASE the story of Lois
Stalvey, a mother struggling to create a nonracist environment for her
children.” Such books can be an antidote to the feelings of isolation
and loneliness that White people often teel at this point. There is com-
fort in knowing that others have traveled this terrain.

One of the consequences of racism in our society is that those
who oppose racism are often marginalized, and as a result, their sto-
ries are not readily accessed.Yet having access to these stories makes a
difterence to those Whites who are looking for ways to be agents of
change. White people who are doing this work need to make their
stories known to serve as guides for others.

In my class I try to address the lack of knowledge of White role
models by providing concrete examples of such people. In addition to
assigning reading material, my strategy has been to invite a local
White antiracist activist, Andrea Ayvazian, to my class to speak about
her own personal journey toward an awareness of racism and her
development as a White ally. Students typically ask questions that
retlect their tears about social isolation at this phase of development.
“Did you lose friends when you started to speak up?”“My boytriend
makes a lot of racist comments. What can [ do?”*“What do you say to
your father at Thanksgiving when he tells those jokes?” These are not
just the questions of late adolescents. The mature White teachers I
work with ask the same things.

My White students, who often comment about how depressing it
is to study racism, typically say that the opportunity to talk with this
ally gave them renewed hope. Through her example, they see that the
role of the ally is not to help victims of racism, but to speak up against
systems of oppression and to challenge other Whites to do the same.
One point that Andrea emphasizes in her speaking and writing is the
idea that “allies need allies,” others who will support their eftorts to
swim against the tide of cultural and institutional racism.” This point
was especially helptul for one young woman who had been struggling

with feelings of isolation. She wrote:
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About being an ally, a positive role model: ...it
enhanced my positive feelings about the ditterence each
individual (me!) can make. I don’t need to feel helpless
when there is so much [ can do. [ still can see how eas-
ily things can back-up and start getting depressing, but
[ can also see how it is possible to keep going strong and
powertul. One of the most important points she made
was the necessity of a support group/system; people to
remind me of what | have done, why 1 should keep
coing, of why ['m making a ditterence, why [ shouldn’t
feel helpless. [ think our class started to help me with
those issues, as soon as [ started to let it, and now ['ve
found similar supports in friends and family. They're out
there, 1t’s just finding and establishing them—it really 1s
a necessity. Without support, it would be too easy to
give up, burn-out, become helpless again. In any
endeavor support is important, but when the forces
against you are so prevalent and deep-rooted as racism
is in this society, it is the only way to keep moving tor-

ward.

Participation in White consciousness-raising groups organized
specifically for the purpose of examining one’s own racism are
another way to “keep moving forward.” At Mount Holyoke College
such a group, White Women Against Racism, was formed tollowing
the 1992 acquittal of the Los Angeles police oftficers involved in the
beating of Rodney King. There are similar groups with different
names operating formally and informally in local communities
around the country.” Support groups ot this nature help to combat
the social isolation that antiracist Whites often experience, and pro-
vide places to torge new identities.

[ am sometimes asked why such groups need to be made up of

Whites only. To many Whites it seems inconceivable that there would
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be any value in participating in all-White discussions of racism. While
of course there is value in cross-racial dialogue, all-White support
groups serve a unique function. Particularly when Whites are trying
to work through their feelings of guilt and shame, separate groups
give White people the “space to speak with honesty and candor rarely
possible in racially-mixed groups.”” Even when Whites teel comfort-
able sharing these feelings with people of color, frankly, people of
color dont necessarily want to hear about it. The tollowing comment,

written by a Black woman in my class, illustrates this dilemma:

Many times in class | feel uncomfortable when White
students use the term Black because even if they aren’t
aware of it they say it with all or at least a lot ot the neg-
ative connotations they've been taught goes along with
Black. Sometimes it just causes a stinging feeling inside
of me. Sometimes | get real tired of hearing White peo-
ple talk about the conditions of Black people. think it’s
an important thing for them to talk about, but still I
don’t always like being around when they do it. I also
get tired of hearing them talk about how hard it is for
them, though I understand it, and most times [ am very
willing to listen and be open, but sometimes [ can't.

Right now I can't.

Though a White person may need to describe the racist things a
parent or spouse has said or done, to tell the story to a person of color
may reopen that persons wounds. Listening to those stories and
problem-solving about them is a job that White people can do for
each other.

[t is at this stage of redefining Whiteness, immersion/emersion,
that the feelings of guilt and shame start to tade. Reflecting on her
own White identity development, sociologist Becky Thompson

chronicles this process:
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[I understood| that I didn’t have to recreate the wheel
in my own lite. | began to actively seek writing by
white women who have historically stood up against
racism—-Elly Bulkin, Lillian Smith, Sara Evans, Angelina
Grimke, Ruth Frankenberg, Helen Joseph, Melanie
Kaye/Kantrowitz, Tillie Olsen, Minnie Bruce Pratt,
Ruth Seid, Mab Segrest, and others.*

She also realized that she needed antiracist White people in her
daily life with whom she could share stories and whom she could
trust to give her honest teedback. Her experience in a White
antiracistm group helped her to stop feeling bad because she was
White. She writes, “I started seeing ways to channel my energies
without trying to leave a piece of my identity behind.”

The last stage, autonomy, represents the culmination of the White
racial developmental process. At this point, a person incorporates the
newly detined view of Whiteness as part of a personal identity. The
positive teelings associated with this redefinition energize the person’s
efforts to confront racism and oppression in daily life. Clayton
Alderfer, a White man with many years of personal and protessional
experience, describes the thinking that characterizes this stage. “We
have a more complete awareness ot ourselves and ot others to the
degree that we neither negate the uniqueness of each person, regard-
less of that person’s group memberships, nor deny the ever-present
eftects of group memberships tor each individual.”*

While autonomy might be described as racial selt-actualization,
racial identity development never really ends. The person at this level
is continually open to new information and new ways ot thinking
about racial and cultural variables.® Helms describes each of the six
stages as representing patterns of thinking that predominate at partic-
ular points ot development. But even when active antiracist thinking
predominates, there may still be particular situations that trigger old
modes of responding. Whites, like people of color, continue to be

works in progress.
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A major benefit of this racial identity development process is
increased effectiveness in multiracial settings. The White person who
has worked through his or her own racial identity process has a deep
understanding of racism and an appreciation and respect for the iden-
tity struggles of people of color. When we see strong, mutually
respecttul relationships between people of color and Whites, we are
usually looking at the tangible results of both people’s identity process-
es. [f we want to promote positive cross-group relations, we need to
help young White people engage in the kind of dialogue that precip-
itates this kind of identity development just as we need to help youth
of color achieve an empowered sense of racial and ethnic identity.

Though the process of examining their racial identity can be
uncomfortable and even frightening tor Whites, those who persist in
the struggle are rewarded with an increasingly multiracial and multi-
cultural existence. In our still quite segregated society, this “border-
land™ 1s untamiliar to many Whites and may be hard to envision.
Becky Thompson has experienced it, and she writes:"We need to talk
about what living in this borderland teels like, how we get there, what
sustains us, and how we benefit from it. For me, this place of existence
is tremendously exciting, invigorating, and life-athirming.”” Though it
can also be “complicated and lonely,” it is also liberating, opening
doors to new communities, creating possibilities for more authentic
connections with people of color, and in the process, strengthening

the coalitions necessary for genuine social change.
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