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Introduction 
This is an eight-session curriculum for groups of adults and / or teenagers to begin or continue 
the journey towards anti-racism.  Two of the sessions are set aside to watch two films.  The other 
five sessions are a combination of video and guided discussion. 

 
We are at a critical time in our nation. It has been set ablaze, sparked by the murder of unarmed 
Black women and men at the hands of the police. The murder of George Floyd on Memorial Day 
2020 followed by rulings of officers involved in Breonna Taylor’s shooting have created a 
sustained national outcry. This has brought attention to the systemic injustices faced by those on 
the margins—particularly, Black people in America. This national outcry raises awareness of the 
history and legacy of racism and invites us as God’s Beloved Community to Rise to the 
Moment. 
 
As we grow in our understanding of not just the root of America’s original sin buts also what it 
has cultivated within our society, minds, and hearts it will allow us to respond authentically to 
this moment and beyond. This will require an openness and willingness to examine the deeply 
rooted anti-Black ideology and unconscious biases we have internalized, so we can move 
towards anti-racism in our life, ministries, and community. 

 
Using the Rising to the Moment Videos 
To access the videos of Dr. Tracey Stringer for the series please use the YouTube links on each 
session.  Note:  The video portion of the curriculum is available to us on through December 
2021.  Please schedule your use(s) of this curriculum during 2021. 

 
Films 
The two films in this curriculum, I Am Not Your Negro and Hidden Figures are available on 
subscription and rental services. 
 
Suggestion: Have two “movie nights” on which all participants are invited to watch the films as a 
common experience.  Advise participants where they might find the films should they be unable 
to attend the group film viewings. 
 
Feel free to contact Chuck Curtis (ccurtis@fpcsb.org) or Ted Brandt (ted@fpox.org) of the 
Church in the World Committee with questions on leading this curriculum. 
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Rising to the Moment Project  
Group Curriculum Outline 

 
Session 1  Overview of Project and Defining Anti-Racism    page 3 

Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer: 
Group Covenant and Lesson: Anti-Racism and Other Key Terms 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tE5Zok_mKyo 
Group Sharing: Fears and Hopes 
 
Our Covenant        page 4 

 
Session 2 Watch Film - I Am Not Your Negro  view together or individually 
 
Session 3 Group Discussion: Film - I Am Not Your Negro    page 6 

 
Session 4 Impact         page 8 

Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer: 
The Sunken Place: Understanding the Impact of Racism 
Video Link:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bE2TVY3-Egk 
Group Discussion 
 

Session 5  Controlling Narratives                 page 12 
Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer:  
Introduction of Controlling Narratives 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l2VUh0GgnXs 
Group Discussion  
 
Bonus Video  (for optional viewing) 
Understanding the Impact of Controlling Narratives  

(has references to a film not in the curriculum, Barbershop: The Next Cut ) 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3P-brXQypAg 

 
Session 6  Watch Film – Hidden Figures  view together or individually           page 15 
 
Session 7  Experiencing Racism Group Discussion: Movie Reflections       page 16 

 
Session 8  Reflections and Next Steps                page 17 

Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer: Where Do We Go from Here 
Video Link:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5JPJ_6M44E 
Group Discussion 

Resources: 
Ladder of Empowerment                  page 18 
From White Racist to White Anti-Racist: The Life-Long journey             page 19 
Racial Identity Development                 page 31 
Asking Good Open Questions: Guidance for Group Leaders             page 33 
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Session 1: Overview of Terms and Covenant 
 

Watch Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer 
Group Covenant and Lesson: Anti-Racism and Other Key Terms 

Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tE5Zok_mKyo 
 
The first session begins with Dr. Stringer introducing important terms. She then talks 
about racism, particularly anti-Black racism in America. She points out, among other things, that it goes 
against God’s desire for God’s creation and has dreadful effects on its victims. In this first session she 
opens the eyes of her audience to anti-Black racism and prepares them for the sessions to follow. 

 
Reflect on Dr. Tracey’s definition of terms 
Some or all of the following may be discussed: 
 

1. “Race is considered a socially constructed idea.” 
2. How do we define “Black” and “African-American?” What’s the difference? 
3. How do we define “Hispanic” and “Latinx?” What’s the difference? 
4. What is “BIPOC?” 
5. In the context of racial discussions how do we define “White?” 
6. How do we define “racism?” 
7. In the context of racial discussions how do we define “Whiteness?” 
8. What is “White privilege?” 
9. What is identity formation? 

 
 
Discussion of Dr. Tracey’s Subsequent Video Presentation 
Reflect on the following: 
 

1. “If we want to see lasting change we must learn how racism has impacted our minds and our 
hearts.”  

2. Reflect on Genesis 1:26-27 and how crucial it is to see the image of God in each person: 
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creeps upon the earth.”  
So God created humankind in his image, 
    in the image of God he created them; 
    male and female he created them. 

3. Once each of us has come to terms with our racism we then ask, “Which is better: to be non-
racist or anti-racist?” 

4. “If we confront anti-Blackness we will then be able to confront how the same narratives affect 
other racial and ethnic groups.”  

5. What are your fears and hopes for Rising to the Moment ? 
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Rising to the Moment Agreement and Covenant 

Agreement #1: Expect and accept discomfort. 

Discussing race and racism is an emotional experience, and can challenge long-held worldviews. As you 
engage in this project you might experience feelings of anger, shame, sadness, defensiveness, or guilt, 
regardless of your own prior experiences with race and racism. This may trigger our fight, flight or 
freeze response as we attempting to shut down the perceived threat by either denying, questioning, or 
disbelieving the information being presented, moving on quickly to a new topic, or stopping the work 
altogether. “However, research shows that for adult learners in particular, experiencing and working 
through discomfort is critical to the learning process. 

Negative emotions can serve as a cue for us to more deeply engage with our “growing edge,” to 
interrogate our existing beliefs and actively work to incorporate new ideas.” 

Agreement #2: Maintain hope while confronting the brutal facts.  

For people of all races, learning about racism and its impacts can be hopelessness and full of despair. 
These feelings, like others that may come up for you as you work through this project, are valid; 
however, we believe that hopelessness is not a strong foundation for this work. If you notice yourself 
slipping into despair during this process, sit with that feeling and try to reframe it as fuel for the work 
ahead. Keep in mind that you will not be able to single-handedly end racism– but that doesn’t mean you 
are powerless. 

Agreement #3: Participate. 

When you participate in face-to-face racial the element of physical presence encourages your active 
engagement in the process. Online, it is easier to tune out and rush through the process. To get the most 
out of this project commit to fully engaging with each session. Keep a journal to help you process what 
you are reflecting on. 

Agreement #4:  Listen to understand, not to respond. 

Growing in your understanding of race and racism requires a willingness to learn about the experiences 
of others who may not share your background or culture. Unfortunately, our ability to listen is often 
compromised by our desire to respond in some way to what has been said. This might be a positive 
response or a negative one, but either way, when we focus on what we will say next instead of allowing 
for time to simply process new information, we risk missing important pieces of what has been said. 

Agreement #5:  Share accountability for challenging racism and the dominant culture. 

Often in discussions of race and racism, the burden of noticing and defending against biased or racist 
remarks and behavior falls on the shoulders of BIPOC (Black, Indegionous, People of Color). All group 
members, but especially white group members, should look out for potentially offensive or hurtful 
language and behavior and call it out when observed. If a BIPOC brings an incident to the group’s 
attention, it is important that all group members acknowledge the harm done and take proactive steps to 
address it and prevent future harm. 
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Agreement #6 Step forward, step back. 

Commit to monitoring your own contributions to the conversations you will share during the Project. 
Sometimes, you may need to “step back” to allow others to speak. At other times, you may need to “step 
forward” to inject a new perspective into the conversation. You should also agree to group norms for 
gently reminding each other to step forward and step back as appropriate. As part of these conversations, 
consider how the racial and gender backgrounds of the people in your group may contribute to 
expectations about who will do most of the speaking and whose voice might be more valued in other 
settings. 

Agreement #7 Use “I” statements. 

When we state our opinions as facts or attempt to generalize from our individual experiences, we can 
alienate others whose experiences may not be the same as ours. Instead, commit to using “I” statements 
to make it clear that your thoughts and experiences are your own. This isn’t about making your 
conversations nicer or more polite, but rather about fostering clear communication among group 
members and encouraging each person to take personal responsibility for their contributions. 

Agreement #8 Brave space. 

Discussing race and anti-blackness in community with others will open you up to vulnerability. You 
may say something hurtful, or you may be hurt by what someone else says or does in the space. Thus, 
we can’t guarantee that your group can create a “safe space” for these conversations, in the sense of 
ensuring that no negative emotions arise from our work together. Instead, we commit to establishing a 
brave space, which Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens (2013) have described as having five main elements: 

1. Controversy with civility : varying opinions are encouraged and openly discussed. 

2. Owning intentions and impacts : when someone is hurt by the actions or words of another, the 
incident is openly acknowledged and discussed. 

3. Challenge by choice : each group member always has the option to step out of a challenging 
conversation. 

4. Respect: group members show respect for each other’s shared humanity. 

5. No attacks : group members agree not to intentionally inflict harm on one another.  
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Session 2 
Watch Film: I Am Not Your Negro 

 
“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.” –James 
Baldwin 
 
Synopsis: I Am Not Your Negro, a powerful reinvention of Civil Rights activist James Baldwin’s 
unfinished book “Remember This House.” Before his death in 1987, Baldwin intended to tell the story 
of being Black in America through the lives – and deaths – of three of his friends, Malcolm X, Martin 
Luther King and Medgar Evers. The film brings Baldwin’s manuscript to life, using his own words and 
explorations on the racial narrative of America, with images, sounds, and music from both the past and 
present. I Am Not Your Negro masterfully provides a contemporary link between the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960s and the present social justice movement of #BlackLivesMatter. From Haitian 
director and social activist Raoul Peck and narrated by Samuel L. Jackson. 
 
Disclaimer: This is not a Christian film. Perspectives in the documentary do not claim to reflect those of 
the historic Christian community, our presbytery or our church. This is a useful secular tool that raises 
important issues and sparks conversation. This conversation can lead Christians to wrestle with 
culturally-intelligent, informed, gospel-centered solutions. 
 
For note-taking as you watch: 
• Note the archival footage of violence depicted in I Am Not Your Negro. Which images did you find 

most disturbing? 
• These images were juxtaposed with a voice-over from Baldwin’s narrative. What message do you 

think this juxtaposition was intended to send? 
• What did you learn about James Baldwin, Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr. 

from the movie? Are their ideas and concerns still relevant? 
• How does the documentary convey its themes of empathy and perseverance?  What difference might 

these character traits have on our current conversation on race in America? 
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Session 3 
Group Discussion: Film - I Am Not Your Negro 

 
For discussion: The questions below are offered to prompt your discussion. Please feel free to use (or 
not use) questions as you wish, in the order that best keeps the conversation alive and focused. 
 

1. Review and discuss your notes and observations above. 
2. What does Baldwin mean when he says that racism isn't a racial problem, but a human problem? 

How is this thought applicable today? What about the idea that "white is a metaphor for power"? 
3. Baldwin said the entertainment industry presents a self-perpetuating fantasy of reality, and we 

are cruelly trapped between what we are and what we hope to be. If this is so, how do we break 
free from that trap?  What were some examples of Black stereotypes (‘controlling narratives’) in 
the film clips used in the documentary?  Has anything changed since he made his observations? 

4. In speaking of Medgar Evers’ investigating the murder of Black people, James Baldwin said 
there is a thin line that separates a witness from an actor. That line is thin but real. What do you 
think he meant?  What does it say about the “cost” of being a witness for racial justice today? 

5. Baldwin: “America’s prosperity has cost the lives of millions, and the recipients of that 
prosperity can’t endure prosperity’s benefits, can’t live without them, can’t afford to know why 
their victims are revolting, and cannot imagine the price their victims have paid for this way of 
life. This is a formula for a nation in decline.” Where/how/to what extent do you see this being 
played out today? 

6. Baldwin: “The future of the Negro in this country is precisely as bright or as dark as the future of 
this country. The future of the country depends on white people asking themselves the question: 
Why do I/we need the n*****? Can you venture an answer to this question? 

7. Baldwin: “You cannot lynch me and keep me in ghettos without becoming something monstrous 
yourselves, and furthermore you give me a terrifying advantage. You never had to look at me, 
but I had to look at you and I know more about you than you know about me.” Baldwin says that 
Black people have had to look at and understand White people, but White people have not had to 
look at and see him.” What are ways that you see the misrecognition (ignorance; stereotypes) of 
Black people happening within your community? How has this prevented you from truly seeing 
them for who they really are? 

8. One scene in the film depicts clip after clip of white people saying how sorry they are for racial 
injustice. The scene is followed by Baldwin’s wry observation that complicity and immaturity 
are American values. What do you think he means by this? How do you think we can move from 
saying we’re sorry to actually living it? 

9. In a conversation with Malcom X, MLK said that acting in love doesn’t mean you do nothing. 
One of the first principles of non-violence is to be the recipient of violence without retaliating in 
kind. What was the basis for MLK’s ethic of non-violence?  How do you think MLK’s approach 
is interpreted in this film?  How is it interpreted in the current cultural debate on race? 

10. Baldwin observed (in the 1960/70’s) that the most segregated place in America is church on 
Sunday morning. A half-century later, has anything changed? To what do you/we cling that 
discourages change? 

11. Baldwin said apathy and ignorance are the price we pay for racism. Look at the Parable of the 
Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). How do apathy and ignorance show up in this parable? The 
story has an unexpected twist, meant to ‘catch’ the hearer who seeks to justify himself and/or his 
own tribe. How are you ‘caught’ by this parable? For what apathy or ignorance in your life do 
you feel the most regret?  What does ‘loving your neighbor’ look like where you live, work, and 
play? 
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Session 4: Impact 
Watch Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer: 

The Sunken Place: Understanding the Impact of Racism 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bE2TVY3-Egk 

 
As you watch, listen for how Dr. Tracey defines the following terms: 
 

• Disillusionment 
• Misrecognition 
• Controlling narratives 
• Double-consciousness 
• Sunken place 

 
For discussion: 
1. This video was taped on the week following the attack on the U.S. capitol, Jan 6, 2021.  Many on 

both the right and the left experienced this event as a day of disillusionment. What are some 
American ‘illusions’ that were exposed or shattered on that day?   

2. Dr. Tracey read a quote by Jonathan Merritt in Christianity Today, referenced by her pastor in his 
January 10 sermon: “The word disillusion has gotten a bad rap in recent times, but it’s a gift God 
gives with abundance. Disillusionment is, well, the loss of an illusion. It is what happens when you 
take a lie—about the world, about yourself, about those you love, about God—and replace it with 
the truth. Disillusionment occurs when God shatters our fantasies, tears down our idols, and 
dismantles our cardboard cutouts. It occurs when we discover that God does not conform to our 
expectations but rather exists as a mystery beyond those expectations.” Can you point to a time when 
you experienced disillusionment as a “gift”? 

3. How does Dr. Tracey define “misrecognition”?   …”controlling narratives”?  What do you think is 
their relationship to one another? 

4. Dr. Tracey showed contrasting images from the summer 2020 BLM protests in the Capitol and the 
events of Jan 6, 2021, particularly of the different uses of force. How does Dr. Tracey explain the 
contrast?  Do you think this is an example of misrecognition? Explain. 

5. What are some examples of misrecognition from ancient antiquity?  Why do you think these false 
narratives have persisted through history? 

6. What are some of the human costs of living under persistent misrecognition?   
7. Explain the “crooked room theory” and how it provides an example of the impact of systemic 

misrecognition. 
8. From the clip from the film, Get Out:   

§ How did you feel watching this clip? 
§ What images or words did you find most provocative? 
§ How does this clip illustrate the reality of the “sunken place”? 

9. How does Jesus Christ liberate oppressed persons from the “sunken place”? 
10. What is a story in the gospels that best illustrates this for you? 
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Session 4 
Review and Resources 

Lesson: Understanding the Impact of Racism 
Lesson Outline  
I. Introduction  
In 1967, Martin Luther King Jr. spoke to a group of students about the two Americas. He noted that in 
America people “grow up in the sunlight of opportunity,” while in the other America people “are forced 
to grow up with clouds of inferiority.”1 King acknowledged that the struggle to unite these two 
Americas would be a greater challenge then the previous fights of the Civil Rights Movement. He 
understood what privilege sometimes allows us to forget and what 2016 reminded us of, what and the 
murder of George Floyd told us again,: the fight must move from legislated equality to genuine equality. 
It must move us to a place of dismantling not just the institutional structures but the internalized isms as 
well.  
Similarly James Baldwin’s Film I am Not Your Negro helps us to begin to see the different illusions that 
need to be shattered. When we reflect on what happened in our nations capital on January 6, 2021 in 
comparison to protest by BLM in June 2020 we are able to see the ways different people are both 
recognized and misrecognized.  
By looking at these two events side-by-side we can see the ways in which a certain narrative is believed 
about white people while a vastly different narrative is viewed by Black people.  
1 Martin Luther King Jr. “The Other America.” (speech, Stanford University, Stanford, April 14, 1967).  
the same thing word for word, he is judged a criminal and treated like one. And  
It makes  
the words of James Baldwin ring loudly. “If any white man in the world says give me  
liberty or give me death, the entire white world applauds. When a black man says exactly  
everything possible is done to make an example of this bad nigger so there won't be any  
more like him.”  
 
II. Identity Formation and Misrecognition  

1. Identity formation is a lifelong journey or process of our identity being formed  
based on how we and others view us, taking into consideration what we experience and how we are 
validated by society.  

2. Recognition is an essential component in forming identity and sense of self. Black people in 
America are often misrecognized by being made subject to controlling narratives that have been 
devised to oppress.  

3. Misrecognition is not a new idea these concepts have their roots in antiquity.  
 
In antiquity Blacks were portrayal, as uncivilized and unintelligent savages. If those ideas continue to 
exist in our consciousness like they began in antiquity even when not verbalize it then impacts how 
Black people are seen and treated on an induvial and systemic level.  
 
III. Constructed Narratives/Identities Beginning in Antiquity 

Gay L. Byron’s book Symbolic Blackness and Ethnic difference in Early Christian Literature, 
does a great job of highlight this. 

IV.  
a. Uncivilized 
b. Unintelligent 
c. Savages 
d. Representation of Evil 
e. Embodiment of sins 
f. Lust and Passion  
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V. How this Impacts Black People  
 

I. W.E.B. Du Bois - Double Consciousness  
Describes this notion of double consciousness in his book The Soul of  Black Folks, 
where he details for us this idea of seeing oneself through “the revelation of the other 
world” and as such having no true self- the ideology that all of the work to undo the 
problem must be done by consciousness. 
 
Misrecognition causes:  

• repression and suppression of emotions and feelings  
• acculturation 
• and assimilation to dominate culture 

 
Shifting in order to appear acceptable leads to a misalignment of who we genuinely and 
authentically are.  

 
V. Narratives and Film to show the impact.  

1. In Get Out Jordan Peele, shows us the many ways that racism and the internalized narrative 
have impacted who we are, as whiteness seeks to control Black bodies, minds, and souls into 
a forced way of being. Individuals are trapped in the sunken place, a constant state of 
suppressed emotions while their bodies and minds are used to accommodate the needs of 
whiteness.  

2. James Baldwin - I’m Not Your Negro 
● In the section on purity Baldwin says that, “This failure of the private life has always had 
the most devastating effect on American public conduct, and on Black white relations. If 
Americans were not so terrified of their private selves, they would never become so 
dependent on what they called the “Negro Problem. This problem which they invented in 
order to safeguard their purity, has made of them criminals and monsters, and it is destroying 
them. And this, not from anything Blacks may or may not be doing, but because of the role 
of a guilty and constricted white imagination has assigned to the Blacks.” He goes on to say 
that immaturity in some ways becomes a virtue of sorts and prevents folks from really 
growing up in an emotionally mature type of way.  

§ Baldwin reminded us that “white is a metaphor for power.” The idea of whiteness is 
an ideology founded on the belief of a supremacy of one over and against another.  

§ The documentary ends with a question from Baldwin of what kind of America we 
will be. I would push the question further and ask what kind of Church will we be.  
 

VI. Questions for Further Reflection  
a) James Baldwin describes “white” as a metaphor for power. He goes on to say “Why was it 

necessary to have a nigger in the first place. I’m not a nigger. But if you think I’m a nigger that 
means you need him. Why do you need him?” Considering what we discussed today regarding 
W.E.B Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness and Jordan Peele’s Sunken Place, share your 
thoughts about whether “whiteness” needs “blackness.”  
 

b) Baldwin says that Black people have had to look at and understand White people, but White 
people have not had to look at and see him. What are ways that you see the misrecognition of 
Black people happening within your community? How has this prevented you from truly seeing 
them for who they really are?  
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c) Baldwin notes that he did not join the American Christian Church (Black or White) because, 
“They had not heard and did not live by the commandment love one another as I love you.” He 
goes on to discuss how the church continues to be segregated, and when segregation exists it 
prevents us from seeing each other. When you think about your hopes for the Church, how does 
Baldwin’s reflection on the Church reveal different dimensions of what it means to love one 
another in the way God loves us?  

 
VII. Post Discussion Reflections  
In our post discussion we discussed the idea of critical integrating our existing ministry models. This is a 
way to begin to cultivate more inclusive space. Examples of doing this could be:  

• Examining our hermetical lens that influences our teaching and study of scripture. By expanding 
our library to include writers and theologians of color it will expand how we teach and study 
scripture. Consider reading Womanist theology, Black Liberation, Latinx Theology, as well as 
books by authors outside of the US, Indigenous and Asian American writers as well.  

• Thinking about doing ministry with verse ministry to and for. When we do ministry especially 
outreach and mission from a point of view of to and for it becomes paternalist. A book that 
discusses this philosophy is Owens, Marcia and Samuel Wells. Living Without Enemies 
(InterVarsity Press, 2011).  

• Considering spending time in looking at potential polices that may prevent hiring the type of 
pastor needed to prioritize social justice  

• Spending time reading devotional books writing by BIPOC  
• Studying life of Jesus paying attention at his embodied ministry and what it meant for him to be 

live incarnate in the body he walked around with. Ask questions of the life of Jesus who he spent 
time with and what does that teach us about our his priorities?  

 
Bibliography of Books Mentioned and other sources that may be helpful  
Brown Douglas, Kelly. The Black Christ. New York: Orbis Books, 1994. 

Byron, Gay L. Symbolic Blackness and Ethnic Difference in Early Christian Literature. London: 
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Cone, James. A Black Theology of Liberation 20th Anniversary Edition. New York: Orbis Books, 1990.  
Dochuk, Darren. From Bible Belt to Sunbelt: Plain-Folk Religion, Grassroots Politics, and the Rise of 

Evangelical Conservatism. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2011.  
Dubois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk,  1903. 

Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Translated by Myra Begman Ramos. New York:  
Bloomsbury, 2010. 

Gafney, Wilda C. Womanist Midrash: A Reintroduction to the Women of the Torah and the 
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Harris-Perry, Melissa. Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America. New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press. 2011.  
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Session 5 
Controlling Narratives 

 
Watch Video of Dr. Tracey Stringer: 

Introduction of Controlling Narratives 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l2VUh0GgnXs 

 
 

Bonus Video  (for optional viewing) 
Understanding the Impact of Controlling Narratives 

(has references to a film not in the curriculum, Barbershop: The Next Cut ) 
Video Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3P-brXQypAg 

 
For Review and Reference: 
 
Dr. Tracey introduced a number of misrepresentations of Black women and men that she termed 
“controlling narratives.”  These narratives may control the perception and identity of Blacks by White 
people, but may even be internalized by Black individuals such that they expect to think, feel and act in 
certain ways.    
 
Dr. Tracey divided the narratives by gender as follows: 
 
Black Women 
Jezebel – sexually aggressive women 

• During the time of slavery, White men used this false narrative to justify sexual assault of Black 
women. 

• It was believed Black women were also more fertile since they had an increased sexual appetite. 
• The notion of hyper-sexuality is in direct contrast to the idea of the White woman who was 

idealized as being pure and virtuous. 
 
Mammy and Matriarch – devotion to others, especially the White family, whose needs she puts before 
her own or her family’s needs 

• The Black mammy was expected to be a “faithful, obedient domestic servant.”  
• Although Black women may no longer work as servants, this narrative continues in the White 

imagination and deferential behavior is expected of Black women. When this does not happen, 
conflict often arises.  Black women may find themselves supervised by White superiors and find 
they must suppress their opinions “to get along.” 

• The 1965 Moynihan Report (The Negro Family: The Case for National Action) blamed Black 
matriarchs for dominating their husbands and thus destroying the Black family, which was “so 
out of line with the rest of American society,...which presumes male leadership in private and 
public affairs.” 

• This led to an offshoot that characterizes Black single mothers as “welfare queens” seeking to 
game the system by having excessive numbers of children to increase their benefits while not 
working. 

 
Sapphire – the angry Black woman 

• Sapphire was a “uniquely and irrationally angry, obnoxious, and controlling” Black woman 
portrayed on the 1930s Amos ‘n Andy radio show. 

• The angry Black woman is seen as someone who is incapable of being vulnerable or showing 
empathy while at the same time holding fast to her independence. 
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• Today this narrative has been embraced as an essential characteristic of Black femininity. 
 
Strong Black Woman – motivated, hardworking breadwinners who suppress their emotional needs while 

anticipating those of others 
• Three core features: emotional strength/regulation, caregiving, and independence 
• In comparison to the jezebel, Sapphire, or mammy/matriarch, the Strong Black Woman came to 

function as a racial and citizenship demand for Black women 
• These characteristics are not a problem in and of themselves.  The concern arises when a Black 

woman embodies these attributes to the point that it interferes with her physical health, her 
emotional and spiritual well-being and her relationships.  It may stifle her authentic self-
expression. 

 
Black Men 
Sambo/ Coon 

• Sambo was identified with older, docile Blacks who accepted Jim Crow Laws and ediquette. 
• Coons were portrayed as lazy, easily frightened, chronically idle, inarticulate buffoons.  The 

Coon acted childish, but he was an adult.  He was too lazy or cynical to try to attempt to change 
his lowly position. 

• Over time, coons were increasingly identified with young, urban Blacks who disrespected 
Whites. 

 
Nat 

• During slavery, Nat was characterized as an angry, crazed, revengeful brute with a bloodthirsty 
hatred for Whites. 

• Nat is a revolutionary, and in his mind, bloodless revolutions are not possible.  Nat’s hatred is 
from despair and he wants to act on it. 

• The narrative does not appear much at this time, but it may be heard in some music and rap. 
 
Brute/ Mandingo 

• The Brute caricature portrays Black men as innately savage, animalistic, destructive and 
criminal.  This portrayal “justifies” police brutality towards and killing of Black men. 

• Black Brutes are depicted as terrifying predators who target helpless victims, especially White 
women.  This often led to lynching of Black men. 

• The Mandingo trope focused primarily on the over-sexualized Black male, similar to jezebel. 
• Both the Brute and the Mandingo were used to “promote the strength, breeding ability, and 

agility of muscular Black men.” 
• The idea of the physical strength and agility of Black men also led to an expectation of athletic 

ability as normative for Black men.  Conversely, they were thought to be unintelligent, which led 
to low academic expectations, particularly in higher education. 

 
Uncle Tom/Jim Crow 

• Dependable worker and eager to serve.  Born out of the ante-bellum to defend slavery similar to 
mammy. 

• The Uncle Tom caricature portrays Black men as faithful, happy, submissive servants: 
fieldworker, cook, butler, porter or waiter. 

• Thomas Rice was a White man who did blackface as the character Jim Crow, an adaptation to 
Uncle Tom. 

• In modern day, one version of Uncle Tom/Jim Crow is a docile, loyal, religious, contented 
worker who accommodates himself to lowly status. 
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• An alternative version is the ambitious Black man who subordinates himself in order to achieve a 
more favorable status within the dominant (White) society.  He may be seen as one who 
assimilates well into White society.  This is the more common version today. 

 
 
Scoundrel – The Wretched Freeman 

• In many ways, this was a rebirth of the Sambo/Coon narrative. 
• The Scoundrel made freedom from slavery look like a bad thing. 
• The caricature of the Scoundrel was brought to life by G.W. Dixon, a White actor in blackface 

who wore a zoot suit and had what was considered to be an arrogant personality.  This portrayal 
contributed to the idea of the lazy, deceiving Black man. 

 
 
Discussion 
 
1.  Are there narratives that stand out to you more than others?  Which one(s)? 
 
2.  Are there narratives that you believe to be true?  Which one(s)? 
 
3.  When you were growing up, did you hear any family member or friend say something about Black 

people that you now realize was based on one of these controlling narratives?  If so, please describe 
your experience.  Reflect on how your upbringing may have impacted your perception of race. 

 
4.  Dr. Tracey described “microaggressions,” which are “daily slights and insults,” such as her being 

complimented by her son’s principal for being “so articulate” and “calm.”  What did the principal’s 
comments reflect about the principal’s expectations of a Black woman? 

 
5.  Have you been in the presence of someone who said something that reflected one of the controlling 

narratives, such as, “we shouldn’t provide public welfare for her; it will only encourage her not to 
work for a living”? If so, which narrative did it reflect?   
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Session 6 
Watch Film: Hidden Figures 

 
Synopsis:  Hidden Figures is the untold story of Katherine G. Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan and Mary 
Jackson, three brilliant Black women working at NASA and serving as the brains behind one of the 
greatest operations in history the launch of astronaut John Glenn into orbit. The visionary trio crossed 
gender and race lines in ways that moved history forward. 
 
As we view Hidden Figures, we’re taking a close up look at one pivotal point in that timeline: the 
intersection of Jim Crow segregation, the civil rights movement, the cold war with the USSR and the 
ensuing space race, and the fight for gender equality. Some critics say the movie doesn’t go far enough 
to depict the impact of segregation and racism on Black lives. Others say that’s not the point of this 
story.  
 
Hidden Figures is a true story, more biography than history. Yet like all stories, Hidden Figures is set in 
a particular time and place. We experience a slice of history through the lives of three remarkable Black 
women. More importantly, we experience history as it’s being made by these women.  

For note-taking as you watch: 

• Take note of instances of discrimination / racism in the film, noting the source of discrimination 
and whether the racism is individual or systemic / institutional. 

• Note occasions of code-switching, when Black characters act a certain way to “fit in” with white-
controlled environments. 

• Make note of the role of the various white characters in the film.  What roles did they play?  
How did the roles of the white characters make you feel? 

• Make note of ironic / humorous moments in the film and how they made you think and/or feel. 
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Session 7 
Experiencing Racism 

 
Rising to the Moment Discussion Guide 
for the film: Hidden Figures 

For discussion: Please feel free to use (or not use) questions as you wish, in the order that best keeps the 
conversation alive and focused. 

1. Review and discuss your notes and observations above. 

2. What controlling narratives about Black women did you notice in the film? 

3. How did the Black women in the film adjust their behavior (code-switch) to fit in / get along in 
white-controlled environments?   Follow up   

4. Discuss the systemic racism (racism found in societal structures and institutions) in place in the 
early 1960’s.  What instances of systemic (institutional) racism did you notice in the film? 

5. In what ways have things changed since then?  Where is systemic racism found today?  What are 
ways progress can be made against racism?   

6. Were there moments of discrimination / racism in the film that stood out more than others?  
When were Black people treated as “less than” ? 

7. Regarding those instances, try and put yourself in the shoes of the Black women.  What might it 
have felt like to not be fully seen as equal and treated as “less than” a human being created in the 
image of God? 

8. Talk about what communities of color in 2021 experience when a member of their community 
race is unfairly treated, pushed down, shot at, or incarcerated? 

9. Kevin Costner said the following about the character he played, supervisor Al Harrison:  
“[Harrison] had what you might call a real or vague form of racism, which is that… he wasn't 
paying enough attention in the workplace to know that this was even a problem”  - Kevin 
Costner 

Talk about the form of racism Costner points out.  In what ways might this be a reality in 
workplaces and perhaps even in churches today? 

10. What are some of your take-aways from this film? 

11. Read and discuss the story of the Samaritan Woman (John 4:1-30).  How do you think the 
woman in the story would have been viewed and treated by one of Jesus’ followers, for example 
Peter, James, or John?  What do you notice about how Jesus interacted with her?  
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Session 8 
Reflections and Next Steps 

 
Watch video of Dr. Tracey Stringer:  

Where Do We Go from Here 
Video Link:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5JPJ_6M44E 

 
Read article below: From White Racist to White Anti-Racist; the life-long journey  

 
In this video, Dr. Tracey summarized the journey toward anti-racism that we have been on during the 
previous sessions and challenged us to reflect on and respond to what we have heard.  
 
Here are some questions to help you with this process: 
 

1. Read Romans 12: 9-21 
 

Do you find yourself dividing people into groups who are worthy and unworthy of this kind of 
love? If so, what are the criteria you use to determine worthiness or unworthiness? 
 
What have you heard over the past few weeks that has changed the way you think about these 
verses? 

 
2.  Dr. Tracey discussed “The Ladder of Empowerment” that white people go through as they 

develop awareness of their personal relationship to racism. 
 

Where were you on this ladder when you joined this group and where do you feel you are now? 
 
What information and real-world experiences do you need to move up the ladder and grow in 
awareness and ability as an anti-racist ally? 

 
3.   Dr. Tracey talked about the 6 R’s of thinking about racism and white privilege.  These are 

reading, reflection, remembering (our own involvement in racist thoughts, beliefs, actions), risk 
taking, rejection (a willingness to take risks and be rejected), and relationship-building. 

 
Which of these are easy for you and which are harder?   
 
What are some actions you can take right now or in the near future to work on the harder ones? 

 
4.  As we move up “The Ladder of Empowerment” the final two steps are collective action and 

living in a community of love and resistance to racism.   
 

Can you think of any groups that you currently belong to or that you might join that are striving 
to become strong anti-racist organizations and communities?  
 
What do you see as your role in their transformation? 
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The Ladder of Empowerment (for White people) 
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From White Racist to White Anti-Racist: The Life-Long journey  

by Tema Okun, dRworks  

Note 1: This article is written by a white person about white people. Therefore, I have written using 
personal pronouns (I, we, ours, us). I did this because I find it difficult to write in the ‘third person’ as if 
I am not somehow attached to this material or part of the group to which this material applies.  

Note 2: I dedicate this article to my long-time colleague Kenneth Jones, who is responsible for much of 
what I understand about life and kept me laughing about all that I don’t. I love you and miss you beyond 
words.  

This article is meant to accompany the ladder of empowerment for white people, which is our attempt 
(referring to dRworks, an organization which is described below) to distinguish the different stages that 
white people go through as we develop awareness of our relationship to racism. This work draws on the 
thinking and experience of many people; those who have been directly quoted are listed at the end. The 
rest is the result of my exposure to the thinking and experience of many trainers and participants in the 
Dismantling Racism process, including dRworks colleagues, as well as friends and colleagues doing 
anti-racism work. Any usefulness found here should be credited to the larger community of anti-racism 
activists; any errors or flawed thinking is mine alone.  

The basic purpose of this article is to help white people understand our identity as white people within a 
racist system which assumes our superiority while at the same time challenging that assumption and 
replacing it with a positive, anti-racist identity. While many white people seem to think that the solution 
is to claim ‘colorblindness,’ both with regards to ourselves and to people of color, we believe that it is 
absolutely critical to accept our identity as white people within a white group, understanding that this 
association profoundly affects the quality of our lives politically, economically, socially. We must then 
work, in the words of Beverly Daniel Tatum in her excellent book on racial identity development Why 
Are All the Black Kids Sitting in the Cafeteria Together (p. 94), “to feel good about it in the context 
of a commitment to a just society. This requires two tasks: the abandonment of individual racism and the 
recognition of and opposition to institutional and cultural racism.”  

It is important to note that although the ladder of empowerment appears linear, it is only linear in that a 
person cannot move from a lower stage to a higher stage without going through each intermediary stage. 
For example, I cannot go from the perception and experience that “I’m normal” to the perception and 
experience that “I’m opening up” without first going through the stages of ‘what are you?,’ ‘be like me,’ 
‘denial and defensiveness,’ and ‘guilt and shame.’  

It is not linear in that we can move through to ‘higher’ stages and then five minutes later drop back to a 
‘lower’ stage as a result of a challenging interaction. Unlike moving up, it is possible to skip stages 
moving down. For example, I can feel like I am ‘taking responsibility’ as a white person for my racism 
and then, when challenged by a colleague on something I have done that is assumptive and/or 
patronizing, quickly slide back into ‘denial and defensiveness.’ We move up and down this ladder in a 
lifetime, in a year, in a week, in a day, in an hour. The lower we are on the ladder, the more we collude, 
or cooperate, with racism. In fact, one of the ways that institutional and cultural racism works is to keep 
pushing us down the ladder. Our goal, as we develop our practice as anti-racist white activists, is that we 
stay for shorter periods at the lower stages and for longer periods at the higher stages.  

This is also not a linear ladder in that the stages don’t begin and end distinctly. They overlap and 
elements of one stage will show up in another. You will notice seemingly contradictory elements in the 
same stage and similar elements showing up in different stages. This is the nature of identity 
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development. The ladder is a generalized attempt to describe the different steps that we go through as 
white people in developing our awareness and abilities as anti-racist activists. Where we are on the 
ladder depends at any given moment on our history, our experience, our relationships, our experience 
with other oppressions, and our exposure to information.  

Movement up the ladder tends to happen as a result of both relationships and information. We have 
found that relationships with people of color and other white people struggling to deal with racism have 
been very important in helping us to move up the ladder. Actually knowing someone who can help us, 
through their life stories and experience, see the world in a new way and understand the different 
realities of being white and a person of color in the U.S., has proven to be extremely critical to our 
development as white anti-racists. These relationships teach us that racism is not a thing of the past and 
that it has to do with institutional and cultural legacies, not just mean- spirited personal intentions. 
Sometimes exposure to overt (meaning hard to dismiss) incidents of racism, either in our personal lives 
or through media, books, magazine articles, TV, movies, are catalysts to moving us from one stage to 
another. One of the reasons that we promote the development of white caucuses at dRworks is because 
caucuses can be a place where we can get the support and help we need to broaden our awareness and 
move up the ladder.  

There are many ways to use the ladder. When we work with white caucuses, we often draw the ladder 
on newsprint without any words inside and ask people to talk about the different stages they have gone 
through as they develop in their awareness of white privilege and racism. As people name these stages, 
sometimes they hit on the stages we have listed here, sometimes they name emotions and thoughts that 
fit within the stages. We begin to sketch in each of the stages and talk about them in some depth.  

Once people have an understanding of the stages and the ways in which these stages are and are not 
linear, we ask people to think about where they are now, where they were 10 years ago, where they were 
5 years ago, and where they would like to be. We talk about what made it possible for people to move 
both up and down the ladder and what we can do to support each other in moving up and how we can 
challenge each other, with care and attention, when we move down.  

This is just one way that this ladder might prove useful. Please feel free to expand its uses and to add to 
it, as it is an ongoing teaching and learning for us all. If you have ideas or feedback, please send it to us 
at the website (see last page).  

The ladder begins where we all begin, which is with the belief that, in relationship to race, we’re normal.  

I’M NORMAL  

also known as the innocence/ignorance stage  

In this stage, we  

• do not see ourselves as white  
• assume racial differences are unimportant  
• are naive about the connection of power to race and racism or oppression (we  

do not have a power analysis)  

• do not have much experience with people of color  
• believe people of color want to assimilate  
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• see all issues of race as individual  

In this stage, we think of ourselves as the racial norm. In fact, we don’t really see ourselves as white 
because we are the norm and therefore don’t need to be racially described. We have little or no 
consciousness about our white privilege or other advantages we receive as a result of simply being 
white. We passively absorb subtle messages -- from the media, from books, from movies, from political 
and religious leaders, from many adults -- that “white people are generally good and they’re like us, and 
we’re like them.” Beverly Daniel Tatum notes that, because white people “represent the societal norm, 
they can easily reach adulthood without thinking much about their racial group” (1997, p. 93). She also 
notes that white people and communities don’t talk about race (we remain silent) and “as a consequence, 
whites tend to think of racial identity as something that other people have, not something that is salient 
for them” (p. 94).  

As a result, we assume or internalize the notion that we are normal and it is people of other races who 
are ‘the other.’ This leads to a sometimes subtle (not always) internalized belief that we are better 
(superior) and they are inferior. These assumptions and internalized messages begin to shape our 
perceptions and define our reality without us even realizing it.  

We tend to move out of this stage when we are exposed to information or experiences which lead us to 
see that difference and unfairness exists.  

WHAT ARE YOU?  

also known as first contact  

In this stage, we:  

• have our first contacts with people of color  
• notice they are not like us (happens as early as the age of 3)  
• work to make sense of the difference, particularly if we associate the difference with additional 

information about unfairness or discrimination  
• begin to notice our own prejudices, or those of our family  
• continue to see issues of race as individual and still have not developed a power analysis  

Beverly Daniel Tatum calls this stage ‘disintegration,’ describing it as the point at which we have our 
first meaningful contact with a person of color and where we may be forced to notice firsthand that 
racism, or unfairness is at work. She writes “this new awareness is characterized by discomfort. The 
uncomfortable emotions of guilt, shame, and anger are often related to a new awareness of one’s 
personal prejudices or the prejudices within one’s family” (p. 97).  

Discomfort and guilt can be particularly strong for those of us whose family members are visibly 
bigoted or racist and may be less for those of us whose family members are more open or anti-racist. We 
still tend to assume that racial and cultural differences are unimportant. We have not developed an 
understanding of the ways in which racial differences are tied to power differences. We do not find or 
put ourselves in many situations with people of color, and when we are or do, our interactions are often 
characterized by naiveté, innocence, ignorance, or timidity.  

We tend to move out of this stage when we take in information about racism and discrimination 
experienced by people of color, either through relationships with people of color, with anti-racist white 
people, or through exposure to new information (books, movies, news). In our attempts to understand 
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(and sometimes control) the dissonance we feel when we notice racism and discrimination, we tend to 
move to the next stage, adopting either the position that we’re all the same (so we can feel ok about the 
difference and unfairness) or the position that you’re the problem (so we can blame someone for it). Our 
own sense or experience of difference (because of gender, sexuality, class, disability, etc.) can either 
help us move into a new stage or work to keep us in this one, depending on how we relate to our own 
difference.  

BE LIKE ME  

also known as we’re all the same, you’re the problem  

In this stage, we  

• want to be seen as an individual  
• begin to sense white privilege with little or no awareness yet of power  
• believe we can ‘flatten out’ differences  
• believe in importance of ‘fairness’  
• feel apologetic, guilty, or fearful towards people of color  
• see racism as a problem between individuals  
• either over-identify with people of color or think people of color should ‘just get over it’  
• can see the differences as ‘exotic’ or ‘erotic’  
• don’t see ourselves as part of the problem  

One of our reactions to noticing racial difference is to believe the difference is OK as long as we assume 
that ‘you,’ ‘the other,’ are essentially like me or want to be like me. Racial differences at this point feel 
threatening (I need you to be like me and to the extent you aren’t, there is something wrong with you), 
invisible (I don’t see any difference, we’re the same), or exotic (your difference is fascinating to me as it 
would be to a ‘tourist;’ there is nothing significant about it other than as a source of fascination). In this 
stage, we sometimes assume the role of ‘tour guide’ to the dominant culture, trying to help people better 
assimilate because we assume this is what they want. We are not aware of this assumption (or others like 
it) because we also assume that our world view is the universal world view (everyone thinks like we do).  

In this stage, we want to be seen as an individual and often become angry when we are ‘lumped in’ with 
the white group. As Beverly Daniel Tatum notes, “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!’” (p. 
104) We carry a certain blindness, wanting to be seen as separate from our group while failing to 
acknowledge that people of color learn very early that they are seen by others as members of a group, 
and often only as members of that group.  

Our strong feelings about this are supported by the dominant culture, which teaches us to value rugged 
individuality and to believe in meritocracy (the idea that our hard work is why we succeed and our 
success has nothing to do with membership in the white group). When we begin to hear about systemic 
racist barriers to achievement and success, we hear that as meaning we don’t deserve and didn’t earn 
what we have, making it even more difficult for us to identify as part of the white group, since doing so 
erases our precious individuality (Tatum, p. 103).  
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At the same, we begin to have an understanding that racism exists and so may feel apologetic towards 
people of color. We may see ourselves as less prejudiced than most other white people, which presents 
an interesting contradiction. We want to be seen as different from (and better than) the very white group 
which we don’t acknowledge. We tend to take accusations of racism very personally because we believe 
that racist thoughts or behaviors require intent.  

Paul Kivel, in his excellent book Uprooting Racism: How White People Can Work for Social 
Justice, notes (p. 61) talks about how another racist response to difference is the eroticization of people 
of color. “White people’s images of people of color . . . make them seem not only dangerous, but also 
exotic and erotic. Men of color . . . have been portrayed as wild, bestial, aggressive sexual beings with 
little or no restraint . . . . Women of color are portrayed as more passionate and sensual than white 
women.” This eroticization of difference produces naïve and devastating responses. For some, it appears 
as inappropriate curiosity about hair and skin color; for others it shows up as extreme fear and anger 
which in turn leads to the use of force, which has historically included and continues to include 
lynching, rape, mutilation, and killing.  

One of our most common responses when first noticing race is fear. We are taught at an early age to fear 
difference, and because we are the norm, white, we are systematically taught to fear people of color, 
who are different. The irony is that this occurs where the psychological and physical harm done to 
people of color by white people is historically overwhelming, while the fear that white people feel 
toward people of color, who have been and continue to be portrayed as dangerous and untrustworthy, is 
largely “manufactured and used to justify repression and exploitation of communities of color” (Kivel, 
p. 53).  

This manufactured fear plays an important role in keeping us in this stage. Fear supports our ability to 
dehumanize people of color, the ‘other.’ In this way, fear prevents us from forming the relationships that 
break through this dehumanization and encourages us to remain stuck in our stereotypes.  

This is probably one of the most challenging stages from which to move, because the next stage is denial 
and defensiveness, which is a direct result of beginning to understand the pervasiveness of racism. Our 
first reaction to this understanding is to resist or deny it, staying in ‘be like me’ because of the psychic 
safety it provides.  

One of the ways that we stay in the ‘be like me’ stage is to blame people of color for racism. We wonder 
why they ‘have to make such a big deal about it’ and become upset when racism is named (as opposed 
to becoming upset about the racism).  

We would suggest that U.S. dominant culture is stuck in this stage precisely because our institutions and 
organizations want to avoid responsibility, guilt, and shame about the past. As a result, the dominant 
culture suggests that racism is a thing of the past, that any remaining racism is the result of the personal 
racism of a few ignorant people, and that the playing field is now level.  

DENIAL and DEFENSIVENESS  

also known as ‘I am not the problem’  

In this stage, we:  

• are forced to see ourselves as part of the dominant group  
• blame people of color for creating their problems  
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• deny any privilege or power we have as members of the white group  
• believe people of color aren’t trying hard enough  
• look for evidence of reverse discrimination  
• insist the playing field is level  
• believe in the power of individual above all  

At some point, we are forced to acknowledge the significance of racial difference, usually through the 
depth of an emerging relationship or by witnessing undeniable racism. At this point, Beverly Daniel 
Tatum notes that we either “deny the validity of the information being presented or psychologically or 
physically withdraw from it” (p. 98). The logic is that if I don’t talk about it or spend time with people 
who make me think about it, I won’t have to be uncomfortable. This is when we say (or think) things 
like “why do you have to make such a big deal about race all the time?” We may believe that too much 
attention is placed on cultural differences or that people of color are ‘overly sensitive.’ We deny that 
racism is the problem and believe that talking about racism is the problem.  

When we do admit that racism is happening, we see it as isolated incidents rather than a daily, constant 
grind.  Interestingly, denial and defensiveness are often connected to fear of loss. Those of us who have 
developed friendships with people of color may fear losing them in the (sometimes mistaken) 
assumption that acknowledging our difference or our own racism will end the relationship. This is 
particularly acute when the person of color with whom we are friends is in a stage of denial also. We 
fear the loss of our ability to define (or control) our own reality (and everybody else’s; this is where we 
begin to sense that the way we view the world is narrow and limited and may not apply to everyone).  

Some of us stay in this stage because of our fear of losing family and friends, who threaten to ‘leave us’ 
if we insist on acknowledging and taking responsibility for racism, or who characterize our behavior as a 
‘phase’ that we’re going through and one we’ll get over once we come to our senses.  

One potent form of denial and defensiveness is intellectualizing, where we say all the right things and 
use our intellectual understanding of racism to distance ourselves from taking a look at how we benefit 
from and perpetuate racism. We may believe that any advantages we have as white people are because 
people of color aren’t trying hard enough. It is in this stage that we experience white people as victims 
of reverse discrimination, insisting the playing field is level or that people of color get unfair advantages 
because of affirmative action and ‘quotas.’ We experience the taking away of an unfair privilege 
(historic admission to school where admission was denied to African-American and Native students) as 
though we are being treated unfairly, no matter how clear it is that we have been given unfair advantages 
(a history of admissions because of race, family ties, ability to pay based on historical legacy of wealth, 
etc.). [Thanks to columnist Molly Ivins for making this point.]  

A specific form of denial is the “I marched with Dr. King” defense, where we bring up past participation 
in civil rights marches or all that we’ve done to help the cause to make the point that we are not racist, 
do not participate in racism, and are ‘good.’ Joan Olsson in her extremely useful Detour Spotting for 
White Anti-Racists, notes that “this denial of contemporary racism, based on inaccurate assessment of 
both history and current society, romanticizes the past and diminishes today’s reality” (p. 11). One of the 
reasons we use this form of denial is because it allows us to separate ourselves from other white people 
and because we assume that admitting our own continued racism means admitting that we are essentially 
‘bad.’  

We may get angry when people of color meet together to address their problems because we feel 
excluded (why can’t I be there with them?). We are generally unwilling to look at what it means to be 
white without being in a mixed group where people of color can ‘help’ us understand (what we are often 
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looking for is reassurance that we are ‘ok’). We may feel threatened because people of color are making 
decisions which we can’t see (or control).  

We return to this stage again and again whenever anything happens to make us feel vulnerable and/or 
attacked for being white. This happens, for example when we meet a person of color in a stage of rage or 
exclusion/immersion who doesn’t want to deal with us simply because we are white.  

This is another hard stage to leave because we fear admitting what we might have to do if we 
acknowledge the reality of difference and racism. We also fear the feelings of guilt and shame that 
automatically come with acknowledging racism, privilege, and internalized white supremacy.  

GUILT, SHAME, and BLAME  

also known as: white is not right, I’m bad  

In this stage, we:  

• really feel and think that racism is a very big problem and that we are part of  

that problem  

• understand at some level that we are racist  
• feel guilt and shame, often deeply  
• blame people of color for racism as a way of avoiding our guilt and shame  
• either feel extremely responsible for racism (sometimes taking it on as our  

primary issue) or deny any responsibility at all for racism (I am not racist)  

In this stage, we begin to understand the pervasiveness of racism and that we have a part in it; guilt and 
shame are an inevitable result of this realization. As our understanding grows and we begin to ‘see’ 
white privilege and the ways in which we internalize white privilege, the feelings of guilt and shame 
become stronger.  

One of the main reasons we stay in ‘be like me’ and/or ‘denial and defensiveness’ is to avoid coming to 
this stage and having these feelings.  

Actually, this is not a stage where we want to stay very 
long. Guilt and shame eventually turn to resentment 
against the very things that are causing these feelings (“I 
don’t want to feel guilty and ashamed any more, so I 
won’t”). This resentment often leads us back into denial, 
defensiveness, and an inability to be open to what is really 
happening. [Thanks to Leonard Pitts, a columnist for the 
Miami Herald, for making this connection.] We suggest 
that most of white America responds with resentment 
when we are asked to take responsibility for our role in 

racism; the reason for this is because we have no models for how to handle the feelings of guilt and 
shame which we know are inevitably attached to taking responsibility for racism.  

Most of the time we don’t notice or 
question our whiteness. However, when 
the subject is racism many of us don’t 
want to be white, because it opens us to 
charges of being racist and brings up 
feelings of guilt, shame, 
embarrassment, and hopelessness.  

- Paul Kivel  
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It is also possible for feelings of guilt and shame to turn into fear and anger directed toward people of 
color. Beverly Daniel Tatum explains the logic this way: “if there is a problem 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” (p. 101). We turn to this argument because it relieves us of all responsibility 
for individual or social change. This is also the stage where we say things like “don’t blame me” 
because “I never owned slaves,” “I didn’t vote for David Duke,” or “my family didn’t join the Klan.” 
Joan Olsson explains that we respond this way because we tend to hear blame “whenever the issue of 
racism is brought up, whether or not blame has been placed on us. As beneficiaries of racism and white 
privilege, we sometimes strike a defensive posture even when we are not being individually blamed. We 
may personalize the remarks, put ourselves in the center, [not realizing that] most references to racism 
are not directed personally at us. It is the arrogance of [our] privilege that drags the focus back to us” (p. 
10).  

This can also be a stage of profound personal transformation. This is the point at which many white 
people begin to understand that we must take responsibility for racism, even if we weren’t personally 
involved in its historical foundations. We begin to understand that we are participants in racist 
institutions and a racist culture, that we do benefit from racism, and that we participate in perpetuating 
racism, even when that is not our intention.  

This can be an opportune time for white caucuses and support from other white people, because these 
provide “space to speak with honesty and candor rarely possible in mixed-race groups” (Tatum, 1997, p. 
111). It is at this stage, if we are to move through it, that we learn to sit with our discomfort and our 
feelings (without immediately taking action and/or denying them), with the understanding that the 
ability to sit with ourselves, with a sense of both mercy and love, is key to our development as an anti-
racist.  

OPENING UP/ACKNOWLEDGEMENT  

also known as “Houston, we’ve got a problem”  

In this stage, we:  

• see racism as illogical  
• relate to people of color who are like us  
• are often frustrated by separation (by caucusing, for example)  
• feel apologetic for our privileges  
• have a general understanding that racism is a problem without a strong analysis of the ways in 

which it is personal, institutional, and cultural  
• see racism as a result of flaws in the system (as opposed to understanding that the system is 

founded on racism)  
• can over-identify with people of color  
• are enthusiastic about ‘celebrating’ diversity, without understanding the power dynamics of 

racism  

In this stage, those of us who believe in the power of logic see racism as illogical. We also talk about it 
in terms of lack of fairness. We begin to admit that racism and white privilege are serious problems. We 
begin to see ourselves as members of the dominant group and to understand that there are political and 
social benefits attached to this group. We tend to see power differences as personal (the result of 
personal circumstances) and we believe in the importance of reducing all kinds of prejudice.  
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At this stage, we may begin to feel productive anger, or anger at the reality of racism and what it has 
done to us as white people in terms of separating us from people of color and deeply damaging our 
world view.  

One of the ways in which we move from guilt and shame to this stage is to distance ourselves from 
white people and over-identify with people of color. Beverly Daniel Tatum quotes one of the white 
students from her class: “I wanted to pretend I was Black, live with them, celebrate their culture, deny 
my whiteness completely. Basically I wanted to escape the responsibility that came with identifying 
myself as white” (p. 106). This is the stage where cultural appropriation takes place, where we take 
pieces of the cultures of people of color (their hair styles, their dress, their religious or spiritual rituals) 
without having relationships with communities of color or an understanding of the history or meaning of 
the relationship of these pieces to the larger culture.  

We have a deeper awareness of other races as significantly different, but we may not yet have the 
information or awareness to understand the ways in which power differences play a role. We may be 
unsettled by separatism and feel we cannot learn and grow when people are separated.  

Although at this stage we have come to “understand the everyday reality of racism, whiteness is still 
experienced as a source of shame rather than as a source of pride” (Tatum, p. 107). It’s at this stage that 
we also tend to seek a “certificate of innocence” (Olsson, p. 18) where “we seek or expect from people 
of color some public or private recognition and appreciation for our anti-racism. Other times we are 
looking for a ‘certificate of innocence’ telling us we are one of the good white people.” This can take us 
back to denial and defensiveness when a person of color is displeased with us and we take the attitude 
“well, if the very people I’m doing all this for don’t want my help, why bother?” (Olsson, p. 18).  

This is a delicate stage because we have yet to identify our own self-interest in doing anti-racism work 
and can easily be derailed.  

We can move to the next stage through pro-active efforts to build relationships with anti-racist whites 
and people of color, through study and analysis of racism and its relationship to cultural and institutional 
power, a growing willingness to be uncomfortable so that we put ourselves in places (emotional, 
intellectual, and physical) we have not been before, and through continued work on issues of racism in 
our lives.  

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY/SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS  

also known as white can do right, especially me  

At this stage, we:  

• see ourselves as part of the white group  
• understand and begin to take responsibility for our power and privilege as part of the white group 
• are comfortable with separation  
• continue to have feelings of guilt, anger, frustration, but also of joy because of deepening 

relationships and increased multicultural experience  
• distinguish between commitment and perfection  
• see challenges as teachers  
• participate in individual and collective action  
• value self-reflection  
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• use our racist thoughts and behaviors to deepen understanding and change thoughts and 
behaviors  

• think of ourselves as separate from and ‘better’ than most other white people  
• feel our commitment to anti-racist work very deeply, leading to self-righteousness  

In this stage, we begin to think about what we are going to do about racism and white privilege. We 
engage in the six ‘Rs’: reading, reflection, remembering (our own involvement in racist thoughts, 
beliefs, actions), risk-taking, rejection (a willingness to take risks and be rejected without turning away 
from a commitment to fight racism), and relationship-building. As a result, we begin to develop a power 
analysis, to see racism as not just individual, but as cultural and institutional.  

Even though our analysis of racism is expanding, much of the work at this stage is happening on a 
personal level. We are deepening our understanding of our own world view and how it does not 
represent a universal experience. We begin to accept, respect, and appreciate white people (particularly 
those who are anti-racist activists) and people of color. We begin to take responsibility for our privilege 
and power and recognize our self-interest in dismantling racism.  

At this stage, we are comfortable with the need for separation and begin to look for support from other 
white people. Feelings of guilt, anger, frustration, and anxiety (fear of unknown) continue to appear but 
can be liberating as well as painful. We begin to understand that there is no way to do anti-racist work 
without making mistakes, although this understanding is still ‘young’ and our self-judgment and 
judgment of others is still very high.  

We are more open to seeing challenges by people of color and other white people as ‘teaching moments’ 
and opportunities instead of simply threatening. We are more able to accept the rage expressed by 
people of color (or white people) without taking it personally, understanding that rage is often an 
appropriate response to racist oppression. We seek opportunities to be involved in cross-cultural 
interactions. We begin to be knowledgeable about cultural differences and to understand the limits of 
our knowledge.  

At this stage, we are also in great danger of falling victim to false pride and self- righteousness. We find 
ourselves talking about white people as ‘they’ (because we are so judgmental of the white group and 
most people in it and see ourselves as separate from and ‘better’ than the group). We say things like 
“what is wrong with those white people?” or “they just don’t get it,” or “you’re wasting time with us, 
we’re not the people who need this training.” This is another form of denial called distancing, where 
“we put other white people down . . . and righteously consider ourselves white people who have evolved 
beyond our racist conditioning” (Olsson, p. 16).  

We begin to move out of this stage when we become interested in working with other white people and 
people of color on issues of racism. We begin to take leadership and risks as we work with others to 
achieve a collectively defined vision of an anti-racist organization/community.  

COLLECTIVE ACTION  

In this stage, we  

• participate in individual and collective action to address racism on the personal, institutional, and 
cultural levels  

• work to make strategic changes in organizations/communities consistent with anti-racist analysis 
and vision  
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• are thoughtful about building alliances with people of color and white anti-racist activists  
• seek structural change to address institutional racism  
• work collectively with other white anti-racist allies and people of color  
• claim our identity as a white person in a racist society  
• admit that this work requires learning from mistakes and are more forgiving of our mistakes and 

those of others  

In this stage, we begin to understand, as Beverly Daniel Tatum says, that “there is 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” (p. 108). Tatum also quotes Clayton Alderfer, who says that at this stage “we 
have a more complete awareness of ourselves and of others to the degree that we neither negate the 
uniqueness of each person, regardless of that person’s group memberships, nor deny the ever-present 
effects of group memberships for each individual” (p. 112).  

It’s at this stage that we also begin to realize that we can’t understand what is really happening on our 
own. This is not necessarily an easy transition and requires a lot of deconditioning of the ways U.S. 
culture has taught us that our strength is in our individuality and ability to ‘do it ourselves.’ We reach 
out to be in relationships with other white anti-racist allies and people of color in order to develop a 
solid analysis of what is happening that includes the voices and experiences of a broader range of 
people.  

We work to make strategic changes in our organizations/communities consistent with an anti-racist 
vision and analysis that is collectively built. We are thoughtful about building meaningful alliances with 
other white anti-racist allies and people of color. We tend to avoid working out of a sense of urgency in 
those situations where urgency reinforces our white privilege and power. We work with our allies to 
seek structural changes which address institutional racism. We work with our allies to define and live 
values which address cultural racism.  

We understand the belief that all white people are racist does not mean that we have an obligation to 
walk up to all white people and share this insight with them; we try to be strategic about working to 
build white anti-racist allies. We no longer work to separate ourselves from other white people; instead 
we tend to understand that we are simply extensions of each 
other and see the beliefs, fears, and racism of other white people 
as reflections of our own. We claim our identity as a white 
person in a racist society and understand the importance of 
seeing ourselves as part of the white group, both in terms of the 
power and benefits we receive and in terms of the potential 
power to organize other white people to address racism. We 
begin to feel and see the importance of taking responsibility for working with other white people on 
racism and internalized white supremacy.  

We’re also more aware than ever of the complexities of doing anti-racist work. We understand that there 
is not ‘one right way’ to do this work. As a result, we are less judgmental and more forgiving of 
mistakes, our own and those of others. We continue to hold ourselves and others accountable, yet we are 
able to do so with less self-righteousness and more compassion.  

COMMUNITY OF LOVE and RESISTANCE  

Beverly Daniel Tatum notes that “those who persist in the struggle are awarded with an increasingly 
multiracial and multicultural existence” (p. 109). In this stage, which we are all still seeking to achieve, 

We don’t expect perfection of 
others, or demand it. It’s in our 
imperfections that we bear our  
common humanity.  

- Leonard Peltier  
 
Leonard Peltier  
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we are living and working in strong anti-racist organizations and communities, with all the complexities 
and challenges such a vision brings.  

In this stage, we are consistently organizing and building a community that has the power to heal the 
remnants of racism, internalized racist oppression, and internalized white supremacy. We are 
constructing organizations and communities that can help us think critically and develop an analysis and 
understanding of the community, country, and world. We are constructing organizations and 
communities with cultures which balance the needs of the individual with those of the community and 
which sustain life.  

The thinking behind the development of a ladder to becoming a white anti-racist ally has been developed 
over several years with the contributions of many people, including Andrea Ayvazian (in her 
contributions to the PDF Dismantling Racism curriculum), Janet Helms (in “An update of Helms’s 
White and people of color racial identity models” in Handbook of multicultural counseling, Sage, 
1995), dRworks trainers (in their contributions to the dRworks Dismantling Racism curriculum – this 
includes Bree Carlson, Meredith Dean, M.E. Dueker, Alice Johnson, Michelle Johnson, Kenneth Jones, 
Jonn Lunsford, Suzanne Plihcik), Paul Kivel (in Uprooting Racism: How White People Can Work 
for Racial Justice, 1995), Joan Olsson (in Detour spotting for white anti-racists, Cultural Bridges, 
PA, 1997), Beverly Daniel Tatum (in Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?, 
HarperCollins, 1997), as well as the hundreds of participants in the caucuses of the Dismantling Racism 
workshops. The thinking behind the ladder is in constant development and will continue to improve in 
the coming years as we expose more people to it and continue to receive their ideas and input.  

dRworks is a group of trainers, educators and organizers helping to build and connect thoughtful, 
creative, and sustainable grassroots organizations and communities grounded in an understanding of 
history, culture and a power analysis. dRworks can be reached at www.dismantlingracism.org. 
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Racial Identity Development 
 

(from Talking about Race, Learning about Racism: The Application of Racial Identity Development 
Theory in the Classroom - Beverly Daniel Tatum)  
.  

Five Stages (Persons of Color) 

Preencounter The individual seeks to assimilate and be accepted by Whites, and actively or nascivolo  
or passively distances him/herself from other persons of own race. This de emphasis on one's racial-
group membership may allow the individual to think that race has not been or will not be a relevant 
factor in one's own achievement.  
Encounter Movement into the Encounter phases is typically precipitated by an event or series of events 
that forces the individual to acknowledge the impact of racism in one's life. Faced with the reality that he 
or she cannot truly be White, the individual is forced to focus on his or her identity as a member of a 
group targeted by racism.  
Immersion/Emersion This stage is characterized by the simultaneous desire to surround oneself with 
visible symbols of one's racial identity and an active avoidance of symbols of Whiteness. Individuals in 
this stage actively seek out opportunities to explore aspects of their own history and culture with the 
support of peers from their own racial background.  
Internalization In this stage, secure in one's own sense of racial identity, there is less need to assert the 
"Blacker than thou” or similar attitudes often characteristic of the prior stage. Pro-one's race attitudes 
become more expansive, open and less defensive. The internalized individual is willing to establish 
meaningful relationships with Whites who acknowledge and are respectful of his or her self-definition. 
The individual is also ready to build coalitions with members of other oppressed groups  
Internalization-Commitment Those in this last stage have found ways to translate their personal sense 
of race into a plan of action or general sense of commitment to the concerns of their own race as a 
group. This is sustained over time. Their race becomes the point of departure for discovering the 
universe of ideas, cultures and experiences beyond their own race, in place of mistaking their race as the 
universe itself.  
Often a person moves from one stage to the next, only to revisit an earlier stage as the result of new 
encounter experiences. Though the later experience of the stage may be different from the original 
experience,  
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Racial Identity Development 
 

Six Stages (Whites) 
Contact A lack of awareness of cultural and institutional racism, and of one's own White privilege. This 
stage often includes naïve curiosity about or fear of people of color, based on stereotypes learned from 
friends, family or the media. Those whose lives are structured so as to limit their interaction with people 
of color, as well as their awareness of racial issues, may remain at this stage indefinitely.  
Disintegration Increased interaction with people of color or new information about racism may lead to 
a new understanding, which marks the beginning of this stage. In this stage, the bliss of ignorance or 
lack of awareness is replaced by the discomfort of guilt, shame and sometimes anger at the recognition 
of one's own advantage of being White and the acknowledgement of the role of Whites in maintaining a 
racist system. Attempts to reduce discomfort may include denial or attempts to change significant others 
attitudes toward people of color. Societal pressure to accept the status quo may lead the individual from 
Disintegration to Reintegration  
Reintegration At this point the desire to be accepted by one's own racial group, in which the overt or 
covert belief in White superiority is so prevalent, may lead to a reshaping of the person's belief system to 
be more congruent with an acceptance of racism. The guild and anxiety may be redirected in the form of 
fear and anger directed toward people of color who are now blamed as the source of discomfort. It is 
easy for Whites to become stuck at this stage of development, particularly if avoidance of people of 
color is possible.  
Pseudo-Independent Information-seeking about people of color often marks the onset of this stage. The 
individual is abandoning beliefs in White superiority, but may still be have in ways that unintentionally 
perpetuate the system. Looking to those targeted by racism to help him or her understand, the White 
person often tries to disavow his or her own Whiteness through active affiliation with persons of color. 
The individual experiences a sense of alienation from other Whites who have not yet begun to examine 
their own racism, yet may also experience rejection from persons of color who are suspicious of his or 
her motives. Persons of color moving from the Encounter to Immersion phase of their own racial 
identity development may be particularly unreceptive to a White person's attempts to connect with 
them.  
Immersion/Emersion Uncomfortable with his or her own Whiteness, yet unable to be truly anything 
else, the individual may begin searching for a new, more comfortable way to be White in this stage. 
Learning about Whites who have been antiracist allies to people of color is an important part of this 
process. Whites find it helpful to know that others have experienced similar feelings and have found 
ways to resist the racism in their environments, and they are provided with important models for 
change.  
Autonomy The internalization of a newly defined sense of self as White is the primary task of this 
stage. The positive feelings associated with this redefinition energize the person's efforts to confront 
racism and oppression in daily life. Alliances with people of color can be more easily forged in this 
stage because the person's antiracist behaviors and attitudes will be more consistently expressed.  
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Asking Good Open Questions: Guidance for Group Leaders 
 

 


