White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack
Peggy McIntosh
"I was taught to see racism only in individual acts of meanness, not in invisible systems conferring
dominance on my group"
Through work to bring materials from women's studies into the rest of the curriculum, I have often
noticed men's unwillingness to grant that they are overprivileged, even though they may grant that
women are disadvantaged. They may say they will work to women's statues, in the society, the
university, or the curriculum, but they can't or won't support the idea of lessening men's. Denials that
amount to taboos surround the subject of advantages that men gain from women's disadvantages. These
denials protect male privilege from being fully acknowledged, lessened, or ended.
Thinking through unacknowledged male privilege as a phenomenon, I realized that, since hierarchies in
our society are interlocking, there are most likely a phenomenon, I realized that, since hierarchies in our
society are interlocking, there was most likely a phenomenon of while privilege that was similarly
denied and protected. As a white person, I realized I had been taught about racism as something that puts
others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege,
which puts me at an advantage.
I think whites are carefully taught not to recognize white privilege, as males are taught not to recognize
male privilege. So I have begun in an untutored way to ask what it is like to have white privilege. I have
come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing in
each day, but about which I was "meant" to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible
weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools , and blank
checks.
Describing white privilege makes one newly accountable. As we in women's studies work to reveal male
privilege and ask men to give up some of their power, so one who writes about having white privilege
must ask, "having described it, what will I do to lessen or end it?"
After I realized the extent to which men work from a base of unacknowledged privilege, I understood
that much of their oppressiveness was unconscious. Then I remembered the frequent charges from
women of color that white women whom they encounter are oppressive. I began to understand why we
are just seen as oppressive, even when we don't see ourselves that way. I began to count the ways in
which I enjoy unearned skin privilege and have been conditioned into oblivion about its existence.
My schooling gave me no training in seeing myself as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged person, or
as a participant in a damaged culture. I was taught to see myself as an individual whose moral state
depended on her individual moral will. My schooling followed the pattern my colleague Elizabeth
Minnich has pointed out: whites are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, normative, and
average, and also ideal, so that when we work to benefit others, this is seen as work that will allow
"them" to be more like "us."
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Daily effects of white privilege
I decided to try to work on myself at least by identifying some of the daily effects of white privilege in
my life. I have chosen those conditions that I think in my case attach somewhat more to skin-color
privilege than to class, religion, ethnic status, or geographic location, though of course all these other
factors are intricately intertwined. As far as I can tell, my African American coworkers, friends, and
acquaintances with whom I come into daily or frequent contact in this particular time, place and time of
work cannot count on most of these conditions.
1. I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the time.
2. I can avoid spending time with people whom I was trained to mistrust and who have learned to
mistrust my kind or me.
3. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting or purchasing housing in an area which I can
afford and in which I would want to live.
4. I can be pretty sure that my neighbors in such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me.
5. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty well assured that I will not be followed or harassed.
6. I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely
represented.
7. When I am told about our national heritage or about "civilization," I am shown that people of my
color made it what it is.
8. I can be sure that my children will be given curricular materials that testify to the existence of their
race.
9. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a publisher for this piece on white privilege.
10. I can be pretty sure of having my voice heard in a group in which I am the only member of my race.
11. I can be casual about whether or not to listen to another person's voice in a group in which s/he is the
only member of his/her race.
12. I can go into a music shop and count on finding the music of my race represented, into a supermarket
and find the staple foods which fit with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser's shop and find
someone who can cut my hair.
13. Whether I use checks, credit cards or cash, I can count on my skin color not to work against the
appearance of financial reliability.
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14. I can arrange to protect my children most of the time from people who might not like them.
15. I do not have to educate my children to be aware of systemic racism for their own daily physical
protection.
16. I can be pretty sure that my children's teachers and employers will tolerate them if they fit school and
workplace norms; my chief worries about them do not concern others' attitudes toward their race.
17. I can talk with my mouth full and not have people put this down to my color.
18. I can swear, or dress in second hand clothes, or not answer letters, without having people attribute
these choices to the bad morals, the poverty or the illiteracy of my race.
19. I can speak in public to a powerful male group without putting my race on trial.
20. I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a credit to my race.
21. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group.
22. I can remain oblivious of the language and customs of persons of color who constitute the world's
majority without feeling in my culture any penalty for such oblivion.
23. I can criticize our government and talk about how much I fear its policies and behavior without
being seen as a cultural outsider.
24. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the "person in charge", I will be facing a person of my race.
25. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven't been singled
out because of my race.
26. I can easily buy posters, post-cards, picture books, greeting cards, dolls, toys and children's
magazines featuring people of my race.
27. I can go home from most meetings of organizations I belong to feeling somewhat tied in, rather than
isolated, out-of-place, outnumbered, unheard, held at a distance or feared.
28. I can be pretty sure that an argument with a colleague of another race is more likely to jeopardize
her/his chances for advancement than to jeopardize mine.
29. I can be pretty sure that if I argue for the promotion of a person of another race, or a program
centering on race, this is not likely to cost me heavily within my present setting, even if my colleagues
disagree with me.
30. If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or there isn't a racial issue at hand, my race will lend me
more credibility for either position than a person of color will have.
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31. I can choose to ignore developments in minority writing and minority activist programs, or disparage
them, or learn from them, but in any case, I can find ways to be more or less protected from negative
consequences of any of these choices.
32. My culture gives me little fear about ignoring the perspectives and powers of people of other races.
33. I am not made acutely aware that my shape, bearing or body odor will be taken as a reflection on my
race.
34. I can worry about racism without being seen as self-interested or self-seeking.
35. I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without having my co-workers on the job
suspect that I got it because of my race.
36. If my day, week or year is going badly, I need not ask of each negative episode or situation whether
it had racial overtones.
37. I can be pretty sure of finding people who would be willing to talk with me and advise me about my
next steps, professionally.
38. I can think over many options, social, political, imaginative or professional, without asking whether
a person of my race would be accepted or allowed to do what I want to do.
39. I can be late to a meeting without having the lateness reflect on my race.
40. I can choose public accommodation without fearing that people of my race cannot get in or will be
mistreated in the places I have chosen.
41. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical help, my race will not work against me.
42. I can arrange my activities so that I will never have to experience feelings of rejection owing to my
race.
43. If I have low credibility as a leader I can be sure that my race is not the problem.
44. I can easily find academic courses and institutions which give attention only to people of my race.
45. I can expect figurative language and imagery in all of the arts to testify to experiences of my race.
46. I can chose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" color and have them more or less match my skin.
47. I can travel alone or with my spouse without expecting embarrassment or hostility in those who deal
with us.
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48. I have no difficulty finding neighborhoods where people approve of our household.
49. My children are given texts and classes which implicitly support our kind of family unit and do not
turn them against my choice of domestic partnership.
50. I will feel welcomed and "normal" in the usual walks of public life, institutional and social.

Elusive and fugitive
I repeatedly forgot each of the realizations on this list until I wrote it down. For me white privilege has
turned out to be an elusive and fugitive subject. The pressure to avoid it is great, for in facing it I must
give up the myth of meritocracy. If these things are true, this is not such a free country; one's life is not
what one makes it; many doors open for certain people through no virtues of their own.
In unpacking this invisible knapsack of white privilege, I have listed conditions of daily experience that
I once took for granted. Nor did I think of any of these perquisites as bad for the holder. I now think that
we need a more finely differentiated taxonomy of privilege, for some of these varieties are only what
one would want for everyone in a just society, and others give license to be ignorant, oblivious, arrogant,
and destructive.
I see a pattern running through the matrix of white privilege, a patter of assumptions that were passed on
to me as a white person. There was one main piece of cultural turf; it was my own turn, and I was among
those who could control the turf. My skin color was an asset for any move I was educated to want to
make. I could think of myself as belonging in major ways and of making social systems work for me. I
could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious to anything outside of the dominant cultural forms.
Being of the main culture, I could also criticize it fairly freely.
In proportion as my racial group was being made confident, comfortable, and oblivious, other groups
were likely being made unconfident, uncomfortable, and alienated. Whiteness protected me from many
kinds of hostility, distress, and violence, which I was being subtly trained to visit, in turn, upon people
of color.
For this reason, the word "privilege" now seems to me misleading. We usually think of privilege as
being a favored state, whether earned or conferred by birth or luck. Yet some of the conditions I have
described here work systematically to over empower certain groups. Such privilege simply confers
dominance because of one's race or sex.

Earned strength, unearned power
I want, then, to distinguish between earned strength and unearned power conferred privilege can look
like strength when it is in fact permission to escape or to dominate. But not all of the privileges on my
list are inevitably damaging. Some, like the expectation that neighbors will be decent to you, or that your
race will not count against you in court, should be the norm in a just society. Others, like the privilege to
ignore less powerful people, distort the humanity of the holders as well as the ignored groups.
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We might at least start by distinguishing between positive advantages, which we can work to spread, and
negative types of advantage, which unless rejected will always reinforce our present hierarchies. For
example, the feeling that one belongs within the human circle, as Native Americans say, should not be
seen as privilege for a few. Ideally it is an unearned entitlement. At present, since only a few have it, it is
an unearned advantage for them. This paper results from a process of coming to see that some of the
power that I originally say as attendant on being a human being in the United States consisted in
unearned advantage and conferred dominance.
I have met very few men who truly distressed about systemic, unearned male advantage and conferred
dominance. And so one question for me and others like me is whether we will be like them, or whether
we will get truly distressed, even outraged, about unearned race advantage and conferred dominance,
and, if so, what we will do to lessen them. In any case, we need to do more work in identifying how they
actually affect our daily lives. Many, perhaps most, of our white students in the United States think that
racism doesn't affect them because they are not people of color; they do not see "whiteness" as a racial
identity. In addition, since race and sex are not the only advantaging systems at work, we need similarly
to examine the daily experience of having age advantage, or ethnic advantage, or physical ability, or
advantage related to nationality, religion, or sexual orientation.
Difficulties and angers surrounding the task of finding parallels are many. Since racism, sexism, and
heterosexism are not the same, the advantages associated with them should not be seen as the same. In
addition, it is hard to disentangle aspects of unearned advantage that rest more on social class, economic
class, race, religion, sex, and ethnic identity that on other factors. Still, all of the oppressions are
interlocking, as the members of the Combahee River Collective pointed out in their "Black Feminist
Statement" of 1977.
One factor seems clear about all of the interlocking oppressions. They take both active forms, which we
can see, and embedded forms, which as a member of the dominant groups one is taught not to see. In my
class and place, I did not see myself as a racist because I was taught to recognize racism only in
individual acts of meanness by members of my group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought
racial dominance on my group from birth.
Disapproving of the system won't be enough to change them. I was taught to think that racism could end
if white individuals changed their attitude. But a "white" skin in the United States opens many doors for
whites whether or not we approve of the way dominance has been conferred on us. Individual acts can
palliate but cannot end, these problems.
To redesign social systems we need first to acknowledge their colossal unseen dimensions. The silences
and denials surrounding privilege are the key political surrounding privilege are the key political tool
here. They keep the thinking about equality or equity incomplete, protecting unearned advantage and
conferred dominance by making these subject taboo. Most talk by whites about equal opportunity seems
to me now to be about equal opportunity to try to get into a position of dominance while denying that
systems of dominance exist.
It seems to me that obliviousness about white advantage, like obliviousness about male advantage, is
kept strongly inculturated in the United States so as to maintain the myth of meritocracy, the myth that
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democratic choice is equally available to all. Keeping most people unaware that freedom of confident
action is there for just a small number of people props up those in power and serves to keep power in the
hands of the same groups that have most of it already.
Although systemic change takes many decades, there are pressing questions for me and, I imagine, for
some others like me if we raise our daily consciousness on the perquisites of being light-skinned. What
will we do with such knowledge? As we know from watching men, it is an open question whether we
will choose to use unearned advantage, and whether we will use any of our arbitrarily awarded power to
try to reconstruct power systems on a broader base.
Peggy McIntosh is associate director of the Wellesley Collage Center for Research on Women. This
essay is excerpted from Working Paper 189. "White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account
of Coming To See Correspondences through Work in Women's Studies" (1988), by Peggy McIntosh;
available for $4.00 from the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, Wellesley MA 02181
The working paper contains a longer list of privileges. This excerpted essay is reprinted from the
Winter 1990 issue of Independent School.

Peggy McIntosh is associate director of the Wellesley Collage Center for Research on Women. This essay is excerpted from Working
Paper 189. "White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming To See Correspondences through Work in Women's
Studies" (1988), by Peggy McIntosh; available for $4.00 from the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, Wellesley MA 02181
The working paper contains a longer list of privileges. This excerpted essay is reprinted from the Winter 1990 issue of Independent
School.

"Breaking the Cycle: Implicit Bias, Racial Anxiety, and
Stereotype Threat,"
by Rachel D. Godsil January/February 2015 issue of Poverty & Race
Our country is in the midst of a racial cataclysm. Deaths of black men and boys at the hands of police,
combined with grand juries’ failure to indict, have spurred grief, rage and protest across the country. The
reactions to the events are not uniform, however. A deep polarization along racial lines has emerged that
contributes to the feeling among many people of color that black lives don’t matter.
Neither these tragedies nor the racial disconnect that followed occur in isolation. People of color experience
obstacles rooted in racial or ethnic difference with alarming frequency. And yet most Americans espouse
values of racial fairness. How can we make sense of these seeming contradictions? And how can we work
to change the conditions that set the stage for daily challenges and tragic endings that are linked to race?
In November 2014, the Perception Institute, along with the Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Society,
and the Center for Police Equity, issued the first in a series of reports entitled, The Science of Equality:
Addressing Implicit Bias, Racial Anxiety, and Stereotype Threat in Education and Health Care, coauthored
by Rachel Godsil, Linda Tropp, Phillip Atiba Goff and john powell. The goal of this series of reports is to
synthesize and make accessible the advances in neuroscience, social psychology and other “mind
sciences” that have provided insight into otherwise confounding contradictions between our country’s stated
commitment to fairness and the behaviors that lead both to tragic outcomes and daytoday indignities linked
to race.
Our report includes a lengthy discussion of social psychological research focusing on “implicit bias”— the
automatic association of stereotypes or attitudes with particular social groups. We place particular emphasis
on new research on reducing bias or, as Patricia Devine and colleagues describe, “Breaking the Prejudice
Habit” (Devine 2014) and research identifying best practices to prevent implicit bias from affecting decision
making and behavior.
Understanding implicit bias can help explain why a black criminal defendant charged with the same crime
as a white defendant may receive a more draconian sentence, or why a resume from someone named Emily
will receive more callbacks than an otherwise identical resume from someone named Lakeisha. This work
confirms that people of color whose experiences of the world make abundantly clear that “race matters” are
not simply oversensitive, while also explaining how whites who consider themselves nonracist may be
sincere, even if their behavior sometimes suggests otherwise.
This is not meant to suggest that racialized outcomes are only a result of individual actions; cumulative racial
advantages for whites as a group have been embedded into society’s structures and institutions. However,
as john powell and I argued in these pages in 2011 ("Implicit Bias Insights as Preconditions to Structural
Change," P&R, Sept./Oct. 2011), there are two key reasons why structural racism cannot be successfully
challenged without an understanding of how race operates psychologically. First, public policy choices are
often affected by implicit bias or other racialized phenomena that operate implicitly. As a result, the changes
in policy necessary to address institutional structures are dependent upon successfully addressing implicit
biases that can affect political choices. Second, institutional operations invariably involve human behavior
and interaction: Any policies to address racial inequities in schools, workplaces, police departments,
courthouses, government offices and the like will only be successful if the people implementing the policy
changes comply with them (Crosby & Monin, 2007).
Although implicit phenomena have the potential to impede successful institutional change, implicit racial
bias is not the only psychological phenomenon that blocks society from achieving racial equality. We risk
being myopic if we focus only on people’s cognitive processing, and we also risk unintended consequences
if we focus our interventions only on addressing implicit bias. Our experiences, motivations and emotions
are also integral to how we navigate racial interactions. These can translate into racial anxiety and
stereotype threat which, independent of bias, can create obstacles for institutions and individuals seeking to
adhere to antiracist practices. Indeed, research suggests that some forms of antibias education may have
detrimental effects, if they increase bias awareness without also providing skills for managing anxiety.
Racial anxiety refers to discomfort about the experience and potential consequences of interracial
interactions. It is important to distinguish this definition of racial anxiety from what social scientists refer to as
“racial threat,” which includes the anger, frustration, uncertainty, feelings of deprivation and other emotions
associated with concern over loss of resources or dominance. People of color may experience racial anxiety
that they will be the target of discrimination and hostile treatment. White people tend to experience anxiety
that they will be assumed to be racist and will be met with distrust or hostility. Whites experiencing racial
anxiety can seem awkward and maintain less eye contact with people of color, and ultimately these
interactions tend to be shorter than those without anxiety. If two people are both anxious that an interaction
will be negative, it often is. So racial anxiety can result in a negative feedback loop in which both parties’
fears seem to be confirmed by the behavior of the other.
Stereotype threat refers to the pressure people feel when they fear that their performance may confirm a
negative stereotype about their group (Steele, 2010). This pressure is experienced as a distraction that

interferes with intellectual functioning. Although stereotype threat can affect anyone, it has been most
discussed in the context of academic achievement among students of color, and among girls in science,
technology, engineering and math (STEM) fields. Less commonly explored is the idea that whites can suffer
stereotype threat when concerned that they may be perceived as racist. In the former context, the threat
prevents students from performing as well as they ought, and so they themselves suffer the consequences of
this phenomenon. Stereotype threat among whites, by contrast, often causes behavior that harms others—
usually the very people they are worried about. Concern about being perceived as racist explains, for
example, why some white teachers, professors and supervisors give less critical feedback to black students
and employees than to white ones (Harber et al., 2012) and why white peer advisors may fail to warn a
black student but will warn a white or Asian student that a certain course load is unmanageable (Crosby &
Monin, 2007).
In other words, cognitive depletion or interference caused by stereotype threat can affect how one’s own
capacity, such as the ability to achieve academically, will be judged; this causes firstparty harm to the
individual whose performance suffers. However, as is explored in more detail below, stereotype threat about
how one’s character will be judged (i.e., being labeled a racist) can cause thirdparty harms when suffered
by an individual in a position of power.
Implicit bias, racial anxiety and stereotype threat have effects in virtually every important area of our lives. In
the first report, we illustrate the interrelated implications of the three phenomena in the domains of
education and healthcare. Education and healthcare are of critical importance for obvious reasons, and an
abundance of research has highlighted the role race plays in unequal outcomes in both domains.
The report also emphasizes the interventions that are emerging in the research that institutions can begin to
use to prevent continuing racialized obstacles. Ideally, this work will happen at the structural and institutional
level—but many of us don’t want to wait, and the social science research shows that we are not wholly
without agency or tools. The interventions described below can, even in absence of widescale institutional
change, help individual teachers or medical providers begin at least to ameliorate implicit bias, racial
anxiety and stereotype threat.

“Debiasing” and Preventing Effects of Implicit Bias
While the research on debiasing is fairly new, recent studies by Patricia Devine and colleagues have found
success in reducing implicit racial bias, increasing concern about discrimination and awareness of personal
bias by combining multiple interventions to “break the prejudice habit.” The strategies quoted below
(thoughtfully utilizing findings from research by Nilanjana Dasgupta and others) included:
Stereotype replacement: Recognizing that a response is based on stereotypes, labeling the
response as stereotypical and reflecting on why the response occurred creates a process to consider
how the biased response could be avoided in the future and replaces it with an unbiased response.
Counterstereotypic imaging: Imagining counterstereotypic others in detail makes positive
exemplars salient and accessible when challenging a stereotype's validity.
Individuation: Obtaining specific information about group members prevents stereotypic inferences.
Perspectivetaking: Imagining oneself to be a member of a stereotyped group increases
psychological closeness to the stereotyped group, which ameliorates automatic groupbased
evaluations.
Increasing opportunities for contact: Increased contact between groups can ameliorate implicit bias
through a wide variety of mechanisms, including altering their images of the group or by directly
improving evaluations of the group.
The data showing reduced bias from Devine and colleagues “provide the first evidence that a controlled,
randomized intervention can produce enduring reductions in implicit bias” (Devine et al. 2012). The findings
have been replicated by Devine and colleagues, and further studies will be in print in 2015.

Preventing Implicit Bias from Affecting Behavior
To the extent that debiasing is an uphill challenge in light of the tenacity of negative stereotypes and
attitudes about race, institutions can also establish practices to prevent these biases from seeping into
decisionmaking. Jerry Kang and a group of researchers (Kang et al. 2012) developed the following list of
interventions that have been found to be constructive:
Doubt Objectivity: Presuming oneself to be objective actually tends to increase the role of implicit bias;
teaching people about nonconscious thought processes will lead people to be skeptical of their own
objectivity and better able to guard against biased evaluations.
Increase Motivation to be Fair: Internal motivations to be fair rather than fear of external judgments tend to
decrease biased actions.
Improve Conditions of Decisionmaking: Implicit biases are a function of automaticity (Daniel Kahneman’s
“thinking fast”—Kahneman, 2013). Thinking slow by engaging in mindful, deliberate processing and not in
the throes of emotions prevents our implicit biases from kicking in and determining our behaviors.
Count: Implicitly biased behavior is best detected by using data to determine whether patterns of behavior
are leading to racially disparate outcomes. Once one is aware that decisions or behavior are having
disparate outcomes, it is then possible to consider whether the outcomes are linked to bias.

Interventions to Reduce Racial Anxiety
The mechanisms to reduce racial anxiety are related to the reduction of implicit bias—but are not identical.
In our view, combining interventions that target both implicit bias and racial anxiety will be vastly more
successful than either in isolation.

Direct Intergroup Contact: Direct interaction between members of different racial and ethnic groups can
alleviate intergroup anxiety, reduce bias, and promote more positive intergroup attitudes and expectations
for future contact.
Indirect Forms of Intergroup Contact: When people observe positive interactions between members of their
own group and another group (vicarious contact) or become aware that members of their group have friends
in another group (extended contact), they report lower bias and anxiety, and more positive intergroup
attitudes.

Stereotype Threat Interventions
Most of these interventions were developed in the context of the threat experienced by people of color and
women linked to stereotypes of academic capacity and performance, but may also be translatable to whites
(Erman & Walton, in press) who fear confirming the stereotype that they are racist.
Social Belonging Intervention: Providing students with survey results showing that upperyear students of all
races felt out of place when they began but that the feeling abated over time has the effect of protecting
students of color from assuming that they do not belong on campus due to their race and helped them
develop resilience in the face of adversity.
Wise Criticism: Giving feedback that communicates both high expectations and a confidence that an
individual can meet those expectations minimizes uncertainty about whether criticism is a result of racial
bias or favor (attributional ambiguity). If the feedback is merely critical, it may be the product of bias; if
feedback is merely positive, it may be the product of racial condescension.
Behavioral Scripts: Setting set forth clear norms of behavior and terms of discussion can reduce racial
anxiety and prevent stereotype threat from being triggered.
Growth Mindset: Teaching people that abilities, including the ability to be racially sensitive, are
learnable/incremental rather than fixed has been useful in the stereotype threat context because it can
prevent any particular performance from serving as “stereotype confirming evidence.”
ValueAffirmation: Encouraging students to recall their values and reasons for engaging in a task helps
students maintain or increase their resilience in the face of threat.
Remove Triggers of Stereotype Threat on Standardized Tests: Removing questions about race or gender
before a test, and moving them to after a test, has been shown to decrease threat and increase test scores
for members of stereotyped groups.

Interventions in Context
The fundamental premise of this report is that institutions seeking to alter racially disparate outcomes must
be aware of the array of psychological phenomena that may be contributing to those outcomes. We seek to
contribute to that work by summarizing important research on implicit bias that employs strategies of
debiasing and preventing bias from affecting behavior. We also seek to encourage institutions to look
beyond implicit bias alone, and recognize that racial anxiety and stereotype threat are also often obstacles
to racially equal outcomes. We recommend that institutions work with social scientists to evaluate and
determine where in the institution’s operations race may be coming into play.
The empirically documented effects of implicit bias and race as an emotional trigger allow us to talk about
race without accusing people of “being racist,” when they genuinely believe they are egalitarian. The social
science described in this report helps people understand why interracial dynamics can be so complicated
and challenging for people despite their best intentions. The interventions suggested by the research can be
of value to institutions and individuals seeking to align their behavior with their ideals. Yet for lasting change
to occur, the broader culture and ultimately our opportunity structures also need to change for our society to
meet its aspirations of fairness and equal opportunity regardless of race and ethnicity.
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What Is Whiteness?
By Nell Irvin Painter
•
•

June 20, 2015

Clergy members singing in 1965 at a police barrier in Selma, Ala., that became known as
the Berlin Wall.Credit...Dan Budnik/Contact Press Images
THE terrorist attack in Charleston, S.C., an atrocity like so many other shameful
episodes in American history, has overshadowed the drama of Rachel A. Dolezal’s
yearslong passing for black. And for good reason: Hateful mass murder is, of course,
more consequential than one woman’s fiction. But the two are connected in a way that is
relevant to many Americans.
An essential problem here is the inadequacy of white identity. Everyone loves to talk
about blackness, a fascinating thing. But bring up whiteness and fewer people want to

talk about it. Whiteness is on a toggle switch between “bland nothingness” and “racist
hatred.”
On one side is Dylann Storm Roof, the 21-year-old charged with murdering nine people
at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston on Wednesday. He’s
part of a very old racist tradition, stretching from the anti-black violence following the
Civil War, through the 1915 movie “The Birth of a Nation,” to today’s white nationalists,
neo-Nazis, and gun-toting, apocalyptically minded Obama-haters. And now a mass
murderer in a church.
On the other side is Ms. Dolezal, the former leader of the Spokane, Wash., chapter of the
N.A.A.C.P., who, it seems, mistakenly believed that she could not be both anti-racist and
white. Faced with her assumed choice between a blank identity or a malevolent one, she
opted out of whiteness altogether. Notwithstanding the confusion and anger she has
stirred, she continues to say that she identifies as black. Fine. But why, we wonder, did
she pretend to be black?
Our search for understanding in matters of race automatically inclines us toward
blackness, although that is not where these answers lie. It has become a common
observation that blackness, and race more generally, is a social construct. But examining
whiteness as a social construct offers more answers. The essential problem is the
inadequacy of white identity.
We don’t know the history of whiteness, and therefore are ignorant of the many ways it
has changed over the years. If you investigate that history, you’ll see that white identity
has been no more stable than black identity. While we recognize the evolution of “negro”
to “colored” to “Negro” to “Afro-American” to “African-American,” we draw a blank
when it comes to whiteness. To the contrary, whiteness has a history of multiplicity.
Constructions of whiteness have changed over time, shifting to accommodate the
demands of social change. Before the mid-19th century, the existence of more than one
white race was commonly accepted, in popular culture and scholarship. Indeed, there
were several. Many people in the United States were seen as white — and could vote (if
they were adult white men) — but were nonetheless classified as inferior (or superior)
white races. Irish-Americans present one example.
In the mid- to late-19th century, the existence of several white races was widely
assumed: notably, the superior Saxons and the inferior Celts. Each race — and they were
called races — had its characteristic racial temperament. “Temperament” has been and
still is a crucial facet of racial classification since its 18th-century Linnaean origins.
Color has always been only one part of it (as the case of Ms. Dolezal shows).
In the 19th century, the Saxon race was said to be intelligent, energetic, sober,
Protestant and beautiful. Celts, in contrast, were said to be stupid, impulsive, drunken,
Catholic and ugly.

The mass immigration that followed the Irish famine of the 1840s inflamed nativist,
anti-Catholic bigotry that flourished through the end of the century. Then new waves of
poor Eastern and Southern European immigrants arrived, inspiring new racial
classifications: the “Northern Italian” race, the “Southern Italian” race, the “Eastern
European Hebrew” race, and so on. Their heads were measured and I.Q.s assessed to
quantify (and, later, to deny) racial difference. They were all white, members of white
races. But, like the Irish before them, the Italians and Jews and Greeks were classified
as inferior white races.
By the early 20th century, the descendants of the earlier Irish immigrants had
successfully elevated Celts into the superior realm of northern Europeans.
Meanwhile, World War I dampened Americans’ ardor for “Saxon” — given its German
associations — and increased the popularity of a new term liberated from Germanic
associations. The new name was “Nordic.” Many German-Americans even altered their
surnames during and after the war, but the notion of plural white races held on until
World War II.
By the 1940s anthropologists announced that they had a new classification: white, Asian
and black were the only real races. Each was unitary — no sub-races existed within each
group. There was one Negroid race, one Mongoloid race, one Caucasoid race. Everyone
considered white was the same as everyone else considered white. No Saxons. No Celts.
No Southern Italians. No Eastern European Hebrews. This classification — however
tattered — lives on, with mild alterations, even today.
The useful part of white identity’s vagueness is that whites don’t have to shoulder the
burden of race in America, which, at the least, is utterly exhausting. A neutral racial
identity is blandly uninteresting. In the 1970s, long after they had been accepted as
“white,” Italians, Irish, Greeks, Jews and others proclaimed themselves “ethnic”
Americans in order to forge a positive identity, at a time of “black is beautiful.” But this
ethnic self-discovery did not alter the fact that whiteness continued to be defined, as
before, primarily by what it isn’t: blackness.
Ms. Dolezal seems to have believed that the choice to devote one’s life to fighting racism
meant choosing black or white, Negroid or Caucasoid. Black was clearly more
captivating than a whiteness characterized by hate.
We lack more meaningful senses of white identity, even though some whites, throughout
history, have been committed to fighting racism and advocating for social justice. In the
19th century, abolitionists like William Lloyd Garrison and John Brown helped end
slavery. In the early 20th century, Mary White Ovington helped found the N.A.A.C.P.
Lillian Smith depicted the South’s nexus of “sin, sex, segregation” in her writings. White
Communists, priests and rabbis stood beside the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. during
the civil rights movement. Where would America be without these white allies of black
freedom fighters?

Given that the monolithic definition of whiteness is antithetical to social justice, perhaps
we should encourage a rebellion against it. Just as blacks and whites joined together as
“abolitionists” to bring down American slavery in the 19th century, anti-racist whites in
the 1990s called themselves “race traitors,” believing that social justice for all demands
treason against white supremacy.
Eliminating the binary definition of whiteness — the toggle between nothingness and
awfulness — is essential for a new racial vision that ethical people can share across the
color line. Just as race has been reinvented over the centuries, let’s repurpose the term
“abolitionist” as more than just a hashtag. The “abolition” of white privilege can be an
additional component of identity (not a replacement for it), one that embeds social
justice in its meaning. Even more, it unifies people of many races.
Nell Irvin Painter is a professor emerita of history at Princeton University and the author
of “The History of White People.”

"Letter from a Birmingham Jail [King, Jr.]"
16 April 1963
My Dear Fellow Clergymen:
While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your recent statement calling my
present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work and
ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would have little
time for anything other than such correspondence in the course of the day, and I would have no
time for constructive work. But since I feel that you are men of genuine good will and that your
criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want to try to answer your statement in what I hope will be
patient and reasonable terms.
I think I should indicate why I am here in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by the
view which argues against "outsiders coming in." I have the honor of serving as president of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every southern state,
with headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty five affiliated organizations across
the South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. Frequently
we share staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago the
affiliate here in Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct action
program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour came we
lived up to our promise. So I, along with several members of my staff, am here because I was
invited here. I am here because I have organizational ties here.
But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the
eighth century B.C. left their villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the
boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and carried
the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco Roman world, so am I compelled to
carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own home town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to
the Macedonian call for aid.
Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly
by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a
threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a
single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can
we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the
United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.
You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But your statement, I am sorry to
say, fails to express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations. I
am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis
that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes. It is unfortunate that
demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham, but it is even more unfortunate that the city's
white power structure left the Negro community with no alternative.

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of the facts to determine
whether injustices exist; negotiation; self purification; and direct action. We have gone through
all these steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying the fact that racial injustice engulfs
this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United
States. Its ugly record of brutality is widely known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust
treatment in the courts. There have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches
in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are the hard, brutal facts of the case.
On the basis of these conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the
latter consistently refused to engage in good faith negotiation.
Then, last September, came the opportunity to talk with leaders of Birmingham's economic
community. In the course of the negotiations, certain promises were made by the merchants--for
example, to remove the stores' humiliating racial signs. On the basis of these promises, the
Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human
Rights agreed to a moratorium on all demonstrations. As the weeks and months went by, we
realized that we were the victims of a broken promise. A few signs, briefly removed, returned;
the others remained. As in so many past experiences, our hopes had been blasted, and the
shadow of deep disappointment settled upon us. We had no alternative except to prepare for
direct action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the
conscience of the local and the national community. Mindful of the difficulties involved, we
decided to undertake a process of self purification. We began a series of workshops on
nonviolence, and we repeatedly asked ourselves: "Are you able to accept blows without
retaliating?" "Are you able to endure the ordeal of jail?" We decided to schedule our direct action
program for the Easter season, realizing that except for Christmas, this is the main shopping
period of the year. Knowing that a strong economic-withdrawal program would be the by
product of direct action, we felt that this would be the best time to bring pressure to bear on the
merchants for the needed change.
Then it occurred to us that Birmingham's mayoral election was coming up in March, and we
speedily decided to postpone action until after election day. When we discovered that the
Commissioner of Public Safety, Eugene "Bull" Connor, had piled up enough votes to be in the
run off, we decided again to postpone action until the day after the run off so that the
demonstrations could not be used to cloud the issues. Like many others, we waited to see Mr.
Connor defeated, and to this end we endured postponement after postponement. Having aided in
this community need, we felt that our direct action program could be delayed no longer.
You may well ask: "Why direct action? Why sit ins, marches and so forth? Isn't negotiation a
better path?" You are quite right in calling for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of
direct action. Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a
community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so
to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of
the work of the nonviolent resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not
afraid of the word "tension." I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of
constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was
necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of
myths and half truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, so must

we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men
rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and
brotherhood. The purpose of our direct action program is to create a situation so crisis packed
that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. I therefore concur with you in your call for
negotiation. Too long has our beloved Southland been bogged down in a tragic effort to live in
monologue rather than dialogue.
One of the basic points in your statement is that the action that I and my associates have taken in
Birmingham is untimely. Some have asked: "Why didn't you give the new city administration
time to act?" The only answer that I can give to this query is that the new Birmingham
administration must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one, before it will act. We are
sadly mistaken if we feel that the election of Albert Boutwell as mayor will bring the millennium
to Birmingham. While Mr. Boutwell is a much more gentle person than Mr. Connor, they are
both segregationists, dedicated to maintenance of the status quo. I have hope that Mr. Boutwell
will be reasonable enough to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will
not see this without pressure from devotees of civil rights. My friends, I must say to you that we
have not made a single gain in civil rights without determined legal and nonviolent pressure.
Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom give up their privileges
voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but,
as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups tend to be more immoral than individuals.
We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it
must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct action campaign
that was "well timed" in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of
segregation. For years now I have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every Negro with
piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has almost always meant "Never." We must come to see, with
one of our distinguished jurists, that "justice too long delayed is justice denied."
We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights. The nations
of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward gaining political independence, but we
still creep at horse and buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. Perhaps it
is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say, "Wait." But when
you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and
brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen curse, kick and even kill your black
brothers and sisters; when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers
smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly
find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six year old
daughter why she can't go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on
television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored
children, and see ominous clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see
her beginning to distort her personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white
people; when you have to concoct an answer for a five year old son who is asking: "Daddy, why
do white people treat colored people so mean?"; when you take a cross county drive and find it
necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no
motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading
"white" and "colored"; when your first name becomes "nigger," your middle name becomes

"boy" (however old you are) and your last name becomes "John," and your wife and mother are
never given the respected title "Mrs."; when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the
fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect
next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when you are forever fighting a
degenerating sense of "nobodiness"--then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait.
There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no longer willing to be
plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate and
unavoidable impatience. You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws.
This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge people to obey the Supreme
Court's decision of 1954 outlawing segregation in the public schools, at first glance it may seem
rather paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One may well ask: "How can you advocate
breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of
laws: just and unjust. I would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not only a legal
but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to
disobey unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that "an unjust law is no law at all."
Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one determine whether a law is just or
unjust? A just law is a man made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An
unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the terms of St.
Thomas Aquinas: An unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal law and natural law.
Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is
unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the soul and damages the
personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a false sense of
inferiority. Segregation, to use the terminology of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber,
substitutes an "I it" relationship for an "I thou" relationship and ends up relegating persons to the
status of things. Hence segregation is not only politically, economically and sociologically
unsound, it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Is not
segregation an existential expression of man's tragic separation, his awful estrangement, his
terrible sinfulness? Thus it is that I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme
Court, for it is morally right; and I can urge them to disobey segregation ordinances, for they are
morally wrong.
Let us consider a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that a
numerical or power majority group compels a minority group to obey but does not make binding
on itself. This is difference made legal. By the same token, a just law is a code that a majority
compels a minority to follow and that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal.
Let me give another explanation. A law is unjust if it is inflicted on a minority that, as a result of
being denied the right to vote, had no part in enacting or devising the law. Who can say that the
legislature of Alabama which set up that state's segregation laws was democratically elected?
Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious methods are used to prevent Negroes from becoming
registered voters, and there are some counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a
majority of the population, not a single Negro is registered. Can any law enacted under such
circumstances be considered democratically structured?
Sometimes a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. For instance, I have been
arrested on a charge of parading without a permit. Now, there is nothing wrong in having an

ordinance which requires a permit for a parade. But such an ordinance becomes unjust when it is
used to maintain segregation and to deny citizens the First-Amendment privilege of peaceful
assembly and protest.
I hope you are able to see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do I advocate
evading or defying the law, as would the rabid segregationist. That would lead to anarchy. One
who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the
penalty. I submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and who
willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the
community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the highest respect for law.
Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely
in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, on the
ground that a higher moral law was at stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians,
who were willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks rather than
submit to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality
today because Socrates practiced civil disobedience. In our own nation, the Boston Tea Party
represented a massive act of civil disobedience.
We should never forget that everything Adolf Hitler did in Germany was "legal" and everything
the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort
a Jew in Hitler's Germany. Even so, I am sure that, had I lived in Germany at the time, I would
have aided and comforted my Jewish brothers. If today I lived in a Communist country where
certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I would openly advocate disobeying
that country's antireligious laws.
I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I must
confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I
have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling block in his
stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white
moderate, who is more devoted to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is
the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says:
"I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action";
who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a
mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a "more convenient
season." Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than absolute
misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than
outright rejection.
I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the purpose of
establishing justice and that when they fail in this purpose they become the dangerously
structured dams that block the flow of social progress. I had hoped that the white moderate
would understand that the present tension in the South is a necessary phase of the transition from
an obnoxious negative peace, in which the Negro passively accepted his unjust plight, to a
substantive and positive peace, in which all men will respect the dignity and worth of human
personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the creators of tension.

We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already alive. We bring it out in the
open, where it can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can never be cured so long as it is
covered up but must be opened with all its ugliness to the natural medicines of air and light,
injustice must be exposed, with all the tension its exposure creates, to the light of human
conscience and the air of national opinion before it can be cured.
In your statement you assert that our actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned because
they precipitate violence. But is this a logical assertion? Isn't this like condemning a robbed man
because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn't this like condemning
Socrates because his unswerving commitment to truth and his philosophical inquiries
precipitated the act by the misguided populace in which they made him drink hemlock? Isn't this
like condemning Jesus because his unique God consciousness and never ceasing devotion to
God's will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? We must come to see that, as the federal courts
have consistently affirmed, it is wrong to urge an individual to cease his efforts to gain his basic
constitutional rights because the quest may precipitate violence. Society must protect the robbed
and punish the robber. I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth
concerning time in relation to the struggle for freedom. I have just received a letter from a white
brother in Texas. He writes: "All Christians know that the colored people will receive equal
rights eventually, but it is possible that you are in too great a religious hurry. It has taken
Christianity almost two thousand years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take
time to come to earth." Such an attitude stems from a tragic misconception of time, from the
strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably
cure all ills. Actually, time itself is neutral; it can be used either destructively or constructively.
More and more I feel that the people of ill will have used time much more effectively than have
the people of good will. We will have to repent in this generation not merely for the hateful
words and actions of the bad people but for the appalling silence of the good people. Human
progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of men
willing to be co workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally of the
forces of social stagnation. We must use time creatively, in the knowledge that the time is always
ripe to do right. Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our
pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the time to lift our national
policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity.
You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather disappointed that
fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of an extremist. I began thinking
about the fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a
force of complacency, made up in part of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression,
are so drained of self respect and a sense of "somebodiness" that they have adjusted to
segregation; and in part of a few middle-class Negroes who, because of a degree of academic and
economic security and because in some ways they profit by segregation, have become insensitive
to the problems of the masses. The other force is one of bitterness and hatred, and it comes
perilously close to advocating violence. It is expressed in the various black nationalist groups
that are springing up across the nation, the largest and best known being Elijah Muhammad's
Muslim movement. Nourished by the Negro's frustration over the continued existence of racial
discrimination, this movement is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who have

absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man is an incorrigible
"devil."
I have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that we need emulate neither the "do
nothingism" of the complacent nor the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. For there is the
more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. I am grateful to God that, through the
influence of the Negro church, the way of nonviolence became an integral part of our struggle. If
this philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of the South would, I am convinced, be
flowing with blood. And I am further convinced that if our white brothers dismiss as "rabble
rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who employ nonviolent direct action, and if they
refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, millions of Negroes will, out of frustration and despair,
seek solace and security in black nationalist ideologies--a development that would inevitably
lead to a frightening racial nightmare.
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The yearning for freedom eventually
manifests itself, and that is what has happened to the American Negro. Something within has
reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without has reminded him that it can
be gained. Consciously or unconsciously, he has been caught up by the Zeitgeist, and with his
black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America and the
Caribbean, the United States Negro is moving with a sense of great urgency toward the promised
land of racial justice. If one recognizes this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro community,
one should readily understand why public demonstrations are taking place. The Negro has many
pent up resentments and latent frustrations, and he must release them. So let him march; let him
make prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; let him go on freedom rides -and try to understand why
he must do so. If his repressed emotions are not released in nonviolent ways, they will seek
expression through violence; this is not a threat but a fact of history. So I have not said to my
people: "Get rid of your discontent." Rather, I have tried to say that this normal and healthy
discontent can be channeled into the creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. And now this
approach is being termed extremist. But though I was initially disappointed at being categorized
as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of
satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: "Love your enemies, bless them
that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and
persecute you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice: "Let justice roll down like waters and
righteousness like an ever flowing stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: "I
bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist: "Here I
stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God." And John Bunyan: "I will stay in jail to the end of
my days before I make a butchery of my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This nation
cannot survive half slave and half free." And Thomas Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self
evident, that all men are created equal . . ." So the question is not whether we will be extremists,
but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be
extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice? In that dramatic scene
on Calvary's hill three men were crucified. We must never forget that all three were crucified for
the same crime--the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thus fell
below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness,
and thereby rose above his environment. Perhaps the South, the nation and the world are in dire
need of creative extremists.

I had hoped that the white moderate would see this need. Perhaps I was too optimistic; perhaps I
expected too much. I suppose I should have realized that few members of the oppressor race can
understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings of the oppressed race, and still fewer have
the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and determined action. I
am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers in the South have grasped the meaning of
this social revolution and committed themselves to it. They are still all too few in quantity, but
they are big in quality. Some -such as Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, James
McBride Dabbs, Ann Braden and Sarah Patton Boyle--have written about our struggle in
eloquent and prophetic terms. Others have marched with us down nameless streets of the South.
They have languished in filthy, roach infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of
policemen who view them as "dirty nigger-lovers." Unlike so many of their moderate brothers
and sisters, they have recognized the urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful
"action" antidotes to combat the disease of segregation. Let me take note of my other major
disappointment. I have been so greatly disappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of
course, there are some notable exceptions. I am not unmindful of the fact that each of you has
taken some significant stands on this issue. I commend you, Reverend Stallings, for your
Christian stand on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to your worship service on a
nonsegregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state for integrating Spring Hill
College several years ago.
But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed with
the church. I do not say this as one of those negative critics who can always find something
wrong with the church. I say this as a minister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was
nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who will remain true
to it as long as the cord of life shall lengthen.
When I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery, Alabama,
a few years ago, I felt we would be supported by the white church. I felt that the white ministers,
priests and rabbis of the South would be among our strongest allies. Instead, some have been
outright opponents, refusing to understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its
leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have remained silent
behind the anesthetizing security of stained glass windows.
In spite of my shattered dreams, I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious
leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause and, with deep moral concern,
would serve as the channel through which our just grievances could reach the power structure. I
had hoped that each of you would understand. But again I have been disappointed.
I have heard numerous southern religious leaders admonish their worshipers to comply with a
desegregation decision because it is the law, but I have longed to hear white ministers declare:
"Follow this decree because integration is morally right and because the Negro is your brother."
In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched white churchmen stand
on the sideline and mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a
mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, I have heard many ministers
say: "Those are social issues, with which the gospel has no real concern." And I have watched

many churches commit themselves to a completely other worldly religion which makes a
strange, un-Biblical distinction between body and soul, between the sacred and the secular.
I have traveled the length and breadth of Alabama, Mississippi and all the other southern states.
On sweltering summer days and crisp autumn mornings I have looked at the South's beautiful
churches with their lofty spires pointing heavenward. I have beheld the impressive outlines of
her massive religious education buildings. Over and over I have found myself asking: "What
kind of people worship here? Who is their God? Where were their voices when the lips of
Governor Barnett dripped with words of interposition and nullification? Where were they when
Governor Wallace gave a clarion call for defiance and hatred? Where were their voices of
support when bruised and weary Negro men and women decided to rise from the dark dungeons
of complacency to the bright hills of creative protest?"
Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep disappointment I have wept over the laxity of
the church. But be assured that my tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep
disappointment where there is not deep love. Yes, I love the church. How could I do otherwise? I
am in the rather unique position of being the son, the grandson and the great grandson of
preachers. Yes, I see the church as the body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and
scarred that body through social neglect and through fear of being nonconformists.
There was a time when the church was very powerful--in the time when the early Christians
rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the church was
not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a
thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Whenever the early Christians entered a town,
the people in power became disturbed and immediately sought to convict the Christians for being
"disturbers of the peace" and "outside agitators."' But the Christians pressed on, in the conviction
that they were "a colony of heaven," called to obey God rather than man. Small in number, they
were big in commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to be "astronomically intimidated." By
their effort and example they brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide and gladiatorial
contests. Things are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak, ineffectual voice
with an uncertain sound. So often it is an archdefender of the status quo. Far from being
disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the average community is
consoled by the church's silent--and often even vocal--sanction of things as they are.
But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If today's church does not recapture
the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions,
and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century. Every
day I meet young people whose disappointment with the church has turned into outright disgust.
Perhaps I have once again been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inextricably bound to the
status quo to save our nation and the world? Perhaps I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual
church, the church within the church, as the true ekklesia and the hope of the world. But again I
am thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose
from the paralyzing chains of conformity and joined us as active partners in the struggle for
freedom. They have left their secure congregations and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia,
with us. They have gone down the highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes,

they have gone to jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their churches, have lost the
support of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have acted in the faith that right defeated
is stronger than evil triumphant. Their witness has been the spiritual salt that has preserved the
true meaning of the gospel in these troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope through
the dark mountain of disappointment. I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of
this decisive hour. But even if the church does not come to the aid of justice, I have no despair
about the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in Birmingham, even if our
motives are at present misunderstood. We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all
over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and scorned though we may be,
our destiny is tied up with America's destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were
here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the Declaration of Independence
across the pages of history, we were here. For more than two centuries our forebears labored in
this country without wages; they made cotton king; they built the homes of their masters while
suffering gross injustice and shameful humiliation -and yet out of a bottomless vitality they
continued to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the
opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of
our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands. Before closing I
feel impelled to mention one other point in your statement that has troubled me profoundly. You
warmly commended the Birmingham police force for keeping "order" and "preventing violence."
I doubt that you would have so warmly commended the police force if you had seen its dogs
sinking their teeth into unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I doubt that you would so quickly
commend the policemen if you were to observe their ugly and inhumane treatment of Negroes
here in the city jail; if you were to watch them push and curse old Negro women and young
Negro girls; if you were to see them slap and kick old Negro men and young boys; if you were to
observe them, as they did on two occasions, refuse to give us food because we wanted to sing our
grace together. I cannot join you in your praise of the Birmingham police department.
It is true that the police have exercised a degree of discipline in handling the demonstrators. In
this sense they have conducted themselves rather "nonviolently" in public. But for what purpose?
To preserve the evil system of segregation. Over the past few years I have consistently preached
that nonviolence demands that the means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek. I have
tried to make clear that it is wrong to use immoral means to attain moral ends. But now I must
affirm that it is just as wrong, or perhaps even more so, to use moral means to preserve immoral
ends. Perhaps Mr. Connor and his policemen have been rather nonviolent in public, as was Chief
Pritchett in Albany, Georgia, but they have used the moral means of nonviolence to maintain the
immoral end of racial injustice. As T. S. Eliot has said: "The last temptation is the greatest
treason: To do the right deed for the wrong reason."
I wish you had commended the Negro sit inners and demonstrators of Birmingham for their
sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of great
provocation. One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths,
with the noble sense of purpose that enables them to face jeering and hostile mobs, and with the
agonizing loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They will be old, oppressed,
battered Negro women, symbolized in a seventy two year old woman in Montgomery, Alabama,
who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her people decided not to ride segregated buses,
and who responded with ungrammatical profundity to one who inquired about her weariness:

"My feets is tired, but my soul is at rest." They will be the young high school and college
students, the young ministers of the gospel and a host of their elders, courageously and
nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscience' sake. One day
the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters,
they were in reality standing up for what is best in the American dream and for the most sacred
values in our Judaeo Christian heritage, thereby bringing our nation back to those great wells of
democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in their formulation of the Constitution
and the Declaration of Independence.
Never before have I written so long a letter. I'm afraid it is much too long to take your precious
time. I can assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing from a
comfortable desk, but what else can one do when he is alone in a narrow jail cell, other than
write long letters, think long thoughts and pray long prayers?
If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an unreasonable
impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If I have said anything that understates the truth and
indicates my having a patience that allows me to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I beg
God to forgive me.
I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will soon make it
possible for me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil-rights leader but as a
fellow clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice
will soon pass away and the deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear drenched
communities, and in some not too distant tomorrow the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will
shine over our great nation with all their scintillating beauty.
Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood, Martin Luther King, Jr.
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