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SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT RACE AND RACISM 
 

This document is a compilation of a few of my blogs about race, racism, white fragility and 
talking about race. They are presented in the order in which they were written. That means the 
order in which they occurred to me. Feel free to use these pieces as the basis for conversation in 
any context. Please contact me at lrngmindheart@gmail.com or look at my website for additional 
ideas .These essays were written to provoke honest, if difficult, conversations about a very 
important topic. 
 
 

Compassionate Conversations about Race: Healing the World 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 
One of the most important injunctions in the Jewish faith is to “Heal the World,” to 

restore light to the world we inhabit which is often shattered and dark. The Hebrew phrase is 

Tikkun Olam. How can we apply Tikkun to the issue of dialogues about race and the fear they 

engender? 

 Healing in race relations is about creating honesty and trust. It is also about dismantling 

the structures of white supremacy, but that seems to me to be a political and economic issue less 

than an issue of interpersonal relationships. Relationships of trust build webs of trust and with 
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those relationships in place, anything seems possible. We feel supported and understood. Then 

we have the courage to tackle the structural issues. Here are some ideas about bringing Tikkun to 

race dialogues. 

1. When talking about race or any other significant difference, listening and trying to 

understand is critically important. It may be more important than speaking, at least at the 

beginning of the conversation. 

2. Never dismiss anybody else’s experience. Do your best to understand the experience with 

as much depth as possible, intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. 

3. If you are uncomfortable, say so. That is a more honest response than challenging the 

accuracy of other participants in the conversation. Try to understand what your 

discomfort is telling you. 

4. Look at each other, even if you have to look away briefly. Feel the body language and the 

facial expressions. 

5. Take time to be silent. These conversations are often difficult to process. 

6. Share your insights, but don’t tell anybody else what to think. 

 

7. When talking about race or any other significant difference, listening and trying to 

understand is critically important. It may be more important than speaking, at least at the 

beginning of the conversation. 

8. Never dismiss anybody else’s experience. Do your best to understand the experience with 

as much depth as possible, intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. 

9. If you are uncomfortable, say so. That is a more honest response than challenging the 

accuracy of other participants in the conversation. Try to understand what your 

discomfort is telling you. 

10. Look at each other, even if you have to look away briefly. Feel the body language and the 

facial expressions. 

11. Take time to be silent. These conversations are often difficult to process. 

12. Share your insights, but don’t tell anybody else what to think. 
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L’Shanah Tovah, May you be inscribed in the Book of Life for A Good Year. 

(A new page on interracial dialogue is coming to learningwithmindandheart.com. Watch for it.) 

 

 

 

The Fragility of White People 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 
I have recently been reading comments in the social media about “the fragility of white 

people,” when it comes to talking about race. The fragility of white people? Does this mean that 

the group that is running this country is afraid of honest conversation with one group that hasn’t 

yet achieved equity? What are white people afraid of? Why are some seen as fragile? Fragile 

means easily broken. If Black people were fragile they would probably have disappeared from 

North America a long time ago. It takes strength not to get angry when you are followed around 

a store on the assumption that, because you’re Black, you’re probably a shoplifter. It takes 

strength not to argue back with a police officer when you’re pushed up against your car at a 

traffic stop because you reached into your pocket for your driver’s license. It takes incredible 

strength to raise Black children in a world where you have to have “the talk” with them regularly 

about how to behave around white folks so that they aren’t perceived as threatening. 

The fragility of white people is just fear. It’s fear of having to be honest about what Black 

people face on a regular basis when interacting with whites just to be perceived as “nice” or 

unthreatening. It may be the fear of having to examine our own behavior in the ways that we 

think about and treat Black people. It is the fear of saying the wrong thing even though we 

frequently say the wrong thing in other circumstances and simply apologize and move on. There 

is something very frightening for many white people about saying the “wrong thing” when it 

comes to race. Why is this fear so powerful? Is it the fear that many white people have because 

they think that Black people are not human in the same way they are? Derek Bell, writing in 

Faces at the Bottom of the Well: The Permanence of Racism (1992), discovered that upwards of 
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90% of white people he interviewed would never want to change race, even for a short period of 

time, if given the opportunity. Even when we can’t explain the corrosive power of racism on the 

human spirit, as white people we sense it. Given the chance, who would want to jump into a well 

of corrosion? Recent research tells us that Black people are still being discriminated against in 

the hiring process. Resumes with “Black sounding” names like LaKesha or Tamar are far more 

likely to be rejected than resumes that have white names even when the experience and the 

credentials on the resume are exactly the same. The motto Black Lives Matter has been 

countered in the media with the alternative motto, All Lives Matter. Of course they do. The 

question is why do we need to make a statement about Black lives, while we take the value of 

white lives for granted? 

I have been struggling with how to write about this topic for weeks. I have not been able 

to put into words my own rage about “the fragility of white people.” What is it about this notion 

that has stopped me from writing? I have no patience with cowardice. I have no patience with 

people who see what’s happening but don’t mention it because they have something to lose.  I 

believe in speaking Truth to Power. I do it frequently, often to my own detriment. I know that 

when people speak up about topics that challenge the behavior and policies of the power 

structure, the speakers are often labeled as troublemakers and punished. So, even if I can’t 

explain exactly when I am angry about this, I am bringing it up. I welcome comments about this 

subject. Anything that stops me from talking is a rare event and ought to be examined. Other 

voices are welcome. ### 
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HATE SPEECH, SAFE SPACES AND FREEDOM OF SPEECH 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 
 Human beings historically have evolved to live in groups of 30 or so. (e.g. tribes, 

families, clans etc) Those groups work most effectively when there is a common language and a 

common culture. That’s just the way it is, biologically, in the arc of human experience. Evolution 

tends to work much more slowly than cultural change especially in this era of global 

communication. 

 Recently there have been conversations ad nauseam about safe spaces, hate speech, 

trigger warnings, microaggressions, freedom of speech (verbal and non-verbal) and controversial 

debate on campuses. People often use several of these words interchangeably, frequently without 

acknowledging the history of the terms and the legal and interpersonal issues involved in 

addressing the problems they provoke. 

 Here are a few useful distinctions among these words. 

1. “Safe spaces” is a concept that was developed to support people who were afraid to let 

some oppressed aspect of their identity be known on campus. It was originally created to 

let LGBT students know which faculty and administrators were supportive and to whom 

they could open up about their concerns. Safe spaces have very little to do with classroom 

conversation. All classes should be safe spaces in that freedom of expression is protected 

and students are treated fairly. 

2. Freedom of speech is a constitutional right of Americans. It means that people are free to 

express themselves within flexible limits. The classic limit is that a person cannot shout 

“fire” in a crowded theater because this speech endangers other people. 

3. Hate speech as I understand it, is verbal assault. It calls for the commission of various 

kinds of violence against the people who are targeted. Free speech is expression. Hate 

speech is a call to violent action. 
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4. Trigger warnings are intended to warn people who have experienced trauma about a 

subject which may be discussed and which they find profoundly upsetting, causing them 

to lose awareness of the current situation and re-experience the original trauma. For 

example, loud noises often trigger combat veterans because of the battle trauma they have 

experienced. A reading about rape would certainly be upsetting to a survivor and any 

conversation about the history of lynching would be upsetting to African Americans. I 

personally have a lot of trouble reading about the Holocaust, but I have made a serious 

effort to manage my emotions and understand what happened. I don’t see that running 

away or ignoring that horror would benefit me or anybody else. It seems to me that most 

survivors of trauma make similar efforts in order to go on with their lives. Trigger 

warnings are not intended to help people who simply become uncomfortable with any 

topic and want to avoid it. That kind of protection doesn’t exist in the real world. One of 

the essential elements of human development is the process of learning to manage 

emotions. A person cannot do that if they run away from discomfort. 

5. Microaggressions are inadvertent insults that people who are ignorant sometimes make 

in ordinary conversation. An example might be asking an Asian person how long she has 

lived in the US when her family arrived more than a century ago, but her face doesn’t 

look like the faces of the early English settlers. Microaggressions can provide occasions 

for serious and difficult conversations between people who respect each other for the 

purpose of improving mutual understanding. White people should know that they have no 

right to touch an African American person’s hair or assume that all Latino women have 

children before the age of twenty. Given the numbers of people in the US from many 

cultures, avoiding microaggressions completely is almost impossible. It is perfectly 

possible to use them as learning experiences and not commit the same microagression 

twice. 

6. Controversial conversations are one of the foundations of higher education and 

democracy. American society seems to have lost its ability to engage in these 

conversations, particularly in the current political climate of name-calling and fact-free 
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politics. Engaging in these conversations requires flexible intellect, use of relevant 

information, critical thinking ability and emotional control. It is perfectly understandable 

why so many faculty members and college administrators become frustrated with the 

unwillingness of students (and often other colleagues) to engage in controversial 

conversations. Unfortunately, the inability to do that limits our ability to learn, to make 

good decisions and to tell the difference between differences of opinion and personal 

hostilities. This is an important distinction in a country that is built on immigration and 

the continuous elbow rubbing of many different cultures. 

We don't’ live in groups of 30 any more whether you call them clans, tribes, faith communities 

or families. Getting along is hard work. If it’s uncomfortable, that’s the way it is. Work on 

it.#### 
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Worldviews and Power Structures: Racism as a Belief System 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 

Racism is a complex phenomenon. It can be viewed through an almost limitless number 

of lenses including economic, structural, legal, psychological, theological and sociological 

frameworks.  Each perspective lends its own insight. The framework that is the least visible and 

possibly the most powerful is historical and philosophical. Every society constructs its own 

version of the downtrodden and disenfranchised and creates narratives about why those people 

deserve to be in their hopeless condition.  Even before slavery, the European immigrants to the 

British colonies constructed a social hierarchy based on skin color and created powerful 

narratives about the significance of those variations of pigmentation. There have always been 

close associations in the popular mind between skin color and poverty. The history of oppression 

in the US and Europe is also clouded by ideas about eugenics that dominated much thinking in 

the 18th and 19th centuries and appear incomprehensible to people with a 21st century perspective 

( See White Trash: The 400 year Untold History of Class in America by Nancy Isenberg, 2016). 

Racism and oppression are not new. The idea that all people should be treated equally 

and with respect is much newer. Historically this belief began to emerge in humanism, a 

European philosophy which focused on human wisdom in contrast to theological, revealed 

wisdom. Humanism as we understand it, is Euro-centric. It embodies all the assumptions that we 

attribute to pan-European culture, including the dominance of mind over matter, reason over 

feelings and intuition, ego-centrism or individuality and Light over Dark. Most of this 

framework goes back to Plato, but for our purposes, we will emphasize Eurocentric thought since 

we are speaking about current concerns. 

Biologically human beings are tribal, and the basic orientation of tribes is “us vs. them.” 

Tribes generally function with assigned roles that are ranked in terms of value and status. The 

general orientation of tribal communities is ethnocentric, focusing on the needs, values and 

traditions of the group. Within these systems there is stratification which can be based on family 

status, gender, or a range of other criteria which are valued in the group. “Them” can be framed 
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by any group about any other group from any perspective. The definition of “Them” usually 

involves cultural differences augmented by conflicts over land or other resources. In the United 

States our ideas about culture (Eurocentric), race (Afrocentric) and class are so conflated that it is 

difficult to separate them. Americans have inherited the European idea that there are simply 

people who are trash, who cannot arise from their class status and who almost constitute a 

separate ethnic group. Members of this group, however defined, are often shuffled off to distant 

locations to keep them away from respectable society. Many of the earliest European arrivals in 

North America fell into this category. 

So what does philosophy, or perhaps more accurately worldview, have to do with racism 

in the US? When we combine our unconscious tendency to rank people according to skin color 

and class with the notion that all people are responsible for their individual circumstances, the 

perception that poor people of color are less valuable and worthy than wealthier white people is 

almost unavoidable. People who are native to the USA are raised within a culture that cannot see 

people who are significantly different according to cultural norms of skin color, class status, and 

ideas about individuality as equally valuable or worthy. The overlay of monotheistic, typically 

Christian, belief in one God and some fairly widespread beliefs about beauty, family 

configuration and sexual orientation all combine to create a stereotype of “Us”. Beyond these 

limits everybody else is “Them”.  

The problem with the American cultural belief system is that it is invisible and 

unconscious. We perceive the world through this lens and we do not see the distortions that the 

lens imposes. Perfectly well-intentioned Americans assume that people who live here all want to 

be the same, similar to the white Americans who exemplify the norm. What we see and believe 

seems perfectly normal- to us…. But not to them. George Orwell said it best in his novel 1984, 

“Some animals are more equal than others.” In the United States, people of northern European 

descent are more equal than others. 

You may be wondering what provoked this brief foray through history and philosophy at 

this moment, and you should be wondering. This is not my typical blog. There has been a lot of 

conversation recently about “dismantling white racism,” an important goal to be sure. Racism is 
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powerful, destructive and needs to be dismantled. However, the dialogue seems to make the 

dismantling an external project. The endless diatribes and training programs suggest images of 

taking down deteriorating buildings by people who are trained to demolish buildings. I differ. 

People, their fundamental worth and their right to respect are not the same as objects. They need 

to be understood before any reorganization or re-education occurs. Their worldviews and 

insights need to be valued in these conversations. 

When the “dismantling racism” project is seen as an activity of individuals acting on their 

external environment including other people who need to be educated, a new “us vs. them” 

dynamic is created. We of course are the good guys, the ones who want to eliminate racism. 

They are the people who are behaving or thinking in racist ways and in so doing, permitting the 

existence of the racist economic and social and political structures that disadvantage “them”. 

This worldview, which is often perpetrated in anti-racism training programs, leads to abuse and 

the belief that there is only one good way to dismantle racism. Again, I differ. 

Americans as a general rule are often unaware of our worldview. This issue is discussed 

extensively in my book, Of Education, Fishbowls and Rabbit Holes, (2016). Our naiveté is 

largely a result of the size of our country, the dominance of our values on the world stage and the 

fact that many of us have not traveled abroad or engaged deeply with the people from other 

cultures who live among us. The belief in “American exceptionalism,” which is often mentioned 

in political conversations, leads us to believe that our culture is the best in the world. Therefore 

there is little imperative in the US to understand how other cultures perceive important elements 

of life. 

Not everybody sees the world the way we do. There is much to be learned from cultures 

that are more collectivist and focus more on the importance of the group for the survival of the 

culture. A recent story floating around the internet describes an experiment conducted by an 

American sociologist in rural Africa. He placed a basket of fruit under a tree and lined up a 

group of children some distance away. He then told the children to race to the basket The first 

person to arrive would have all the fruit. The children held hands and walked together toward the 

basket, all arriving at the same time. When the sociologist asked them why they had approached 
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the task this way, their answer was obvious to them and a huge surprise to him. “How could we 

be happy if one of us had all the fruit and the rest of us had nothing?” In their world, competition 

for food was simply inconceivable.  

Our culture is ego-centric. It focuses on individualism, competition and separation. Most 

of the rest of the world is more ethnocentric, emphasizing group connections and mutual support 

in much of daily life. These two aphorisms demonstrate a pan-African perspective, “It takes a 

village to raise a child.” “I am because we are.” Moving toward Asia, particularly Buddhist 

cultures, the notion of the “separate self”, that any “single” person can be understood to exist 

without also considering the entire context of their life, is considered the major source of 

suffering in the world. The first step toward dismantling racism is to increase awareness of our 

Western worldview and the notions of separation, ranking, and the higher level of human 

worthiness that comes with Western ideas of value and humanity. Until we begin to dismantle, or 

become aware of the world view which shapes our beliefs and actions, we will cause as much 

damage as we cure. 

I think it is crucial that we work very hard to dismantle racism and all the other structures 

of oppression that exist in our culture. However, I believe that unless we start with examining 

our own views about how the world works and the value of each person in it, we will continue to 

inflict self-righteous damage on all of us, both the victims and the beneficiaries of our system. 

Why would anybody want to do that? 
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Between the World and All of Us- The Intellectual Cage of Racism 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 

“White America is arrayed …to protect its exclusive power to control and 

dominate…The power of domination and exclusion is central to the belief of being ‘white,’ and 

without it ‘white people’ would cease to exist for want of reasons (Ta-Nehisi Coates in Between 

the World and Me). I found myself wondering what he meant- until I realized that being white 

and having the power to control or define the meaning of events seem to be synonymous in this 

culture. What does whiteness control? Typically, whiteness determines the “correct” 

interpretation of any event. Whether George Zimmerman had the “right” to shoot Treyvon 

Martin. Whether a child who is disruptive in school belongs in the counselor’s office, special 

education or prison. What kinds of hairstyles make a person look responsible and respectable in a 

job interview. It is reasonable to assert that the ‘white’ belief system about these kinds of 

circumstances shapes the means by which these issues are addressed. 

“We take our shape within that cage of reality bequeathed to us at birth,” observed James 

Baldwin, half a century ago. The white reality cage and the Black reality cage lead to very 

different views of the world. Coates adds, “The people who believe themselves to be white are 

obsessed with the politics of personal exoneration.” Very few white people consider themselves 

racists because we believe that racism involves intentionally hurting Black people. It is quite 

possible to hurt a Black person unintentionally simply by believing a typical ‘white’ 

interpretation of an event, such as not questioning why police force is so much more evident 

when disruptions occur in Black neighborhoods than on a nature preserve where white people 

with guns occupy a building in Oregon. Hurt occurs when a Black youth with dreadlocks is 

assumed to be dangerous, but a white youth who sexually assaults another person is just being 

misunderstood. It is painful to face the fact that even if we have not personally inflicted any pain, 

we are still in a position to benefit from the system of ‘whiteness’ that shapes our thinking. It 

seems imperative that we explore the Baldwin and Coates observations carefully. Even if a 

particular white person has not helped to create the system that presumes that “white is right,” 
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responsible white people can assume the responsibility for naming the system, the cage of our 

world view, and dismantling the damage it creates for people of color. People of African descent 

are the main targets of this kind of assault, but members of all other non-dominant ethnic groups 

also get more than their share. 

“White fragility” is another way of describing Coates’ politics of personal exoneration. 

What would ‘white’ people lose if we systematically explored the matrix of economic and policy 

practices that shape life in the United States and understood how the entire system is geared to 

advantage white people and disadvantage Black people? This phenomenon includes redlining 

mortgages, closing voting sites in Black neighborhoods, underfunding inner city schools and 

incarcerating Black men at a rate that far exceeds that of whites.  White people who read this 

blog have probably not participated in the creation of our political/economic matrix, but we 

benefit from it. We typically have less trouble borrowing money and tend to receive lower 

interest rates. We are not followed around in department stores on the presumption that we 

intend to steal. We are not stopped by police officers, as Sandra Bland was, for changing lanes 

without signaling. And we are not generally stopped for driving around white neighborhoods and 

asked if we live there. Black people are used to being treated this way and teach their children 

how to avoid endangering themselves in these kinds of situations. White people barely realize 

that these problems exist. 

Racism does not actually describe individual behavior. White people who offend, ignore, 

assault or deny access to Black people in particular situations may be ignorant. They may be 

bullies, unaware of the impact of their behavior or simply rude. We are all products of Baldwin’s 

cage of reality, including its belief systems, unexamined prejudices and tendencies to treat each 

other as objects (The Man, Those People, Rappers, Honkies) rather than human subjects. Racism 

is a system that people who think of themselves as white benefit from. People who are labeled 

Black are always at the short end of the stick in this system. If you are a white reader, I suggest 

that you think about these issues and read Between the World and Me- or find one of the 

numerous interviews with Ta-Nehisi Coates on YouTube. You will get an education that you 

never received in school. Let me know what you think. I’d love to print some responses.#### 
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Speaking and Listening from the Heart 

Jane Fried, Ph.D.   Posted June 17, 2017 

Have you ever wondered why so many white people are so often afraid of discussing race with 

People of Color, more particularly people of African descent? I wonder about it all the kind 

because it seems to be a never-ending problem. In his recent book, For White Folks Who Teach 

in the Hood…and the Rest of Y’all Too, Christopher Emdin gave me some insights in a way that 

hadn’t occurred to me before. Since the kind of learning that concerns me the most is learning to 

be prejudiced- and then unlearning it, Emdin’s book really grabbed my attention. The thesis is 

that suburban people (mostly white) who decide to teach in urban schools have to learn a lot 

about their students before they can be effective teachers. This approach contrasts with what pre-

service teachers often think they need to learn i.e. subject matter and teaching techniques. 

Learning about your students is not a high priority in most teacher prep programs. Emdin makes 

it very clear that learning about the students and their cultures is essential for good teaching. 

While reading, I had an insight that is so simple I was ashamed of not seeing it sooner. People 

with more privilege often do not experience people with less privilege as members of the same 

human species. To simplify let’s call these two groups white people and people of color (POC’s). 

If privileged people need to learn to talk and listen to less privileged people rather than simply 

relying on what they already know about how to talk to people, something is off. We all know 

how to talk and listen to other people, and we do it all the time. We don’t always understand 

each other but we do manage well enough most of the time. We talk to people who are different 

from us constantly. But somehow when we try talking to (or teaching) people with significantly 

different backgrounds and often less privilege, we think we’re learning a new language or 
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speaking to another species. This is most profoundly true in the US in conversations between 

privileged white people and less privileged people of color. That problem is a product of our 

national history and culture. This history leads us to assume that people of European heritage are 

normal Americans and hyphenated Americans are different in some immutable way. That is one 

reason why we experience the problem of thinking we need to learn to talk to people who are not 

of European ancestry in some way that differs from talking to people who are. 

 In my recent book, Of Education, Fishbowls and Rabbit Holes, I described the culture that has 

produced standard Eurocentric pedagogies, and the ways in which this individualized, 

objectivist, content focused approach is often ineffective with students from many of the cultures 

represented in today’s schools and colleges. Put simply, most faculty do not teach the way most 

of their students learn. The outcome of this dilemma includes long conversations of lack of 

student preparedness, blaming the students rather than deconstructing typical teaching processes. 

If we could consider all people as members of one species, the problem of speaking to people 

who are different from us in some significant way would diminish.  This concept can be 

represented by a Venn diagram, two intersecting circles with the differences in the outer shell 

and the similarities in the area of overlap. All cultures vary by language, faith, family 

arrangement, visible characteristics and behavioral norms. All cultures are organized to meet the 

needs of their members for food, shelter, love, acceptance and purpose. 

If we focus on the overlapping area at the center, we suddenly will know how to talk to each 

other because we begin by discussing what we have or need in common. All human groups have 

very similar needs, but we also have different ways of meeting those needs, and we are often 

ignorant of the methods that different groups use to meet common human needs. Any new or 

unfamiliar situation can be frightening, but it can also be considered an opportunity to learn. This 

puts the responsibility for learning to teach others, talk to others and generally get along with 

others on the person who is unfamiliar with the others. If one person is afraid, it is that person’s 

responsibility to manage the fear and see the reality that ordinary conversation is just that- 
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conversations about the price of groceries, the quality of schooling, the ranking of your favorite 

sports team - human conversations. The realistic fact in the US is that most people of color know 

perfectly well how to talk to white people and people with privilege because they have to deal 

with those people every day as bosses, as state officials, as police and as social workers, to name 

just a few roles. In some places, white people can go for a long time before they have to talk to a 

person of color and that person is not likely to be in charge of something they need. When people 

think they need to learn “tricks” to talk to other people, that approach is demeaning to both. 

A final book I would like to mention is How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says 

About Race in America by Karen Brodkin. As a Jew, I often wander among white folks. I look 

like one of them, but I do not exactly belong. My intersectional identity is one of the reasons that 

I was finally able to notice that many white privileged folks don’t talk to other people as if they 

were members of the same human community. Sometimes people talk to me as if I were one of 

them (particularly when they wish me a merry Christmas or are totally ignorant of my culture 

and customs) and it never occurs to them that I don’t share their culture completely. I am always 

faced with the question of whether or not to correct them, to inform them that I don’t celebrate 

Christmas or Easter for example. I have given up correcting for the most part. It’s just too much 

trouble and leads to awkward silences. I am not suggesting that being a Jewish person in the US 

is as burdensome as being a person of color with few privileges, but you get the point. Any 

difference is a problem under some circumstances, when the person of the dominant culture 

doesn’t stop and acknowledge a potential difference. When a person with more privilege feels 

awkward about acknowledging or trying to understand the life of a person with less privilege, it 

is that person’s responsibility to do some reflection. As Aristotle told us in his work on ethics, 

the person with the greater power always has the greater responsibility. I would like to write a 

conclusion to this piece right here, but I can’t. You have to. Thoughts?????? 
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oduct of our national history and culture. This history leads us to assume that people of European 

heritage are normal Americans and hyphenated Americans are different in some immutable way. 

That is one reason why we experience the problem of thinking we need to learn to talk to people 

who are not of European ancestry in some way that differs from talking to people who are. 

 In my recent book, Of Education, Fishbowls and Rabbit Holes, I described the culture that has 

produced standard Eurocentric pedagogies, and the ways in which this individualized, 

objectivist, content focused approach is often ineffective with students from many of the cultures 

represented in today’s schools and colleges. Put simply, most faculty do not teach the way most 

of their students learn. The outcome of this dilemma includes long conversations of lack of 

student preparedness, blaming the students rather than deconstructing typical teaching processes. 

If we could consider all people as members of one species, the problem of speaking to people 

who are different from us in some significant way would diminish.  This concept can be 

represented by a Venn diagram, two intersecting circles with the differences in the outer shell 

and the similarities in the area of overlap. All cultures vary by language, faith, family 

arrangement, visible characteristics and behavioral norms. All cultures are organized to meet the 

needs of their members for food, shelter, love, acceptance and purpose. 

If we focus on the overlapping area at the center, we suddenly will know how to talk to each 

other because we begin by discussing what we have or need in common. All human groups have 

very similar needs, but we also have different ways of meeting those needs, and we are often 

ignorant of the methods that different groups use to meet common human needs. Any new or 

unfamiliar situation can be frightening, but it can also be considered an opportunity to learn. This 

puts the responsibility for learning to teach others, talk to others and generally get along with 

others on the person who is unfamiliar with the others. If one person is afraid, it is that person’s 

responsibility to manage the fear and see the reality that ordinary conversation is just that- 

conversations about the price of groceries, the quality of schooling, the ranking of your favorite 

sports team - human conversations. The realistic fact in the US is that most people of color know 
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perfectly well how to talk to white people and people with privilege because they have to deal 

with those people every day as bosses, as state officials, as police and as social workers, to name 

just a few roles. In some places, white people can go for a long time before they have to talk to a 

person of color and that person is not likely to be in charge of something they need. When people 

think they need to learn “tricks” to talk to other people, that approach is demeaning to both. 

A final book I would like to mention is How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says 

About Race in America by Karen Brodkin. As a Jew, I often wander among white folks. I look 

like one of them, but I do not exactly belong. My intersectional identity is one of the reasons that 

I was finally able to notice that many white privileged folks don’t talk to other people as if they 

were members of the same human community. Sometimes people talk to me as if I were one of 

them (particularly when they wish me a merry Christmas or are totally ignorant of my culture 

and customs) and it never occurs to them that I don’t share their culture completely. I am always 

faced with the question of whether or not to correct them, to inform them that I don’t celebrate 

Christmas or Easter for example. I have given up correcting for the most part. It’s just too much 

trouble and leads to awkward silences. I am not suggesting that being a Jewish person in the US 

is as burdensome as being a person of color with few privileges, but you get the point. Any 

difference is a problem under some circumstances, when the person of the dominant culture 

doesn’t stop and acknowledge a potential difference. When a person with more privilege feels 

awkward about acknowledging or trying to understand the life of a person with less privilege, it 

is that person’s responsibility to do some reflection. As Aristotle told us in his work on ethics, 

the person with the greater power always has the greater responsibility. I would like to write a 

conclusion to this piece right here, but I can’t. You have to. Thoughts?????? 
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The Biggest Elephant…Talking about Race 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 

Summer is fading. Classes are beginning. Orientation and other rites of transition are in 

full swing.  New students are being welcomed to a brave and confusing world filled with new 

experiences including unprecedented freedom to make new friends, stay up all night and eat, 

drink and do almost anything they want to do. Also included in most orientation programs are 

two very frightening topics, diversity and sexual assault. Both are fraught with complexity, 

embarrassment, guilt, confusion and fear. What if you say the wrong thing? Offend somebody 

you’d like to know better? Admit to thinking or having done something that is clearly 

unacceptable in this brave new world? What if nobody on campus ever talks to you again? These 

are the kinds of thoughts that new students might think when asked to participate in these 

discussions. 

This post is about talking about race, particularly with white students. For students of 

color race is a constant factor in their lives and they usually have a lot to say, even if they are not 

willing to say it in mixed race groups I imagine that most white freshmen haven’t given a lot of 

thought to whiteness before they arrive on campus. It’s probably not a topic that appears on their 

course schedules and it’s probably not anything they are expecting to be forced into talking 

about. Honest, respectful and effective conversations about race require skill, empathy, trust and 

willingness to listen to the stories that other people have about their experiences with race. This 

conversation also requires that students believe the stories that other students tell and do not 

dismiss them e.g. “I was only joking…I’m sure nobody meant that. You people are always so 

sensitive about jokes like that, etc.” 

If colleges want their students to learn how to discuss race, particularly across racial 

lines, the students will have to learn new skills of speaking, listening and reflecting. A sense of 

trust within the discussion groups is essential. This is not about creating safe spaces where 

nobody has to listen to anything they find upsetting. This is about learning to speak descriptively 

and listen without judging. This is about describing personal experiences and being willing to 
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share feelings and reactions without blaming anyone. These conversations also require periods of 

silence so that participants can reflect on what they have heard and speak carefully and from the 

heart. Students who have spent a considerable part of the past few years speaking “Twitterese” 

cannot be presumed to have mastered these skills. 140 characters don’t convey complex thoughts 

or deep feelings very well. 

So what’s the point? The point is that discussing both diversity and sexual behavior with 

new students is very important, but the frame of mind required to benefit from these 

conversations probably doesn’t match the way students are thinking and feeling when they are 

new to campus, alone, unsure of themselves and missing their friends and family. These 

orientation conversations are important both for content and process. Here are a couple of 

thoughts about process that are likely to contribute to making conversations about race 

meaningful: 

1. Start with names- having the leader address participants by name begins to makes 

everyone feel more welcome. 

2. Even if there is a common reading that forms the foundation of the discussion, 

don’t begin by talking about it. You might want to begin in dyads or triads and 

ask students to introduce themselves to a few other people. Then draw the group 

back together by sharing something that each person has experienced that day, or 

asking something that they’re confused about- whatever the topic, use something 

non-threatening. You could play a game to help everybody learn everybody else’s 

name. 

3. When you begin discussing “diversity” in whatever form your program suggests, 

ask the students what the term means to them and how they are feeling about 

talking about it. It is very helpful to know what their previous experiences are 

with the topic and what the term means to each person. 

4. Encourage students to speak directly to each other, to try to understand different 

experiences and to ask questions when they are confused. The only way to learn 

how to talk about race is to talk about race. Having a civil conversation and not 
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giving in to fear is the most effective approach. Intellectual understanding without 

emotional engagement is far less effective in learning about race or any other kind 

of difference.  

5. In my experience the best way to begin diversity conversations is to support the 

students in speaking and listening to each other about personal experiences with 

difference (including, but not limited to race). If the students leave the discussion 

feeling as if they have been heard, that they have had a serious conversation with 

another person about a subject they normally would not discuss with a stranger, 

then the chances for continuing conversations are good. They may be afraid of 

saying the wrong thing, but they also will know that somebody who might have 

been offended will now be willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. 

This approach to diversity conversations is just the beginning of the process. The real 

point is to begin to alleviate fear among participants and support risk taking. Once that 

transformation beings, students (and all participants) can engage in the more complex and 

difficult conversations stimulate cultural transformation and ultimately lead to the dismantling of 

white domination. 

 

8/29/2016 
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Worldviews and Power Structures: Racism as a Belief System 
Jane Fried, Ph.D. 

 

Racism is a complex phenomenon. It can be viewed through an almost limitless number 

of lenses including economic, structural, legal, psychological, theological and sociological 

frameworks.  Each perspective lends its own insight. The framework that is the least visible and 

possibly the most powerful is historical and philosophical. Every society constructs its own 

version of the downtrodden and disenfranchised and creates narratives about why those people 

deserve to be in their hopeless condition.  Even before slavery, the European immigrants to the 

British colonies constructed a social hierarchy based on skin color and created powerful 

narratives about the significance of those variations of pigmentation. There have always been 

close associations in the popular mind between skin color and poverty. The history of oppression 

in the US and Europe is also clouded by ideas about eugenics that dominated much thinking in 

the 18th and 19th centuries and appear incomprehensible to people with a 21st century perspective 

( See White Trash: The 400 year Untold History of Class in America by Nancy Isenberg, 2016). 

Racism and oppression are not new. The idea that all people should be treated equally 

and with respect is much newer. Historically this belief began to emerge in humanism, a 

European philosophy which focused on human wisdom in contrast to theological, revealed 

wisdom. Humanism as we understand it, is Euro-centric. It embodies all the assumptions that we 

attribute to pan-European culture, including the dominance of mind over matter, reason over 

feelings and intuition, ego-centrism or individuality and Light over Dark. Most of this 

framework goes back to Plato, but for our purposes, we will emphasize Eurocentric thought since 

we are speaking about current concerns. 

Biologically human beings are tribal, and the basic orientation of tribes is “us vs. them.” 

Tribes generally function with assigned roles that are ranked in terms of value and status. The 

general orientation of tribal communities is ethnocentric, focusing on the needs, values and 

traditions of the group. Within these systems there is stratification which can be based on family 

status, gender, or a range of other criteria which are valued in the group. “Them” can be framed 
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by any group about any other group from any perspective. The definition of “Them” usually 

involves cultural differences augmented by conflicts over land or other resources. In the United 

States our ideas about culture (Eurocentric), race (Afrocentric) and class are so conflated that it is 

difficult to separate them. Americans have inherited the European idea that there are simply 

people who are trash, who cannot arise from their class status and who almost constitute a 

separate ethnic group. Members of this group, however defined, are often shuffled off to distant 

locations to keep them away from respectable society. Many of the earliest European arrivals in 

North America fell into this category. 

So what does philosophy, or perhaps more accurately worldview, have to do with racism 

in the US? When we combine our unconscious tendency to rank people according to skin color 

and class with the notion that all people are responsible for their individual circumstances, the 

perception that poor people of color are less valuable and worthy than wealthier white people is 

almost unavoidable. People who are native to the USA are raised within a culture that cannot see 

people who are significantly different according to cultural norms of skin color, class status, and 

ideas about individuality as equally valuable or worthy. The overlay of monotheistic, typically 

Christian, belief in one God and some fairly widespread beliefs about beauty, family 

configuration and sexual orientation all combine to create a stereotype of “Us”. Beyond these 

limits everybody else is “Them”.  

The problem with the American cultural belief system is that it is invisible and 

unconscious. We perceive the world through this lens and we do not see the distortions that the 

lens imposes. Perfectly well-intentioned Americans assume that people who live here all want to 

be the same, similar to the white Americans who exemplify the norm. What we see and believe 

seems perfectly normal- to us…. But not to them. George Orwell said it best in his novel 1984, 

“Some animals are more equal than others.” In the United States, people of northern European 

descent are more equal than others. 

You may be wondering what provoked this brief foray through history and philosophy at 

this moment, and you should be wondering. This is not my typical blog. There has been a lot of 

conversation recently about “dismantling white racism,” an important goal to be sure. Racism is 
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powerful, destructive and needs to be dismantled. However, the dialogue seems to make the 

dismantling an external project. The endless diatribes and training programs suggest images of 

taking down deteriorating buildings by people who are trained to demolish buildings. I differ. 

People, their fundamental worth and their right to respect are not the same as objects. They need 

to be understood before any reorganization or re-education occurs. Their worldviews and 

insights need to be valued in these conversations. 

When the “dismantling racism” project is seen as an activity of individuals acting on their 

external environment including other people who need to be educated, a new “us vs. them” 

dynamic is created. We of course are the good guys, the ones who want to eliminate racism. 

They are the people who are behaving or thinking in racist ways and in so doing, permitting the 

existence of the racist economic and social and political structures that disadvantage “them”. 

This worldview, which is often perpetrated in anti-racism training programs, leads to abuse and 

the belief that there is only one good way to dismantle racism. Again, I differ. 

Americans as a general rule are often unaware of our worldview. This issue is discussed 

extensively in my book, Of Education, Fishbowls and Rabbit Holes, (2016). Our naiveté is 

largely a result of the size of our country, the dominance of our values on the world stage and the 

fact that many of us have not traveled abroad or engaged deeply with the people from other 

cultures who live among us. The belief in “American exceptionalism,” which is often mentioned 

in political conversations, leads us to believe that our culture is the best in the world. Therefore 

there is little imperative in the US to understand how other cultures perceive important elements 

of life. 

Not everybody sees the world the way we do. There is much to be learned from cultures 

that are more collectivist and focus more on the importance of the group for the survival of the 

culture. A recent story floating around the internet describes an experiment conducted by an 

American sociologist in rural Africa. He placed a basket of fruit under a tree and lined up a 

group of children some distance away. He then told the children to race to the basket The first 

person to arrive would have all the fruit. The children held hands and walked together toward the 

basket, all arriving at the same time. When the sociologist asked them why they had approached 
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the task this way, their answer was obvious to them and a huge surprise to him. “How could we 

be happy if one of us had all the fruit and the rest of us had nothing?” In their world, competition 

for food was simply inconceivable.  

Our culture is ego-centric. It focuses on individualism, competition and separation. Most 

of the rest of the world is more ethnocentric, emphasizing group connections and mutual support 

in much of daily life. These two aphorisms demonstrate a pan-African perspective, “It takes a 

village to raise a child.” “I am because we are.” Moving toward Asia, particularly Buddhist 

cultures, the notion of the “separate self”, that any “single” person can be understood to exist 

without also considering the entire context of their life, is considered the major source of 

suffering in the world. The first step toward dismantling racism is to increase awareness of our 

Western worldview and the notions of separation, ranking, and the higher level of human 

worthiness that comes with Western ideas of value and humanity. Until we begin to dismantle, or 

become aware of the world view which shapes our beliefs and actions, we will cause as much 

damage as we cure. 

I think it is crucial that we work very hard to dismantle racism and all the other structures 

of oppression that exist in our culture. However, I believe that unless we start with examining 

our own views about how the world works and the value of each person in it, we will continue to 

inflict self-righteous damage on all of us, both the victims and the beneficiaries of our system. 

Why would anybody want to do that? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


