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Everyday Racism in a White World

I lived in an environment which I came to call 
the white world. I was not an American; I was 
not a man; I was by long education and 
continual compulsion and daily reminder, a 
colored man in a white world; and that white 
world often existed primarily, so far as I was 
concerned, to see with sleepless vigilance 
that I was kept within bound. 

Dusk to Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography 
of a Race Concept (Chpt 6: The White World (1940)

All of this made me limited in physical 
movement and provincial in thought and 
dream. I could not stir, I could not act, I could 
not live, without taking into careful daily 
account the reaction of my white environing 
world. 

In 1940, W.E.B.  DuBois wrote:



Everyday Racism in a White World

Dusk to Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography 
of a Race Concept (Chpt 6: The White World (1940)

“How I traveled and where, what work I did, 
what income I received, where I ate, whether 
I slept, with whom I talked, where I sought 
recreation, where I studied, what I wrote and 
what I could get published – all this depended 
and depended primarily on an overwhelming 
mass of my fellow citizens in the United states 
from whose society I was excluded.

In 1940, W.E.B.  DuBois wrote:



The Term “Racial Microaggressions”

“Is Bigotry the Basis of the Medical Problem in the Ghetto?” -
1969 Book

In 1969, Dr. Chester M. Pierce described 
the daily racism Black people endured in 
white society.

“To be black in the United States today 
means to be socially minimized.  For each 
day blacks are victims of white “offensive 
mechanisms” which are designed to 
reduce, dilute, atomize, and encase the 
hapless in his “place”.  

The incessant lesson the black must hear 
is that he is insignificant and irrelevant.

• First black full professor on the staff 

of the Mass General Hospital



The Term “Racial Microaggressions”

In 1970, Dr. Pierce termed these 
”offensive mechanisms” 

“microaggressions”

He defined them as:

“Everyday subtle and often 
automatic put-downs and 

insults directed toward Black 
Americans.”



The Term “Racial Microaggressions”

In 1970, Dr. Pierce termed these 
”offensive mechanisms” 

“microaggressions”

He defined them as:

“Everyday subtle and often 
automatic put-downs and 

insults directed toward Black 
Americans.”

Regarding racism in the United States, Pierce 
wrote:   

“ … one must not look for the gross 
and obvious. The subtle, cumulative 
mini-assault (microaggression) is the 

substance of today’s racism.

Pierce 1974 - p. 519



Definitions of Racial “Microaggression”

“Stunning, automatic acts of disregard that 
stem from unconscious attitudes of white 
superiority and constitute a verification of 
black inferiority.”

Peggy Davis – Law as 
Microaggressions
Yale Law Review 

1989

“Brief and commonplace daily verbal and 
behavioral interpersonal indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, which communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative slights, 
invalidations, and insults to an individual because 
of their marginalized status in society.

Derald Wing Sue –
Racial microaggressions 
in everyday life 

2007

“Everyday subtle and often automatic put-
downs and insults directed toward Black 
Americans.”

Dr. Charles Pierce -

1969



Professor D E R A L D   W I N G   S U E

Derald Wing Sue 
Professor of counseling psychology at Columbia 
University. Authored several books, including 
• Counseling the Culturally Diverse: Theory and Practice- 2013
• Overcoming our Racism 
• Understanding Abnormal Behavior

2016 20212010 2018



Unconscious / Unintentional 

O P P R E S S O R S

Microaggressions in Everyday Life, pp. 19  –Derald Wing Sue

It is not the White supremacists, Klansmen, or Skinheads, 
for example, who pose the greatest threat to people of 
color ….

…. but rather well-intentioned people, who are strongly 
motivated by egalitarian values, who believe in their own 
morality, and who experience themselves as fair-minded 
and decent people who would never consciously 
discriminate.

“When biases and prejudices become institutionalized 
and systemized into the norms, values, and beliefs of a 
society, they are passed on to generations of its citizens 
via socialization and cultural conditioning.



Programmed to Protect White Power?

Racial 
Frame

W H I T E   S U P R E M A C Y   C U L T U R E

Movies

TV Stereotypes

Dog whistle 
politics

School
Curriculum

Microaggressions are 
described as subtle and 

often unconscious … the 
person unaware of the 

racial substance of their 
statement.



Programmed to Protect White Power?

Racial 
Frame

W H I T E   S U P R E M A C Y   C U L T U R E

Movies

TV Stereotypes

Dog whistle 
politics

Statements & Behaviors
• Hate crimes
• Overt bigotry
• Prejudiced statement
• Stereotype 

assumptions
• Microaggressions
• Implicit bias

School
Curriculum

Microaggressions are 
described as subtle and 

often unconscious … the 
person unaware of the 

racial substance of their 
statement.

Racial Frame Development
• Family statements
• Social group statements
• K-12 education
• Movies / Television
• Online information
• News reporting
• Criminal justice actions
• Political leaders



The Invisibility of Microaggressions

As long as
microaggressions remain 

hidden, invisible, 
unspoken, and excused as 

innocent slights with 
minimal harm,

we will continue to insult, 
demean, alienate, and 
oppress marginalized 

groups.

Microaggressions in Everyday Life (2010), pp. 19  –Derald Wing Sue



Daniel Solorzano is a Professor of Social Science and 
Comparative Education. He is the Inaugural Director 
of the Center for Critical Race Studies in Education at 
UCLA.

A “Name for My Pain …. “

In the spring of 2001, after I presented our 
team’s research on racial microaggressions, a 
young African American high school student 
came to the microphone.  She stood crying.  
When she finally spoke, she said,

pp. 1 – Racial Microaggressions

“Thank you. You have given me a 
name for my pain.”



A “Name for My Pain …. “

pp. 1 – Racial Microaggressions

“This student showed us that these 
two words, 

Racial Microaggressions,

… are a powerful way to 
acknowledge and name the 

everyday pain and suffering that 
People of Color experience.”



Impact of a Microaggression Culture

Professor Sue divides the psychological 
costs of microaggressions into:

1. Emotional costs
• anxiety
• depression

2. Cognitive effects
• losing confidence in one’s abilities

3. Behavioral costs
• hypervigilance around people likely 

to commit microaggressions

Microaggressions in Everyday Life  –Derald Wing Sue



The Strain of Microaggressions

“There are overt and blatant forms 
of racism but there are also the 

constant and subtle negative 
experiences that can wear down 

one’s spirit. The racism just below 
the surface. It is the accumulation of 

these racist events that wear you 
down… “

What bothers me is the constant 
retort from non-Hispanics that, “I 

am being too sensitive about racial 
issues” 

pp. 6- Racial Microaggressions

Daniel Solarzano



Naming Oppression is the first step to Liberation

The ability to name oppression is 
a powerful tool  and is one of the 
first steps toward liberation for 

the oppressed group.

Paulo Reglus Neves Freire (1921–1997) was a 

Brazilian educator and philosopher who was a 

leading advocate of critical pedagogy. He is best 

known for his influential work Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, which is generally considered one of the 
foundational texts of the critical pedagogy movement.

pp. 35 Racial Microaggressions – Solorzano & Huber

Indeed, we believe also that the practice 
of naming racial microaggressions disrupts 
the normalized existence of racism and 
white supremacy in everyday life and calls 
attention to the structural inequities and 
individual pain they cause … 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosopher


Common Microaggression Themes

Microaggression Themes:

1. Alien in One’s Own Land

2. Ascription of Intelligence

3. Color Blindness

4. Criminality / Assumption of Criminal Status

5. Sexist / Heterosexist Language

6. Denial of Individual Racism

7. Myth of Meritocracy

8. Pathologizing  Cultural Values or Communication Styles

9. Second Class Citizen



Theme: Second Class Citizen

Second Class Citizen
Targets (POC) are ignored by a group leader, a 
salesperson, a classroom teacher, a government 
employee, a waiter, a teller, or a hostess as they 
happily serve or recognize the White people 
present.         



Theme: Second Class Citizen

Second Class Citizen
Targets (POC) are ignored by a group leader, a 
salesperson, a classroom teacher, a government 
employee, a waiter, a teller, or a hostess as they 
happily serve or recognize the White people 
present.         

• A waitress brings menus and water to white couples  
newly seated before a Black couple previously seated.

• A taxicab passes a Black person and picks up a White 
passenger

• Person of color mistaken for a service worker.

EXAMPLES

Y O U   A R E   

I N V I S I B L E
Y O U   C O M E   

L A S T



Theme:  Ascription of Intelligence

Ascription of Intelligence

Assigning intelligence to a person of color 
or woman based on their race or gender.



Theme:  Ascription of Intelligence

Examples:
• “You are a credit to your race..”
• “Wow!  You’ve read Chaucer?”
• Showing surprise at the academic 

achievement or credentials of a Black person

Y O U R   R A C E   I S   

I N F E R I O R



Ascription of Intelligence

Themes Microaggression Message

“You are a credit to your race,”
.

“I mean, you got the first mainstream, 
African-American who is articulate and 
bright and clean and a nice-looking guy.  I 
mean, that’s a story-book, man.”

Following the announcement of the Obama-Biden 
candidacies, Senator Biden was asked by reporters 
about the public enthusiasm for a Black candidate, 
Senator Obama. Biden said:

Presidential Campaign 2007

Ascription of Intelligence
Assigning intelligence to a 
person of color or woman 
based on their race/gender.

People of color are 
generally not as 
intelligent or articulate as 
Whites



Theme:  Alien in One’s Own Land

Alien in One’s Own Land
Born and raised in the United States or having 
achieved citizenship, the target is perceived as a 
perpetual foreigner or being an alien in one’s own 
land.  Asians and Latino Americans are most likely 
to experience this abuse.



Theme:  Alien in One’s Own Land

Alien in One’s Own Land
Born and raised in the United States or having 
achieved citizenship, the target is perceived as a 
perpetual foreigner or being an alien in one’s own 
land.  Asians and Latino Americans are most likely 
to experience this abuse.

Examples: 
• “Yes, but where are you really from?”
• “You speak good English”
• “How long have you been in America?”
• “Why don’t you speak Spanish?”

Y O U   D O N ‘ T

B E L O N G
Y O U   A R E   A

F O R E I G N E R
Y O U   A R E   N O T   A N

A M E R I C A N



You Don’t Belong

Themes Microaggression Message

Alien in One’s Own Land
• When Asian-American or Latin-

Americans are assumed to be 
foreign-born

“Where are you from?”

“Where were you born?”

“You speak English very well.”

You are not American

You Don’t Belong

Ayanna Presley – Born  
in Cincinnati in 1974

Ilhan Omar – U.S. 
Citizen age 17 (2000)

A. Ocasio-Cortez – Born  
in the Bronx in 1989

Rashida Tlaib – Born  in 
Detroit in 1976
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You Don’t Belong

Themes Microaggression Message

Alien in One’s Own Land
• When Asian-American or Latin-

Americans are assumed to be 
foreign-born

“Where are you from?”

“Where were you born?”

“You speak English very well.”

You are not American

You Don’t Belong

Ayanna Presley – Born  
in Cincinnati in 1974

Ilhan Omar – U.S. 
Citizen age 17 (2000)

A. Ocasio-Cortez – Born  
in the Bronx in 1989

Rashida Tlaib – Born  in 
Detroit in 1976

m



Stereotype Assignment
Attributing common racist stereotypes of a 
racial group apply to an individual member 
of that group.  Not recognizing the person 
as an individual

Theme:  Stereotype Assignment



Stereotype Assignment
Attributing common racist stereotypes of a 
racial group apply to an individual member 
of that group.  Not recognizing the person 
as an individual

Theme:  Stereotype Assignment

Y O U   A R E   N O T   A N

I N D I V I D U A L
I’ve Never Met You But

I   K N O W   Y O U

During a group discussion of the lack of diversity 
in a UU church with minority members present, 
one white person states “why would those 
people (Blacks) want to be here?”



Why might an African American want to be a UU?

Some reasons they might want to come here:

1. Traditional African American churches may not 
be welcoming to LGQBT individuals

2. The person may rejected the Christian dogma 
espoused by AA churches.

3. They may be drawn to Buddhism or other 
non-traditional religion not welcome in some 
AA churches.

4. They may want to join and assist a White 
congregation committed to undoing prejudice 
and systemic racism.

5. They may be drawn to the UU church because 
of its commitment to the seven principles.

6. It’s possible they prefer our musical offerings, 
sermons or forums.



Words and Statements that …. Separate

S T A T E M E N T:

“You People …………………..

“Your People ……………….….

“Those People ………………...

“The Black Community …….



Theme:  Assumption of Criminality

Assumption of Criminality
The target, a black person, is presumed 
to be dangerous, potentially a criminal, 
likely to break the law, or antisocial.  

Examples:
• A woman clutches her purse when a Black 

man enters the elevator.
• A security guard follows a Black woman 

around the store.
• A couple crosses the street as a Black man 

approaches on the sidewalk.

Y O U   A R E   A 

T H R E A T
Y O U   A R E   

S U S P I C I O U S



Suspicion / Assumption of Criminality

A black woman, Gwen Samuel, founder of the Connecticut Parents 
Union, and educational advocacy group, stopped by the TD Back to 
withdraw money from a recently deposited check.

“I go inside. I had my TD bank card and my license,”  Samuel said. 
“They were cordial. I’m not even gonna say they were rude.” She 
noticed the tellers gathered around apparently looking at her 
account.

What happened next made Samuel wonder if she was valued 
differently by the bank because of her race, despite having an account 
there.

She hands me the license and she says, “I don’t feel comfortable 
giving you the money.”  Samuel was attempting to draw $1,000 to pay 
a photographer for some work. Gwen Samuel

Connecticut – Mar. 
2021



Suspicion / Assumption of Criminality

A black woman, Gwen Samuel, founder of the Connecticut Parents 
Union, and educational advocacy group, stopped by the TD Back to 
withdraw money from a recently deposited check.

“I go inside. I had my TD bank card and my license,”  Samuel said. 
“They were cordial. I’m not even gonna say they were rude.” She 
noticed the tellers gathered around apparently looking at her 
account.

What happened next made Samuel wonder if she was valued 
differently by the bank because of her race, despite having an account 
there.

She hands me the license and she says, “I don’t feel comfortable 
giving you the money.”  Samuel was attempting to draw $1,000 to pay 
a photographer for some work.

Samuel say. So, I got confused and said. “You don’t feel comfortable 
giving me the money?”   The teller then said, “well you just deposited 
the check yesterday.”

Samuel spoke up to tell the woman the check had cleared, and the 
teller confirmed it.  She said, “Oh yeah, it cleared. The money is 
available.  I just don’t feel comfortable giving it to you.”

Feeling embarrassed, Samuel went outside the bank to use the ATM 
and was able to withdraw the maximum amount issued.  “I was so 
hurt, and I didn’t want to start crying.” At another branch  bank, she 
successfully withdrew the rest of the money.

She said of the experience, “It was such a dehumanizing, devaluing 
encounter.”

The bank put out a statement following protests … At TD Bank, we 
proudly serve diverse communities and customers and do not 
discriminate in the services we provide or the products we offer. … We 
regret that Ms. Samuel did not have a positive experience

Gwen Samuel
Connecticut – Mar. 

2021



The Message of Microaggressions

What do these subtle sometimes unconscious 
messages mean to a marginalized person?

• You are Invisible

• You are Inadequate

• You are not an Individual

• You Don’t Belong

• You are not Normal

• You are a Curiosity

• You are a Threat

• You are a Burden



Responses to Microaggressions

The most baffling task for victims of racism 
and sexism is how to defend against 
microaggressions.

The amount of emotional energy needed to 
address the incident that cannot appreciated 
by the “non-oppressed”.

Perpetuators of microaggressions are very rarely confronted or even 
made aware of the transgression.  Most “victims” are frozen by the 
event, trying to discern whether what just transpired was a racial 
affront.  The events occur so quickly that there is often little time to 
act in the moment. 

Gwen Samuel



When Microaggressions are Challenged

Professor Sue and his researchers have found the 
perpetrators of microaggressions frequently attempt to 
dismiss their statements or actions as harmless.  
Frequent response include:

• “That’s not what I meant.”
• “It was just a joke.”
• “You’re taking this too seriously.”
• “You’re being too sensitive.”
• “Don’t act like a victim.”
• “But I meant it as a compliment.”

G A S L I G H T I N G

Denial of the nature of the event can take 
on the nature of “gaslighting” – denying a 
victim’s perceptions and questioning their 
emotional or cognitive state.



Responding to Systemic Racism

Being motivated to Help is simply not enough.



Responding to Systemic Racism

Being motivated to Help is simply not enough.



Primary Strategy – Pause the Event

… I mean, where are 
you really from?

Microaggression

I N I T I A T O R

Microaggression

O B S E R V E R

Microaggression

S U B J E C T
or

T A R G E T

Source: Subtle Acts of Exclusion – Tiffany Jana 
and Michael Baran

“Whoa!”

“Oops”

“Ouch!”

“Hold on..”

“Hey, let’s pause”



Primary Strategy – Pause the Event

… I mean, where are 
you really from?

Microaggression

I N I T I A T O R

Microaggression

O B S E R V E R

Microaggression

S U B J E C T
or

T A R G E T

“I know you didn’t 
mean to say ….. but 
this is what I heard in 
your statement.



Challenging Microaggressions

Microintervention Strategies D.W. Sue – Chpt 6. pp 92-98, 

E X P O S E   T H E    M I C R O A G G R E S S I O N --- M A K E   I T    V I S I B L E

1. Develop “Perspicacity” – Learn to recognize biased statements, 
to decipher the double meaning in many microaggressions.

2.   “Name” the Inuendo – Disempower and demystify the remark by 
calling it out and naming it for what it is.

3.  Undermine the  Remark – Acknowledge what was said and correct 
any associated racist conclusion.

4.  Challenge the Stereotype – Directly name and challenge the inference 
of the statement.



Challenging Microaggressions

8.   Reverse the Statement – A comeback to reflect the claim back on 
the perpetrator

Microintervention Strategies D.W. Sue – Chpt 6. pp 92-98, 

E X P O S E   T H E    M I C R O A G G R E S S I O N --- M A K E   I T    V I S I B L E

5.   Broaden the Ascribed Trait to All – Useful for “those people” 
statement.

6.   Ask for Clarification – Asking the perpetrator to clarify what they 
just stated or did raises awareness of the act.

7.   Restate the Microaggression – Rephrase the statement with a 
questioning tone to make the essence explicit.



Tree Model of White Supremacy Structure

pp. 52 – Racial Microaggressions



Challenging the “Microaggression” Movement

In a 2017 peer-reviewed review of the literature, Scott 

Lilienfeld critiqued microaggression research for hardly having 

advanced beyond taxonomies which was proposed by Sue 

nearly ten years earlier.

Scott Lilienfeld
Professor of Psychology
Emory University

While acknowledging the reality of "subtle slights and insults 

directed toward minorities", Lilienfeld concluded that the 

concept and programs for its scientific assessment are "far too 

underdeveloped on the conceptual and methodological fronts to 

warrant real-world application".

He recommended:

1. abandonment of the term microaggression since 

"the use of the root word 'aggression' in 

'microaggression' is conceptually confusing and 

misleading". 

2. a moratorium on microaggression training programs 

until further research can develop the field.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scott_Lilienfeld


The Term “Racial Microaggression”

“Stunning, automatic acts of 
disregard that stem from 

unconscious attitudes of white 
superiority and constitute a 

verification of black 
inferiority.

Peggy Davis – Law as 
Microaggressions
Yale Law Review 1989

MICROAGGRESSIONSSUBTLE ACTS OF 
EXCLUSION

RACIST ABUSE

CODDLING TO WHITE SENSIBILITYMORE LESS

“brief everyday exchanges 
that send denigrating 
messages to certain 

individuals because of their 
group membership”

“I do not use the term 
microaggressions 

anymore. 

I call such statements 
simply “Racial Abuse”

Ibram X. Kendi



Psychologist’s Challenge Sue

Atlantic cover story ‘ “The Coddling of the 
American Mind” - 2015

Greg Lukianoff

Jonathan Haidt

A Major Challenge to the “Microaggression 
Movement” appeared in 2015

NYT Best Seller “The 
Coddling of the 
American Mind”

2018

“ If you encourage students 
to find more things 
offensive (leading them to 
experience more negative 
impacts), and you also tell 
them whoever says or does 
the things they find 
offensive are “aggressors” 
who have committed acts of 
bigotry against them, then 
you are probably fostering 
feelings of victimization, 
anger, and hopelessness in 
your students.  They will 
come to see the world as a 
hostile place where things 
never seem to get better.”



E T H I C S    O F    M I C R O A G G R E S S I O N S
Professor Regina Rini – York University Toronto

2021

“Lukianoff and Haidt’s position 
amounts to advocating a 
dangerous moral stasis.”

“If we train young people to 
simply accept that they will be 

treated in small racist and sexist 
ways, that’s a recipe for allowing 
pervasive racism and sexism to 

continue.”

The Parlia Podcast
The Problem with Microaggressions

Interview with Regina Rini
Feb 3, 2021

Regina Rini



CRITICAL RACE THEORY “incompatible” with 
BAPTIST FAITH

“The issues of Critical Race Theory and 
Intersectionality have arisen within the last two years 
as issues of controversy in the larger world, and this 
controversy has reached into the Southern Baptist 
Convention.”

“We stand together in stating that we 
believe that advocating Critical Race 

Theory or Intersectionality is 
incompatible with the Baptist Faith & 
Message, and that such advocacy has 

no rightful place within an SBC 
seminary. 

I think it speaks loudly to Southern 
Baptists that we take this stand 

together.”

Source: Christianity Today

Albert Mohler 
President of Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary



Microaggressions in Ministry
Cody J. Sanders & Angela Yarber

Cody J. Sanders is American Baptist chaplain to Harvard 
University, advisor for LGBTQ+ affairs in the Office of 
Religious, Spiritual, and Ethical Life at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and pastor to Old Cambridge 
Baptist Church, Cambridge, MA.

Angela Yarber is the Founder and Creative Director of the 
Holy Women Icons Project. With a Ph.D. in Art and Religion, 
she is author of seven books that address the intersections 
among religion, art, and gender/sexuality studies. A 
professional artist, her folk-feminist iconography enliven 
the Holy Women Icons Project.

Part I   Introductions to Microaggressions
1. Introducing Microaggressions
2. Assailing the Soul: Microaggressions and 

Ministry

Part II     The Targets of Microaggressions
3. Microaggressions and Race
4. Microaggressions and Gender
5. Microaggressions and Sexual Orientation

Part III     Microaggressions in Ministerial Practice
6. Microaggressions in Word: Preaching
7. Microaggressions in Music, Space, and 

Prayer: Worship and Spirituality
8. Microaggressions in Pastoral Relationships.

2015



Q U E S T I O N S    F O R   C O N S I D E R A T I O N

• Are you aware of any microaggressions you may have committed?

• Is our congregation’s unfamiliarity with microaggressions a contributing 
factor to our lack of diversity?

• If agree to point out microaggressions among us (a commitment to 
welcome such feedback) could it make us a more welcoming church?

• Is a church focus on microaggressions in the spirit of the proposed 8th

Principle …..  “… to undo racism in ourselves and our institutions”?



D  I S C U S S I O N

dale.p.anderson@gmail.com



W H I T E   T O O   L O N G
Legacy of White Supremacy in American Christianity

Racial Justice Reading Program
April Book – White Too Long by Robert P. Jones
Discussion of chapters 1 & 2 on April 1st, 5:00 pm



Theories of Microaggression Harm



Guardians of White Supremacy

Racism is a Symptom of 
the Disease 

of 

White Supremacy

Microaggressions

Systemic Racism
(Macroaggressions)

G O P 

P E O P L E    O F     C O L O R

Deport people of color

Block immigration of POC

SUPREME COURT

1 %

Police and 
the Criminal 
Justice 
System

$$$$$$$$$

Voter
Suppression


