Common blindspots in antiracism


I-Witness: Rather than looking inward at how we as individuals have participated or experienced racism, we focus on an observation of other people engaged in racialized acts.  By putting the onus of racism only on other people, this blindspots stops individuals from focusing on their own participation in the cycle of racism.  By focusing on ourselves, we are better able to take stock of where we are and make choices to make more antiracist decisions

Giving a pass:  Connected from I-Witness, a further question is how are you as a bystander implicated in this racism that you observed and didn’t check.  While you may feel like a deer in the headlight unsure of what action to take, you are still allowing racism to operate without your intervention.

Battle of the oppressions: Often stemming from discomfort discussing race, the battle of the oppressions is an attempt to move the discussion away from race to another form of oppression such as class, gender, homophobia etc.  This gets into one upmanship of oppression, moves the focus off of race, and brushes off the realities of how race operates.  Instead, it is more productive to really listen to people’s lived experiences and learn more about how race operates rather than try to compare racism to other forms of oppression.  

“I got this”: In this blindspot, people attempt to prove their antiracism by focusing only on times when they have come out looking “correct” in a racialized situation.  While these are important moments to learn from and replicate, it removes the more difficult work of looking at some moments of lesser glory.  It can also lead to a stance of feeling like your personal journey of antiracism is over and shuts off further growth or exploration of the role that race is playing in one’s life.

“Can’t we all just get along”: Like battle of the oppression, this one is an attempt to move the conversation away from the realities of racism and focus on topics more pleasant like racial harmony.  However without spending time to understand the very real impact of racism, the reality of racial harmony is unattainable. 

“I kissed a ______, and I liked it”: An extension of the phrase, “some of my best friends are Black,” this blindspot supports people in feeling antiracist because of their “personal” choices in partners.  Stemming from the idea that racism operates on a personal level, rather than an institutional one, the conclusion therefore becomes that personal actions, such as interracial dating, are evidence of antiracism.  This can stop people from further examining the role that race plays in their lives, or from better understanding institutional racism.   (And while this workshop is about racism and not relationships, it’s also going to cause some problems there!)

“But I turned out fine”: Stemming from the belief that racism is personal and not political, this blindspot posits that if you haven’t personally experienced racism, it must not exist.  This blindspot ignores the impact of institutional racism and denies the intersectionality of identities.  By removing this blindspot we offer individuals access to seeing the larger systems of institutionalized racism. 


“I see it my way”: Using your own racialized lens as the “norm”, this blindspot causes people to discredit other people’s lived experiences or understandings of racism.  Rather than listening and learning from other people’s perspectives, people who only see things “their way” lose the learning opportunities available in cross-cultural exchanges.  The benefit of removing this blindspot is that we will have a richer picture of how racism operates if we understand that not everyone experiences race the same way.

One size fits all: Assuming that the Eurocentric lens is the “correct” way that things should be done.  Often the use of European history, clothing, Standard English and hairstyles are used as the “standard” which keeps power centered around whiteness.  Questioning the assumption of this standard is one way to move toward antiracism as it more equitably values all people.  

“Not this again!” Stemming from a sense that solving racism is put on solely your shoulders, this racial battle fatigue causes people to shut down or move away from participating in antiracism work.  It may stem from a lack of finding or recognizing support circles or allies and causes people to move away from taking action against racism.  Recognizing this fatigue, but moving past it, supports people in continuing the ongoing struggle against racism.

“Yo! I’m down”: Often progressive teachers who feel that they have some level of cultural knowledge about groups of students try to teach them through one-dimensional stereotypes, rather than through the cultural complexity of people different lives.  This blindspot isolates both teacher and students with unnecessary distance while failing to create authentic partnerships and alliances to address racism.
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