
and am not doing well are the students. The day that I stop listening to what my 
students need from me—how I can support them and facilitate their success—will 
be the day I stop teaching. They have their fingertips on the pulse of the world. We 
would be remiss not to pay attention and use their feedback wisely.

(Continued)

The second half of this section opens with a vignette from Dr. Ali Michael, who shares the 
ways that her own insecurities can impact the authenticity (or lack thereof ) she brings to 
relationships with Black women. She offers an exercise to support readers to be able to read, 
see, listen to, and hear the voices of Black women in this very book with an open heart, and 
to help readers be persons deserving of the solidarity they seek. This vignette is followed by  
a chapter by Dr. Eleonora Bartoli, who suggests that white women are limited in their 
impact as antiracists, because they are held back by an investment in white male supremacy. 
Bartoli offers two powerful exercises for white women to engage in so that they might access 
their own power as women, which they can use to fight racism. Bartoli’s chapter is followed 
by a vignette by Lauren Calig, demonstrating through her writing and her work what it 
can look like to be an antiracist white administrator, modeling antiracist leadership with 
both competence and humility. The section closes with a chapter from Dr. Robin DiAngelo, 
who explores the ways in which white fragility manifests in relationships between white 
teachers and Black students and offers suggestions for reversing that dynamic.

Vignette: Is This the Solidarity I Seek?

Ali Michael

In grad school I was on a research team with five Black women and one Chinese 
international student. I was the only white person. I held that space as sacred, so 
honored to be a part of that particular conversation—a space that I had rarely been 
a part of in my life. Most of my life had been full of almost all white spaces. As a 
collective—and as individuals—my teammates were funny, fierce, brilliant, and 
stylish; they were quantitative analysts, qualitative researchers, and prolific writers, 
deeply committed to exposing racism in schools. When I look back, I wonder how 
I must have appeared to them. I can remember feeling unworthy, making myself 
small, dull, afraid of saying the wrong thing. I wanted to be worthy of their trust 
and inclusion, but I was unsure of how to be me without being unwittingly igno-
rant; how to be loud without amplifying my mistakes or taking up too much space.  
I can remember thinking to myself at the time, “I am so much more than this. 
Why can’t I show them who I am?” Over the three years we worked together, 
clearly some of me came out, because we built real friendships—and in the 10 
years since, our relationships have continued to evolve in different ways. I now feel 
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able to say what I think, be wrong, hear their feedback, laugh out loud, be bold, 
dance in meetings, be me.

But that smallness comes back sometimes, especially when I am presenting to a 
new group, or entering a new relationship with a Black colleague with whom there 
is less history, less established trust. I imagine they don’t trust me. I fear they don’t 
like me. And I’ve come to see how I hold myself back from authentic relationships 
as a result. It’s hard to connect, because I feel the need to be liked and trusted 
before I can be me. This vignette offers reflections and tools for entering relation-
ships with Black women from a place of authenticity and connection.

As I explore this—generally unconscious—phenomenon within myself, I realize 
there are a few things I need to understand about this dynamic in order to move 
forward. First, this need I have to be liked and trusted, before I can be me, is back-
wards. How can someone like and trust me if they don’t yet know me? How can 
someone like and trust me if I am not being my authentic self ? Second, my extra 
sensitivity and caution towards Black women or girls in a lecture hall, or on a 
research team, can be equated to a fear of Black women or girls. It’s not the same 
as locking my car doors when a Black person passes (our stereotypical image for 
fear of Blackness), but it is fear nonetheless. For teachers, when we are extra ner-
vous about a parent-teacher conference with a Black parent, when we hesitate to 
call home because we know a Black parent doesn’t give us the benefit of the doubt 
or because we perceive Black parents to be authoritative disciplinarians, when we 
hesitate to be rigorous in our grading or our editing, when we feel more on egg-
shells around Black colleagues than around others, this counts as fear of Blackness 
too. This walking on eggshells that many white women do with Black women, this 
assumption that Black women are coming at me from a judgmental place, that 
they are not here to play, is reductive. It’s a stereotype that limits the range of what’s 
possible for Black women—and the range of possibilities for how I might interact 
with individuals who fall into that group. Finally, when I feel at ease with Black 
women from the beginning, it is because they are willing to offer me the familiar 
social niceties and white middle-class norms of politeness that make me feel safe. 
But those same norms that I learned growing up, are part of what keeps white 
supremacy in place. Those are the very features of the racial contract that say we 
shouldn’t challenge racial hierarchies, we shouldn’t challenge the status quo, that 
women are supposed to smile, to be friendly, to not make anybody uncomfortable.

So how do white women—myself included—be authentic and get past this need 
to be liked? We are currently sabotaging the possibility of connection and solidar-
ity because we need to be given smiles and the benefit of the doubt before we can 
be in a relationship—and that is a lot to ask given the history of whiteness.

Is this the solidarity I seek? Do I want to build relationships premised on the 
expectation—the requirement—that Black women go out of their way to make me 
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comfortable, to smile at me, to give me the benefit of the doubt so that I will listen 
to their truth? How twisted that seems when I write it out now—that they would 
have to earn my openness and willingness by smiling at me so that I can hear their 
anger and pain.

To this end, there is an exercise we can do to explore how people go into “inau-
thentic mode” when we are experiencing fear or trepidation. This exercise is 
called the idealized self-image exercise,1 and it invites readers to work with the 
blocks we have to bringing our full selves to relationships. If you—the reader—
are not white like me, you will still benefit from answering these questions. The 
blocks that exist inside me are generally a particular biproduct of my race and 
gender, but even Black men and Black women—not to mention people of all 
racial backgrounds and gender identities—have an idealized self-image that 
shapes their relationships to Black women as a group. The exercise involves four 
basic questions, each of which should be journaled and discussed with a trusted 
peer. Here are the four questions:

1. What is the idealized self-image that you try to project to the world, particu-
larly with regard to race and racism? What is the idealized self-image you want 
Black women to see about you? “My idealized self-image wants Black women to 
see me as . . .”

2. What is underneath this idealized image that you are projecting? What 
fears, doubts, and insecurities are being covered up by it? What are you afraid  
Black women will see about you? “Underneath my idealized self-image, I’m really 
just afraid . . .”

3. Who are you in your core self ? What is good and true about you? What are 
things you don’t have to prove that are part of who you are that lead you to want 
to be in a clear, right relationship with Black women? “In my core self . . .”

4. How does your idealized self-image get in the way of having authentic relation-
ships with Black women? How does your idealized self-image get in the way 
of realizing the solidarity you seek? “My idealized self-image gets in the way of 
having authentic relationships with Black women because . . .”

I will share my answers to these questions—as an example—and then I encourage 
you, as a reader, to do the same.

Question 1: My idealized self-image wants Black women to see me as . . .

My idealized self-image wants Black women to see me as unique among  
white women, perfect in my anti-racism, worthy of their friendship and respect. 
My idealized self-image needs Black women to know that I am not like other 
white people, that I have been working to uncover my racism for the last 20 years.

(Continued)
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NOTE: Hopefully it is clear from my answers that the idealized self-image is highly 
problematic, and that when I am interacting from my idealized self, rather than my 
authentic self, there is no way to build an authentic connection. My idealized 
self-image is that part of me that needs to be liked, likeable, and trustworthy in order 
to be in a relationship with somebody. When I’m hiding behind my idealized self- 
image, I try to put it first, to wield it as a defense, so that people will be more likely 
to trust me. I end up feeling threatened by people who don’t already know and like 
me. I feel easily hurt when Black women assert that all white people are oppressive. 
I want people to see the work I’ve done and how I’ve made myself “different.” This 
is the fragile, all-or-nothing part of the idealized self-image. When I’m operating 
from my idealized self-image, I’m not open to feedback that suggests I am imper-
fect, oppressive, or hurtful. This is ironic, because that is exactly what I need to hear.

Question 2: Underneath my idealized self-image, I’m really just afraid . . .

Underneath my idealized self-image, I’m really just afraid I’m not actually able to 
be a good friend to Black women. I’m afraid my bias will show up and hurt them. 
I’m afraid I will look ignorant. I grew up around only white people. I know I have 
implicit bias. I know it’s harder for me to remember Black names and faces than 
white names and faces. I’m afraid of being seen as a racist. I’m afraid of actually 
being racist or hurting people. I cover up the fact that there’s still a lot I don’t know 
about Black cultural references.

NOTE: Underneath my idealized self-image is a lot of fear and uncertainty. Much 
of it is about my fear that I might not be able to form friendships with Black 
women, or that I will hurt Black women while trying to be in supportive relation-
ships with them. It’s also about the shame and embarrassment of looking ignorant 
or looking racist.

Question 3: In my core self, I am . . .

In my core self, I know I’m deeply committed to racial and social justice, even though 
I don’t always know how to get there. I know I have deep and loving relationships 
with people who are racially different from me. I am loving and I am authentic. I love 
to dance, which isn’t necessarily a part of my relationships with Black women, but it’s 
something that is core to who I am. I know some things, and there’s a lot I don’t know.

NOTE: My core self is a place where I have strength and goodness that I don’t 
have to prove to anyone. It’s not all or nothing. It’s just part of who I am.

Question 4: My idealized self-image gets in the way of having authentic 
relationships with Black women because . . .

My idealized self-image gets in the way of having authentic relationships with 
Black women because I get so busy trying to prove my goodness and my smartness 
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and my anti-racist credentials that I cannot pick up what they’re putting down; my 
hands are too full of my own baggage. I might meet their questions or even their 
gaze with defensiveness rather than connection and understanding. When I’m 
operating from my idealized self-image, I take up all the space trying to prove how 
likeable and trustworthy I am, so that I cannot hear their words or messages 
enough to be the person they might like, they could connect with. Even when—
especially when—a Black woman is talking to me from a book or the internet, 
when she doesn’t know me and couldn’t know me—my unconscious takes up all 
the space in my brain and heart trying to defend myself about how I’m not like all 
the other white people, or how she might like me if she knew me, so much so that 
I don’t hear what she says. I block the very connection I seek.

As an editor of this book—a book that is meant to help teachers hear the truth 
about the experiences of Black girls in school so that they can better teach and 
support them, I struggle with how to edit the voices of Black authors. I want to 
make the voices of Black women heard in a way that doesn’t eclipse their voices but 
also allows readers who are non-Black—and especially who are white—to be able 
to hear them. But what I’m realizing is that there is no particular way Black women 
can package their voices to be heard by white readers. Fundamentally, the work of 
writing a book full of Black women’s voices that teachers of all racial backgrounds 
will be able to hear, is the work of helping readers recognize and dismantle their 
own blocks to listening. I encourage readers of this book to engage in the idealized 
self-image exercise. Challenge yourself to quiet your idealized self-image. Listen 
and read from your core self—in relationships that are live as well as relationships 
that are on the page—so that you can begin to be the person deserving of the  
solidarity you seek.

Note
1. This exercise was designed by Lorraine Marino for the White People Confronting Racism 

workshop series, based on the work of Eva Pierrakos. It was taught to me by Lorraine 
Marino and Sarah Hally in the context of facilitating the White People Confronting 
Racism workshops.
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