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How to Be White: 

A Primer

T
here is a series of rules governing being white in Amer-
ica. Th e inculcation into How to Be White begins at an early age, 
and with the most committed of educators – usually one’s family. 

But fi rst, a primer of lazy platitudes – a series of unfortunate tropes that 
highlight some of the most common stereotypes about what it means 
to be white in America:

“Racism is over – we have a black president!”

To be white, for some, is to believe that we live in a post-racial 
society – that racism is, indeed, “over” by virtue of electing a black 
president into offi  ce for the fi rst time in this nation’s history. According 
to the primer of How to Be White, a good white will equate Barack 
Obama’s presidential victories with the dissolution of racism; they will 
then proceed to dismantle affi  rmative action policies, support tough 
voting restrictions and suppression, and instigate heated discussions 
about theories of self-reliance involving bootstraps and the American 
dream – with or without an audience. 

“You know what? I was discriminated against too. I experi-
enced “reverse racism,” so don’t talk to me about racism.” 

To be white is to believe in the myth of reverse racism – as though 
whites actually experience institutionalized racism because of one or two 
individualized experiences during which they felt personally slighted 
or even “oppressed.” Th e most devout whites are prepared to pull the 
reverse racism card for any and all instances in which what they wanted 
did not come as easily or as quickly as they are accustomed to (e.g. 
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success, opportunity, admiration, or even that order of fried cheese 
curds they’ve been waiting for, for fi fteen entire goddamned minutes). 
Indeed, chapter three of the primer on How to Be White very thoroughly 
explains that all people – regardless of social positioning – begin in the 
exact same place with the exact same access to all that life has to off er. 

“A mosque should not be anywhere near the World Trade 
Center site!”

To be white is to have no idea whatsoever that many of Middle 
Eastern descent considered themselves “white” until society after 9/11 
told them that they were not. Th e very best of whites associate a legit-
imate place of worship with terrorism while excluding churches from 
this same classifi cation, despite observable evidence to the contrary. 

“I didn’t own slaves, so racism isn’t my problem.”

To be a good white is to dissociate from the problem of racism 
simply because one was not born in the eighteenth or nineteenth cen-
tury; as though racism – both institutionalized and individualized – has 
not since persisted as a metastatic cancer in the vessels, cells, veins, 
organs, bones, and muscles that keep society “functioning.” Indeed, 
very good whites maintain that racism “isn’t a problem” for as long as 
slavery remains outlawed and for as long as whites continue to benefi t 
from racist institutions (e.g. educational, legal, entertainment, etc.) in 
tangible and symbolic ways. Th e most devout whites will watch Viola 
Davis make history as the fi rst African American to win an Emmy Award 
for best actress in a drama and wonder what the hell she was being so 
goddamned “militant”1 about.

“See? They’re all evil. Just look at the Boston marathon 
bombers!”

To be white is to condemn an entire group and culture when indi-
viduals from an unfamiliar ethnic background commit a heinous crime. 

1 Clover Hope, “Viola Davis Explains the ‘Militant’ Harriet Tubman Quote From 
Her Emmy’s Speech,” Jezebel.com, September 30, 2015, http://jezebel.com/viola-davis-ex-
plains-the-militant-harriet-tubman-quote-1733762557. See Hope’s discussion of Viola Da-
vis’ historical Emmy’s acceptance speech, in which Davis invoked the words of Harriet Tub-
man to discuss the racialized state of the entertainment industry as black women have come 
to experience it. 
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To be white is to not ever have said or believed, “See? Th ey’re all evil. Just 
look at Timothy McVeigh!” in response to the bombing of Oklahoma 
City’s Murrah Building in 1995. To be white is to be exempt from the 
same group-condemnation in which they participate willingly. Th e 
primer is quite clear about this point: When a white commits a crime 
(such a person is considered a bad white, to be sure), good whites divert 
our attention toward the “individual” with “mental health problems,” as 
with when James Holmes shot up a movie theater in Colorado, or more 
recently, when Dylann Storm Roof went on a murderous rampage in a 
historically black church in South Carolina. To be a white murderer is 
to be a lone individual in need of psychiatric care; it is to never, ever be 
a member of a larger contemptible social group. I believe Oxford is in 
the process of updating their dictionary in this regard (see “Caucasian” 
and “unearned privilege”), so sit tight.

“But, but, but, what about black-on-black gun violence, 
huh?! What do you have to say about that?!”

To be white is to sputter and defl ect from the reality that most 
mass shootings in this nation’s history have been committed by white 
men.2 To be white is to invoke nonsensical arguments about people of 
color in order to close down any discussion about the ways by which 
whiteness and racism intersect with violence; to be a good white is to 
avoid any idea that perhaps, just perhaps, whites – as a group – have 
proven themselves astonishingly capable of incredible acts of violence 
and terrorism. 

“I’m not racist, but . . . ”

To be white is to be unafraid to speak the word “but” in a sentence 
beginning with “I’m not racist . . . ” To be white is to believe that you 
are not “actually” racist, even if you use the word “but” to rationalize 
racial epithets, racist generalizations, and the racist views to which you 
espouse.

2 Mark Follman, Gavin Aronsen, and Deanna Pan, “A Guide to Mass Shootings in Amer-
ica,” Mother Jones October 2, 2015,  http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2012/07/mass-
shootings-map. Th is article exposes  how more than half of mass shootings in America have 
been committed by young white men. 
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“I’m not racist – I have a black friend!”

To be white is to believe that knowing the name of a person of 
color renders one exempt from acknowledging their own social location 
in a racialized society. To be white is to eschew all responsibility for 
learning about present-day forms of racialized oppression from which 
many whites benefi t directly. A black friend gives whites a pass – all 
good whites know that having black friends makes all forms of insti-
tutionalized racism and oppression that much easier to tolerate, and 
perhaps even enjoyable.

“Black lives matter, you say? How about this – All lives mat-
ter. Ah-hyuck, hyuck, hyuck, hyuck . . .”

To be white is to take the issue of systemic violence committed 
by the police force against people of color and smugly turn it into 
some sort of competition with rhetorically powerful – yet hopelessly 
ignorant – phrases such as “all lives matter.” To be white is to derail 
important conversations about why whites will never be racially pro-
fi led or violently targeted by authorities and institutions in the United 
States strictly because of the color of their skin – despite what so many 
young white men in particular have proven capable of. To be white is 
to ignore how some lives seem to matter more than others if we allow 
the evidence to speak for itself. Th e very best whites update their Face-
book and Twitter feeds with #colorblind in order to remind everyone 
of how good they are.

“The way you talk about white people makes you racist!”

I can’t even . . . I just can’t even.

In short, these oft-used platitudes might signify that to be white is to 
derail; it is to dissociate from the responsibility of working toward a 
more socially just society; it is to believe that the statements and argu-
ments put forth above are legitimate and informed statements and 
arguments. And fi nally, to be white is to never be called to task by other 
whites for any of these harmful and distracting ideas. 

When I received the call to contribute to a volume on whiteness, 
my internal responses ran the gamut. I was mostly excited by the 
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opportunity, but I was also nervous. What sort of entries would the 
editors receive? What sort of entries would they accept? If my entry were 
accepted, what sort of stories, anecdotes, and arguments would my 
words live amongst and between? Th ere is not any shortage of whites 
who are afraid to cry “reverse racism!”, “I’m not racist, but . . .” or “All 
lives matter” (or, worse yet, “Blue lives matter!”) when invited to do 
so. As such, with whom and in what ways might I be considered guilty 
by association? To discuss what it means to be white is, potentially, a 
perilous thing. Like a petulant toddler or a Republican offi  cial with far 
too much disposable income, you never quite know the trouble that 
the “words of whites” are going to cause.

As a whiteness scholar, I share my interpretations and stories with a 
bit of trepidation. My livelihood rests on my contributions to my fi eld 
of study: the study of whiteness, specifi cally as it plays out in education 
(e.g. schools, teaching, and curriculum). To share my stories is risky – if 
I tell them in the “wrong” way, I risk condemnation from my fi eld and 
professional community, which expects me to know how to talk about 
these things. If I tell my stories in the “right” way, I risk my (white) 
family noticing and becoming, well, pretty damned angry. If I choose 
not to share my stories about my own education into whiteness, my 
own “primer,” I have no one but myself to blame. All of these fears and 
concerns have ultimately conspired to dictate my decision to contribute 
to the discussion about what it means to be white in America. I am 
telling my stories because, while the statements and pronouncements 
with which I open this essay are upsettingly common and normal 
(and hyperbolized for my own amusement), we need more stories. 
We need other stories. To be white is to be a bit more than a walking 
series of quick platitudes, wielded and adapted at our convenience. 
To be white is more than participating in a vicious forum on cnn. 
Th ere is much more to the story than this, and my guess is that we’d 
all be hard-pressed to locate a white person who cannot attest, on some 
level, to the emotional and physical toll associated with being white. 

Besides, not all whites abide by the “primer” with which I opened 
this essay. Many of us are well aware of our social location and struggle 
with what this means in our daily lives – those of us who are a bit more 
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aware are working with a diff erent sort of primer: One which allows us 
to understand, truly, why the platitudes I described above are so infuri-
ating and even hopeless. Moreover, my musings are not to suggest that 
the toll associated with being white even comes close to the experiences 
of people of color, or the stories they might tell. Th is essay is also not 
to compare the two; it’s not a competition. It intends to show how, 
for many, what it means to be white in America is to constantly walk 
a tightrope between one’s home community and a larger world aching 
to become more socially just. 

Now that we have our primer on what it means to be a good white 
in America, let’s talk about some of the rules. 

���

The first rule of being white: Interracial marriage is “trouble.”
“It’s not that we’re racist. But if you marry a black man, you’re 

asking for trouble. Just look at your cousin.” 
I could not have been more than nine or ten years old when my 

mom “educated” me about the dangers of entering an interracial rela-
tionship. Nor was I even remotely thinking of marriage and future 
prospects. Before this discussion with my mother, the only thing I knew 
was that I liked my cousin Maggie and her husband, Sabri. Th ey were 
kind to my sister and me; as children, that was all that mattered to us. 
Th ey had a daughter around my age, and a son a bit older. My cousins 
and I would see each other often and got along well when we did. I 
never thought about Sabri’s race, or even noticed that his children had 
a bit of a darker complexion than my sister and me. 

Before my mom’s “warning,” I never would have guessed that my 
cousins were shunned at best and brutally harassed at worst because 
of their biracial family. Th e 1980s were not kind to these sorts of 
dynamics, not even in New York City – the place we called home, and 
the place that seemed like such a far cry from the kinds of bucolic, 
less-evolved parts of the country; those parts of America where it 
might seem that racism, intolerance, hate crimes, and violence are 
explicitly built into state constitutions as characteristics, behaviors, 
and outcomes to be revered.
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Perhaps my mom was just acting racist disguised as “concerned” 
for her daughter’s future, or maybe her goal really was my “safety” and 
protection from social disapproval and rejection at best, and retaliation 
at worst. I did not respond, or pay much mind to my mother’s attempt 
to instill this fi rst rule of being white; as a child, I did not think much 
about her dedication to educating me out of any idea that interracial 
relationships were an option for my own future relationships. 

Besides, I was not raised to be racist in any explicit sort of way. So I 
didn’t think twice about my parents’ attempts to laugh off  my maternal 
grandfather’s horrifi cally racist views and his frequent threats to disown 
me if I even thought about marrying a black man. I ignored him when he 
said disgusting things about people of color by invoking racial stereotypes 
that were common in his day (e.g., his frequent references to “Sambo”). 
A lot of this idiocy fell on my young, deaf ears. My grandfather was who 
he was; he also lived across the country, so we were not exposed all that 
much to his unevolved ways of thinking. Here again, I was not explicitly 
raised to be racist, and for me, that was all that mattered. 

And then I became a teenager. 

���

The second rule of being white: “Stick to your own kind.”
Mike was tall and muscular with thick, curly dark hair, and eyelashes 

that grown women envied. He inherited his mom’s light blue eyes and 
his dad’s chocolate skin – a fortuitous accident of genetics that did not 
go unnoticed by other girls my age. Mike admired his grandfather and 
loved his baby brother; he often teased his little sister, as older brothers 
are wont to do. I was as smitten as a sixteen-year-old girl could manage 
to be. And this beautiful young man liked me right back. 

I suppose I should have predicted that the color of Mike’s skin would 
lead to more trouble; more rules from my family, governing how to 
be white. But I did not predict this continued education. Instead, and 
like many blissfully oblivious teenagers who fi nd love, I had stomach 
butterfl ies to think about and phone calls to anticipate. 

“Stick to your own kind,” my grandmother admonished, after she 
saw Mike and me together. 
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I was dumbfounded. My grandmother did not often take a harsh 
or critical tone with me. Indeed, I’d never really given her a reason to. 
She was not an educated or accomplished woman, but she loved me 
fi ercely and had only ever been proud of me, her fi rstborn granddaugh-
ter. Th at is, until she took notice of my love interest. Th at’s when the 
gloves came off . 

She must have noticed my stunned expression, because her voice 
softened, but only somewhat. “Whites need to stick to their own. Th at’s 
just the way it is,” she said.

I had no idea, at the time, what my grandmother had seen in her 
nearly six decades on the planet. And I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know. 
I was a curious kid, but I also burrowed into the bubble of ignorance 
that tends to encapsulate one’s youth, as frequently as I could get away 
with. So I didn’t ask. Besides, adults are always right, right? And children 
should be seen and not heard, right? 

My grandmother’s words and tone seemed markedly diff erent from 
my mother’s; my mother’s rule of being white seemed to come from 
a place of misguided concern. My grandmother’s rule of being white 
seemed to come from a place of unchecked disdain.

What I would fi nd out nearly two decades later was that my grand-
mother was a product of rape. Allegedly, the rapist happened to be a 
person of color. While my knowledge of this event certainly does not 
excuse her poisonous perspective, it does explain, on some level, why 
she said what she said. I’ll never know which rule of being white might 
have been passed down to me had my great-grandmother’s rapist been 
a white guy. 

But I do know this: Th at summer, my feelings for Mike would be 
the thing to chip away at my relationship with my grandmother. So I 
found a way to tell Mike that I couldn’t see him anymore. It seemed 
that my relationship with my grandmother depended on it. I’ve never 
quite been able to forget how my attraction to a young man of color 
threatened my relationship with a woman I loved deeply. Unfortunately, 
the second rule of being white lowered over my relationship with my 
grandmother like a pall for the next ten years, which happened to be 
her last ten years on earth. Deviating from the rules of being white – in 
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particular, the expectation that young white women should “stick with 
their own kind” – is an act of defi ance that can divide families and 
destroy relationships. 

Th e ways by which whiteness has the power to change relationships 
is a lesson I continue to learn the hard way when whiteness became 
my life’s work – and especially when I began to talk about it publically.

���

The third rule of being white: “Don’t talk about being white.” 
As a whiteness scholar, one of my goals is to make my work with 

whiteness accessible to a more mainstream audience; to make my work 
“readable” to those beyond the academy, my colleagues, and peers. 
As a result, when I write for more mainstream venues, I often enter 
the rink with the entire Internet – a bottomless pit of morbidity and 
doom consisting of mainly anonymous pathogens who are averse to 
any talk of what it means to recognize how whiteness and racism play 
out in institutions, society, and personal relationships. For this faceless 
audience, there is only one rule of being white: Don’t talk about being 
white, under any circumstances. 

To openly struggle with whiteness and white roots is a no-no; the 
black-hole-of-doom (i.e., the Internet) idly sits by, waiting for the fi rst 
opportunity to pounce like vermin on those who reject this rule. One 
such example is when I decided to write about a conversation with my 
mother, when she commented on the possibility of a mosque being 
erected in her New York City neighborhood: 

“We got dressed to go to the gym, but decided to put our 
house on the market instead,” my mother casually delivered 
this news to me on the phone and across the 1,100 miles that 
now separate us. She was in the middle of preparing dinner; I 
was in the middle of a power-walk.

I always talk to my mother in transit. It is my way of mul-
titasking, and she despises it. I think taking care of my phone 
calls with my mom while power walking is also my way of 
physically relieving the stress that I know is bound to arise from 
a conversation with her.
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“Uh . . . what?” Her news threw me off . She and my stepfa-
ther bought this home eight years ago. It was their fi rst home. 
Have they even broken it in yet?

“What happened?” I was genuinely curious about how one 
leaps from going to the gym to listing their home on the market. 
But, I have not yet learned that simple questions like “what 
happened?” are dangerous questions. And not only are they dan-
gerous questions, but they are also painful reminders of how my 
relationship with my mother has changed over the last six years.

“Th e neighbors’ backyard smells like dog shit and it’s waft-
ing over into our yard and I am sick of it. And there’s another 
Mosque going up and I’m sorry, but I associate mosques with 
terrorism.”

Interesting, I thought. My view of churches might be 
chalked up similarly. I no longer say these things aloud, though. 
My relationship with my mother depends on it. 

I am no longer shocked to hear about my parents’ ignorant 
and hateful views toward cultures and people about whom 
they know nothing other than some observable semblance of 
“diff erence.” I am no longer shocked when the words they spew 
mirror that of a Fox News feed. Th e only thing that continues 
to shock me (and I think it always will) is the ease with which 
they say these things to me.

I study race in education. I study racism. I study what it 
means to be a white person with white privilege in a society 
that prizes whiteness over all else. I work toward anti-racism 
in education, as a teacher educator. Th is is my life’s work. My 
students’ effi  cacy, as future teachers, depends on my capacity 
to engage these issues with them in meaningful ways.

My students depend on my capacity to prepare them to 
enter schools with the understanding that they are responsible 
for knowing how racism manifests in schools and society. 

Th e work is exciting, but it is inherently painful and dif-
fi cult. Th is work is made harder when you are forced to face 
family members who think nothing of their harmful/hateful 
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views, and who, moreover, think nothing of publicizing them.
It hasn’t always been this way. I was not taught to be hate-

ful or intolerant toward racial or ethnic diversity. I grew up in 
Brooklyn, New York. I went to extremely diverse schools. I had 
a wonderfully diverse group of close friends. I am grateful for 
these experiences. I have had many colleagues who grew up in 
the suburbs and attended schools in segregated communities.

I am grateful for being unable to imagine a life that does 
not refl ect the realities of an increasingly diverse society.

Something happened to my mom in recent years. I’m not 
sure what it is. I’ve noticed that she’s become incredibly fear-
ful of the world around her. Her fears are manifested in our 
conversations in a range of ways; for example, there is not a 
conversation that goes by where she is not warning me about 
some imagined danger or another (i.e., “lock your windows,” 
“be careful walking to work when it’s still dark out,” etc.). And 
I know that our conversation about her home also emerges 
from a place of fear, as with all forms of racism, intolerance, 
and exclusion.

It’s strange. She raised me as a single parent. Th at takes an 
incredible amount of fearlessness. I have become an adult who 
admires and respects all that my mom sacrifi ced to raise my 
sister and me.

She has since remarried, became an empty-nester, and 
retired (in that order). And somewhere along the way, she 
forgot how to live.

I do not make any excuses for her or anyone else who feels 
or says the things she feels or says. Th ere are no excuses.

What I need to study more about is how to respond to 
these things because silence is not working for me. Silence 
makes me complicit in (her) racism and intolerance. Silence 
makes me a hypocrite. But attempting to dismantle my par-
ents’ views will leave me without a mom. Of this I am sure. 
And I have not yet fi gured out how to walk this line, toward 
productive ends.
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In the meantime, I hyperventilate when I see my mother 
pop up on my cell phone once a week. Just don’t tell her. It 
would break her heart. 

I never share my writing with my mother; our relationship depends 
on her not knowing that I struggle with her views, views that are new 
and surprising to me. Complicating my relationship with my mother is 
one main point that I cannot seem to emphasize enough: I was not raised 
around the same kind of blatant racism that she freely displays now. If I 
did challenge her, she’d likely chalk up my point of view to the fact that 
I am now twelve years removed from city-living, and that I “have no 
idea what it’s like” to “live around” diverse people, cultures, and ways 
of being. She might also reduce my views to some sort of unchecked 
elitism, because of my education, life experiences, and overall refusal 
to accept most anything at face-value (including my family’s brand of 
Catholicism with which I now refuse to identify). For my family, there 
is only one “right” way – a way that does not challenge everything they 
know to be normal, justifi ed, and true.

More to the point, however, is how the public responded to my post, 
a post that was featured and main-paged on a popular blogging site for 
millions of viewers to consume (and as reality would have it, spit out). 
Th e following response is representative of the many I received on my 
post and other writings about my experiences with whiteness and racism: 

“Th is woman is so selfi sh; I don’t even know where to 
begin. She claims her mother is ignorant and racist 
because her mothers [sic] fears mosques. In the same 
breath, she claims she has the same feelings about 
churches. Seems like you’re your mothers [sic] daugh-
ter, sweetheart. Th e rest of the article was hard to read. 
She is a despicable daughter and should be ashamed 
of herself.”

I’ve come to expect such personal reactions to the issues I write 
about. Th is particular response, however, left me irrationally worried 
that my mother might somehow locate my pseudonymous musings; 
that someone, somewhere, might be able to identify who I am and then 
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brazenly send my mother this piece out of some sort of act of revenge 
against me, the white traitor who dared to say a critical word about her 
personal experiences with whiteness and racism. I knew one thing for 
sure – my mother would agree with every poorly punctuated sentiment 
this woman shared in her response to my post. And that was a chance 
I was not willing to take at the time.

So worried, I asked the website to remove the post. Th ey surprisingly 
obliged. Th e lesson was clear: Th e third rule of being white is that you 
don’t talk about being white under any circumstances. Not if you want 
your closest relationships to remain intact. 

���

I am fortunate. I was not raised in a world surrounded (only) 
by white people. In fact, my childhood and much of my adulthood 
resembles quite the opposite. I attended wonderfully diverse schools, 
and had friends from all corners, backgrounds, colors, and languages. I 
have no idea what it means to grow up and experience life surrounded 
by predominantly white populations, and I bring my experiences to my 
classrooms and students. At times, I was the only white kid at the lunch 
table; my childhood experiences are a refl ection of the diverse world in 
which we actually live in, and not the segregated, white, gated commu-
nities that work to vociferously shield themselves from the world and 
those in it. For all of this, I am grateful beyond words. 

And yet, there is a common thread running through the stories I 
share. Deviating from white norms (e.g., entering interracial relation-
ships) and expectations for silence can have devastating consequences 
for personal relationships with white family members. I have to wonder 
about the extent to which white children eventually become adults 
who resent their upbringings in white communities; following this, 
I have to wonder about the extent to which whites deny (or defend) 
their racialized privileges and racist perspectives as a way of coping with 
what their families demanded of them; with what their families have 
done to them. Th is is precisely why we need more stories. Whites are 
not only or always “just” racist, or “just” colorblind; they were taught 
(by other whites) to be this way, and I can only imagine the stories 
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of abuse, threats, alienation, and untethered conditioning that might 
emerge if the opportunity presented itself. 

In sharing my personal stories, I realized: Nothing about institu-
tionalized racism and oppression changes just because a random white 
woman recognizes how fucked up whiteness is. Even as someone who 
has made this her life’s work, I haven’t quite been able to wrap my head 
around how to inspire institutional and systemic change in a way that 
truly achieves socially just ends. For now, though, the point is to off er 
a more nuanced view of whiteness. A view that goes further than the 
shamefully common platitudes with which I open this essay. All of 
us – whether we are white or not – are educated into whiteness; we all 
have a primer and rules from which we operate. Whether or not we do 
so consciously is another story altogether. �




