


Praise for When the hood Comes off

“A fascinating look at race and racism online. Drawing on sensitive interviews with 
those who must grapple with racist discourse, complemented by analyses of 
large-scale patterns in social media, Rob Eschmann digs into the depths of how 
technologies for social interaction have shaped our nation’s continuous struggle 
with race. Informed by the author’s personal experiences with racist discourse, 
When the Hood Comes Off is a consistently sensitive and probing book.”

—Mario Small, author of Qualitative Literacy: A Guide to Evaluating 
Ethnographic and Interview Research

“While many great works ask us to diagnose racism as it has happened, When the 
Hood Comes Off stands to change the way we think about the racism ahead of us, 
unfolding in digital space.”

—Saida Grundy, author of Respectable: Politics and Paradox in Making the 
Morehouse Man

“Eschmann documents how the subtle racism that people of Color experience in 
public spaces becomes crass, aggressive, and direct in private, online settings. 
Silent or hesitant on race topics when in public, far too many Whites become 
almost Klan-like when interacting with people of Color in the anonymous online 
sphere. When the Hood Comes Off is splashed with memorable, poignant personal 
examples and written in a highly readable and engaged way.”

—Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, James B. Duke Distinguished Professor of 
Sociology, Duke University, and author of Racism without Racists: 
Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America

“Eschmann raises important issues about what it means to be a young person in 
our very online world at a time when White supremacy is resurgent. He draws on 
a huge trove of data and writes about it with lucidity and urgency.”

—Jessie Daniels, author of Nice White Ladies: The Truth about White 
Supremacy, Our Role in It, and How We Can Help Dismantle It

“Eschmann does not limit himself solely to studying what happens on social media 
platforms. He interviews students of Color all across the country who experience 
online racist rhetoric and who forge online and offline spaces of antiracist 
resistance.”

—Ibram X. Kendi, author of How to Be an Antiracist and Stamped from 
the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America
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1

the first time I played video games on the internet was 
also the first time I was called the n-word.

During my freshman year of college, I spent an inordi-
nate amount of time playing video games. For hours each 
day, my friends and I took turns fighting aliens (or one 
another) in a digital world, with occasional breaks for study-
ing. While today any smartphone can play video games over 
the internet, back then it was more complex. Our campus 
network wouldn’t allow video-game consoles to connect to 
the internet, but we figured out how to play on the local net-
work or with other students on campus. Great rivalries were 
formed between dorms as we challenged one another in 
Halo, a popular combat-based game, the winners gaining 
bragging rights across campus and the losers sometimes 
resorting to physical pranks as payback.

Over winter break, I went to visit two cousins around my 
age, CJ and David, who lived a few hours away by train. Not 
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2 C H a p T E r  O N E

only did they play video games even more than I did, but they also had 
access to playing online, something I was eager to try. The ability to 
play and communicate with people who could be anywhere around 
the world was alluring.

Apart from the competition being a bit stronger, playing Halo online 
didn’t feel much different than playing on campus. We weren’t using 
the headset to chat with the people we were playing against, so it was 
just us, goofing around while playing, as usual. But I thought that chat-
ting was the main draw of playing online, and I wanted to get the full 
online gaming experience. Wasn’t making friends from around the 
globe the point?

When I asked my cousins if we could plug the headset in, they 
looked at each other uneasily and said, “No, we don’t use the headset.” 
When I asked why, they replied, “Because every time we do, we get 
called the n-word.”

This was hard for me to believe. As a Black man growing up in Chi-
cago and now living on a predominantly White campus, I knew that 
racism was real. I was accustomed to being stopped by the police for no 
reason and had experienced countless racial microaggressions—subtle 
slights that question the intelligence, appearance, or lawfulness of peo-
ple of Color.1 Beyond my personal experiences, I had taken sociology 
classes that taught me to think critically about racial inequality in edu-
cation, mass incarceration, and other forms of racial oppression. But I 
had never been called the n-word maliciously. It’s just not something 
that happened in my neighborhood growing up, which was majority 
Black and Latinx, or at school.

So I didn’t believe them. “You mean it’s happened before,” I said, 
“not that it happens every time.”

“No,” they said. “We mean every single time.”
Still incredulous, I had to try it for myself. So, I put on the headset 

and simply said, “Hey, what’s up guys,” into the microphone.
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The response was something I’ll never forget. I was playing with an 
online username, GalacticHair. And the first words in response to my 
greeting were, “Your username should be GalacticNigger.”

I couldn’t believe it. For the rest of the game, the guys we were play-
ing continued throwing hate speech at me. I didn’t back down and 
spent the game focusing more on the war of words than the virtual 
combat. When our team lost badly, one of my cousins pointed out that 
this was the reason they didn’t like to chat while playing. “You get so 
mad that you forget how to play; then you end up losing to racists.”

It was like losing twice.
Even though my cousins “told me so,” I still could not believe that 

this was a regular occurrence. I insisted that we must have run into 
some bad apples by chance—maybe those guys were in the KKK—but 
there’s no way that everyone online talks that way. So I kept the head-
set on for the next four or five games. Each time we matched against 
different users but experienced the same result.

At some point I just decided to take the headset off. My cousins were 
right: to have fun playing this game without being harassed, we 
couldn’t engage in the chat function.

When winter break ended and I went back to college, I wondered 
how many of my White friends might have been also playing Halo 
online over winter break. And I thought, if everyone we encountered 
online used racist language, is that the type of behavior my friends are 
engaging in when I’m not around? Might some of them have been 
behind the usernames and microphones that were hurling racial slurs 
at my cousins and me?

This question was the beginning of an intellectual puzzle: what does 
the style or expression of racist language in a virtual world, or on the 
internet, tell us about the nature of racism in the real world?

A few months later, I was hanging in a friend’s room on campus 
where of course the Xbox was on, and we were taking turns playing 
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Halo. There were four or five guys in the room, all of them White 
except for me. Music was playing, much of it acoustic songs that I didn’t 
recognize. But then, to my surprise, Tupac Shakur’s Changes came on. 
Everyone in the room, including myself, rapped along with Pac, 
singing:

I see no changes
Wake up in the morning and I ask myself
Is life worth living should I blast myself
I’m tired of being poor, and even worse, I’m Black
My stomach hurts, so I’m lookin’ for a purse to snatch

Growing up, my mother didn’t allow my sister and me to play many 
explicit rap songs at home. But Momma had a few favorites that played 
on repeat: Lauryn Hill’s Miseducation album, and two songs from 
Tupac’s Greatest Hits, “Changes,” which has a few curse words but was 
a deep exploration of racism and poverty, and “Dear Mama,” another 
meaningful song that had none of Pac’s violent or misogynistic lyrics. 
Knowing how different our tastes in music were, I thought it was cool 
that these guys knew a song that was so near and dear to my heart. But 
then I remembered what the next lines were, and stopped rapping. I 
looked around the room at my friends, and wondered, would they sing 
the n-word along with Pac?

Cops give a damn about a negro
Pull the trigger, kill a nigga, he’s a hero

No one said it. Everyone stopped rapping that at that lyric and picked 
back up after the slur. A few of the guys glanced over at me as they did. 
I laughed out loud and asked for the music to be shut off.

“Yo, I’m not mad,” I said, trying to make sure they wouldn’t be 
defensive. “But be honest. If I wasn’t here, . . . would you all have 
rapped nigga?”

“No, of course not!”
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“No way bro, we would never!”
“C’mon man, how could you think that?”
But one guy in the room, a soccer player with a penchant for being a 

rebel, had a smirk on his face.
“Oh please,” he said, looking around the room. “Yea, you do.”
A few of my friends looked sheepish as he continued, saying, “I say 

it, but not to be racist, just because I like the song.”
A few of the guys nodded, admitting that they rapped the n-word 

from time to time, but assured me they didn’t mean anything by it. At 
least one of them vigorously denied ever doing so, and I believed him. 
We put the music back on and kept playing video games. I told my 
good friend Trey, a Black man from Texas who lived one floor up, about 
the incident later. We had no shortage of race-related stories to tell each 
other that first year in the dorms.

This experience answered some of the questions I had about how 
prevalent racial slurs were when playing video games online. Some of 
my White friends believed that singing the n-word was innocuous, not 
malicious. But I didn’t see a big difference between singing the n-word 
and shouting it while playing video games. The kids who hurled racial 
slurs online probably saw that as being pretty innocuous, too. They 
might not have seen themselves as real racists; they were just using the 
word as an insult, or to be cool, imitating their favorite rappers.

Following this logic, I reasoned that if my friends were okay saying 
the n-word as long as no one Black is around to make them feel uncom-
fortable, they might also be okay saying it while gaming, when they 
don’t have to look a Black person in the eye. Of course, it’s possible that 
none of them ever did! I’m not making an accusation. I’m making a 
point about how the combination of my online and in-person experi-
ences influenced the way I understood the world around me. I learned 
that the way White people treated me when we were face to face (over-
whelmingly with kindness) did not mean that they didn’t do, think, or 
say racist things in private or when I was not around.

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   5 28/01/23   8:15 PM



6 C H a p T E r  O N E

PieCiNG THe PUZZLe

As a first-year graduate student, I was assigned Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s 
seminal text, Racism without Racists.2 In the book, Bonilla-Silva dis-
cusses what he calls colorblind racism, a racist ideology that sustains 
unequal racial systems without reverting to hostile language around 
racial differences. Bonilla-Silva suggests that racist ideologies and  
racist language are used to legitimate racist social systems. During  
the Jim Crow era,3 racist language needed to be explicit in order to 
justify a harsh and formal racial-stratification system. But contempo-
rary racial systems, which rely less on the explicit and legal sep-
aration of races, can be sustained with subtler, milder expressions of 
racism.

It struck me that while this framework explained the subtle presen-
tations of racist ideologies in many contexts, including most college 
campuses, it did not explain why overt racism persisted, and even 
seemed to be the norm, in some online spaces. How could I reconcile 
my experiences with overt racist language on the internet with  
Bonilla-Silva’s theory? What is it about online spaces that seem to invite 
a reversion to Jim Crow–era racist language?

Research on the difference between “computer-mediated communi-
cation” and face-to-face communication makes it clear that the internet 
represents a distinct social environment, and that communication in 
many online contexts may not be bound by the same norms as in face-
to-face interaction.4 For example, Kishonna Gray explores how ano-
nymity and online norms such as “disinhibition” (saying or doing 
things one might not offline) shape the ways Black and Latinx women 
experience racism, sexism, and homophobia while playing online 
video games.5 Jessie Daniels has written about online White suprem-
acy for decades, from the ways White supremacist organizations use 
technology to spread their ideologies to (with Matthew Hughey) the 
proliferation of racist comments on mainstream news sites.6 The 
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research on online racism adds complexity to our understanding of the 
ways expressions of racism change in different contexts.

As young people spend more time socializing and learning in online 
spaces, it follows that their online interactions will have an increas-
ingly large impact on their lives and well-being. Research on racial 
socialization finds that preparing Black children for experiences with 
racial bias can lessen the negative impact that stereotypes have on their 
social and emotional health.7 But what happens if we socialize children 
to prepare them to deal with colorblind-style racism, and fail to recog-
nize that they are actually being exposed to overt expressions of racism 
in online spaces, where adult moderation is less prevalent?

It’s difficult to keep kids safe online. I study online abuse for a living, 
but my kids still surprise me with their online communication experi-
ences (often game-based) on mediums that weren’t on my radar. For 
example, I know how to change settings on video-game consoles so 
that my kids are able to chat only with their friends (and not with ran-
dom people online). But I did not know that public chat was a function 
on the Oculus VR headset that my oldest child, Malachi, had saved his 
money to buy until his younger sister, Karis, and brother, JD, alerted 
me to the toxic language people were using on the platform. Malachi 
assured me he had quickly figured out how to mute the public chat, but 
this worried me. I had no idea it was going on, nor how to stop it.

I ask some big questions in this book: How does the internet shape 
the way people talk about race? How are online experiences and 
responses to racism different from in-person experiences? What impact 
do these changes have specifically on people of Color, and on society?

My experience with a strange, new, and more explicit style of racism 
online was like a puzzle piece that didn’t fit: how could such explicit 
racist language be ubiquitous in online spaces, when it was so rare in 
face-to-face settings? Then, my experience on campus, seeing my 
friends censor themselves because of my presence, gave me a clue,  
and I was able to imagine how muted behaviors in person might be 
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connected to the normalcy of more explicit behaviors online. This is 
what it takes, I think, to fully understand the impact technology has 
had on the race conundrum: an investigation that pays equal attention 
to the virtual and physical realities of race and racism, how they differ, 
and how each influences the other.

This is difficult to do! Often our online realities and behaviors are so 
different from our day-to-day, face-to-face interactions. In many online 
spaces, users may not even know the real-world identities of the people 
they interact with. Online actions are therefore often divorced from 
perceived consequences in the real world.

The idea that there are separate worlds, one physical and real, and 
one digital and fake, is known as the “digital dualism fallacy.” Social 
theorist Nathan Jurgenson argues that we actually live in a world that 
is a mix of the digital and the physical: an augmented reality.8 There is 
no better place to study the augmented reality of race and racism than 
the college campus, a setting where online and in-person communities 
are less detached, since it is common for students to share classrooms 
or dining halls with the same peers they engage with on social media. 
The perceived consequences of online behaviors, therefore, can be 
more real, or at least more immediate, for these students. If you post 
something online over the weekend, chances are people in your class 
on Monday have seen it.

To bridge the gap between the digital and the physical, this book 
begins on the college campus. I started this eight-year study in 2014 in 
Chicago at a private, selective university. I conducted interviews with 
Black, Latinx, and Asian students, as folks of Color are too often denied 
a voice and are most likely to experience and witness racism and its 
effects. Centering the perspectives of people of Color is an important 
part of the critical race theory tradition, as the experiences and per-
spectives of marginalized peoples are often able to highlight the ways 
oppressive systems work and identify biases and blind spots that exist 
in dominant ways of thinking.9
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I asked questions regarding their experiences on campus, their per-
ceptions of the meaning of race on campus, and their experiences with 
racialized interactions online. I explored their reactions to racist atti-
tudes posted anonymously online by fellow students and sought to 
understand how those events impacted their perceptions of race, rac-
ism, and the university’s racial climate. These conversations followed 
an interview guide, but what I learned with each case or participant 
influenced subsequent interviews, as questions were modified or added 
to reflect what had already been learned.10 Questions also changed over 
time to keep up with current events that shaped the racial landscape. 
For example, I added questions when protests in Ferguson, Missouri, 
shined the spotlight on anti-Black police violence after teenager 
Michael Brown was shot and killed in 2014. As the “Black Lives Matter” 
slogan gained prominence with these protests, national and campus-
based conversations about race seemed to change. While the phrase 
“Black Lives Matter” has become symbolic of and synonymous with 
the broader Movement for many people, the Movement for Black Lives 
(M4BL) and Black Lives Matter (BLM) are distinct organizations. I also 
added questions when Donald Trump was elected in 2016 and seemed 
to shake the foundations of the nice, subtle racist language that had 
previously dominated the political arena.

Throughout the research process, a number of students wanted to 
stay behind after their interviews to continue our conversations about 
race. Several students indicated that they enjoyed the opportunity to 
process their experiences with race both in-person and online. In these 
situations, I sometimes turned the audio recorder back on if students 
began sharing examples or stories that were relevant to the study aims. 
In other cases, I simply included notes on the conversation with my 
other notes on the students’ appearance, mannerisms, and demeanor 
during the interview.

There were also several moments throughout the data-gathering 
process where students shared stories that were sufficiently traumatic 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   9 28/01/23   8:15 PM



10 C H a p T E r  O N E

that I decided to pause the interview and offer to connect these stu-
dents with campus resources, including not only counseling services 
but also administrators in the campus diversity office with whom I had 
developed a rapport and thought would be willing to pursue incidents 
of bias. In none of these cases did students elect to stop the interview. 
In several of the cases, the students expressed a willingness to get in 
touch with my contacts in the diversity office, but to my knowledge no 
students followed through with those connections. This may be indica-
tive of how difficult it can be to respond to racism or navigate institu-
tional processes around racism.

Upon beginning the interview process, I almost immediately began 
to uncover unexpected and theoretically surprising findings that 
changed the direction of the study.11 As I have described, I went into the 
study looking to push back against contemporary theories of racism 
that assume a subtle, covert presentation of racist ideologies. This 
assumption is based on the prevalence of societal norms that make 
overt racist language or actions taboo, which can be muted in some 
technological contexts. How does the internet affect the presentation 
of racial ideologies, and how do these distinct presentations affect the 
way students of Color think about race, racism, and interracial interac-
tions on campus? This is the question I seek to answer in the first half 
of this book.

While I did hear about student experiences with more explicit pres-
entations of racism in online spaces, this idea, that theories of racism 
cannot account for race on the internet, was far from my most interest-
ing finding. I also found that despite being exposed to brutal language 
in online spaces, students of Color did not shy away from online envi-
ronments. They didn’t, like my cousins and I, take off their headsets, 
making the choice to avoid harassment by disengaging from the online 
space. Instead, they used online social media to construct spaces of crit-
ical resistance. The second half of this book explores these new online-
based methods of resistance to racism and their influence on both 
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online and offline racial discourse, racial consciousness, and online 
activism.

Throughout the analytic process, I engaged in a constant compari-
son between theory and data, taking note of the relationships between 
prevalent themes, existing social theories, and emergent theories.12 In 
each chapter, I discuss and interact with research and theory that guide 
my interpretation and analysis of the data—whether gleaned from 
interviews, social media, or surveys—and make note of the places 
where surprising findings necessitate building new theories. The find-
ings in this book deviate from contemporary theories of race and 
should shift the way we understand contemporary expressions of rac-
ism, how young people of Color respond to discrimination, and the 
innovative ways folks of Color harness technology to engage in acts of 
resistance. To say it another way, I am allowing the data to stretch the 
realm of possibilities, to shape the things we think we know but might 
not know as well as we think.

I published findings from the first stage of this project in 2017 with 
my doctoral dissertation, and later in a couple of academic articles.13 
But to make sure that what I was finding in Chicago was not unique, I 
expanded the study to other schools in other parts of the country,  
and to schools with different characteristics. Additional interviews and 
focus groups were conducted at public universities in Los Angeles and 
Atlanta, and private universities in New York and Boston, between 2017 
and 2022. While the schools in New York, Boston, and Chicago are pre-
dominantly White, the schools in LA and Atlanta are more diverse, 
with the campus in Atlanta being over one-third Black and the campus 
in Los Angeles over one-third Latinx. Interviews from these additional 
sites add richness and complexity to the study and largely confirm my 
initial findings regarding the impact of online communication on cam-
pus-based racial discourse. To protect student identities, I don’t men-
tion the names of any of these universities, and instead refer to them by 
city throughout the book—Chicago, Los Angeles, Atlanta, Boston, and 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   11 28/01/23   8:15 PM



12 C H a p T E r  O N E

New York. Similarly, all the people I interviewed have been given 
pseudonyms.

When I asked questions about online discussions about race, I let the 
people I talked to decide what places on the internet were most mean-
ingful for them. Much of the research on race and social media seems 
to focus on Twitter (for good reason), as the platform has been central 
to largescale organizing efforts (and the data are easily accessible for 
researchers). But the students I talked to rarely discussed Twitter. They 
were more likely to describe experiences with race on Facebook, Insta-
gram, Snapchat, or blogging platforms like Tumblr. By learning from 
my interviewees about the online spaces where they witnessed and 
engaged in race-related conversations, I was exposed to types of racial 
discussions that do not, like trending hashtags on Twitter, make the 
news but are still hugely important to the everyday lived experiences 
of people of Color.

In 2021, 69 percent of adults in the United States used Facebook, 40 
percent used Instagram, 25 percent used Snapchat, 22 percent used 
Twitter, 21 percent used TikTok, and 18 percent used Reddit.14 Adults 
aged 18–29 were more likely to use all these platforms, with 70 percent 
on Facebook, 71 percent on Instagram, 65 percent on Snapchat, 42 per-
cent on Twitter, 48 percent on Tik Tok, and 36 percent on Reddit. The 
age differential is smallest for Facebook, which many young people 
describe as being for their parents. Black people also have a higher-
than-average usage on all these platforms except Reddit, and Latinx 
folks have a higher-than-average use on all but Twitter and Reddit.

Over the past decade, online activism and discussion of Black Lives 
Matter has transformed public discourse around race. Activists, think-
ers, and antiracists have used online communication, social media, and 
Twitter, in particular, to highlight anti-Black vigilante and police vio-
lence and insist that these are not isolated incidents or the work of a 
few bad apples. Instead, they are understood to be directly tied to a 
broader system of oppression—the rotten tree of White supremacy 
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that stifles the pursuit of happiness, liberty, and even life for Black peo-
ple and people of Color. Antiracist counternarratives are becoming 
mainstream because of activists of Color and their allies using social 
media to force the issue.

Black Twitter is central to this story. Black people are the most likely 
to use Twitter at 29 percent (compared with 22 percent among all US 
adults), but Black Twitter is more than numerical representation. André 
Brock defines Black Twitter as “an online gathering (not quite a com-
munity) of Twitter users who identify as Black and employ Twitter fea-
tures to perform Black discourses, share Black cultural commonplaces, 
and build social affinities.”15 Tressie McMillan Cottom wrote an article 
titled “Black Twitter is not a place. It’s a practice,” which talks about 
Black Twitter as an archive of public memory.16 Mark Lamont Hill 
discusses Black Twitter as a digital counterpublic where “members 
actively resist hegemonic power, contest majoritarian narratives, 
engage in critical dialogues, or negotiate oppositional identities.”17

Black Twitter has been an engine behind the Movement for Black 
Lives and countless hashtags that use technology to push the ugliness 
of racism into the spotlight, changing and elevating the conversations 
people across the world are having about race and racism. Sarah Jack-
son, Moya Bailey, Brooke Foucault, Melissa Brown, Rashawn Ray, and 
others have discussed how intersectional these discussions are on Twit-
ter, as they highlight the ways racism intersects with other systems of 
power, like patriarchy, heteronormativity, or ableism.18 Intersectional 
critiques and counternarratives are becoming mainstream because 
activists of Color and their allies use social media to redefine the prob-
lem and force the issue.

This book is driven by the conversations I had with people about 
their experiences online and on campus, people who were willing to 
share their time, brilliance, pain, hope, resilience, and resistance. Still, 
the puzzle would be incomplete without also paying attention to  
how online conversations about race are changing the racial landscape. 
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This is why When the Hood Comes Off also looks beyond the college 
campus.

I use social media analytics to track trends in Twitter-based racial dis-
course between 2011 and 2021, demonstrating measurable changes in 
online discussions of race and racism over time. I combine a large-scale 
analysis of millions of tweets with a fine-tuned exploration of how peo-
ple engage online, analyzing samples of social media posts that exhibit 
both the unmasking of racism and antiracist and resistance projects.

When researchers use data from multiple sources, we call this trian-
gulation. Including social media analysis reveals that the things I found 
in interviews on the college campus also play out in other spaces. This 
book is the first study that combines in-depth interviews with both 
quantitative and qualitive social media analyses at this scale. I also 
include some findings from a nationally representative survey I con-
ducted around how people experience online discussions of race, 
though only sparingly.

The book starts with a figurative pond, investigating how technol-
ogy has changed the ways students talk about and experience race on 
college campuses. This is the focus of chapters 3, 4, 5, and 7. Then it 
moves from the pond to the ocean, applying and extending what I 
learned through interviews to the online space, with analysis of Twit-
ter data in chapters 6 and 8.19

While these are vastly different types of data, they are pieces of the 
same puzzle, different arcs of the same story. Combining face-to-face 
interviews with social media analyses helps me truly bridge the gap 
between the digital and the physical and understand the hybrid, aug-
mented reality of how we experience race and racism in the digital age.

This book represents nearly a decade of research, and in it I tell a 
story about how technology has changed the way we understand and 
respond to racism. This is a data-driven, human-centered story that 
asks questions of people and groups that are often ignored or underval-
ued. When faced with the ugly realities of racism, we may be tempted 
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to take off the headset as a way of protecting ourselves from the horror. 
In this book, I’m asking you to keep your headset on, despite how hard 
it may be to stomach the discordant notes of oppression that twist our 
values, undergird our institutions, and hurt the lives of people of Color. 
Ultimately, I assure you, this book is hopeful, and points to the ways 
resistance can orchestrate change and expand our ability to imagine 
and demand a just society. My hope is that you, the reader, come away 
with an understanding of how online racial discussions have changed 
over time (and are still changing), and of the effects these changes have 
had on people of Color and our racialized world.

BooK THeMes

The Hood

The Ku Klux Klan, with its white hoods and burning crosses, might be 
the most recognizable symbol of racism in the United States. The Klan 
is responsible for thousands of lynchings, beatings, shootings, and 
burnings of individuals, churches, businesses, and homes. The height 
of Klan activity took place during the Reconstruction and Jim Crow 
eras, a time when law enforcement was loathe to protect Black citizens 
from racist acts of terror.20 Still, Klan members chose to hide their faces 
behind those emblematic pointed white hoods. The hood was protec-
tive: it concealed the identities of the farmers, store owners, officers of 
the law, and clergy members who wore it, which kept them from being 
held responsible for the destruction of life and property orchestrated 
by Klan activity.

For the past half-century, racism has been hiding behind a more 
metaphorical hood: subtlety. This book begins by exploring the 
decreased visibility of racism in the post–Jim Crow United States.21 
Today, formal discrimination is outlawed, overtly racist language is 
frowned upon, and racism largely operates through indirect and invis-
ible mechanisms. This, I suggest, is racism “under the hood,” or masked 
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racism. This is the racism many of us have come to expect, the racism 
that scholars have spent decades uncovering, what David Williams 
calls the “everyday discrimination” that people of Color experience in 
mainstream environments.22 It involves microaggressions that may 
feel too minor to be reported to HR, but have major impacts on the 
lives of people of Color, from health and mental health to experiences 
and performance at work and in school.

When the Hood Comes Off

Over the past decade, we have seen a resurgence of White  
nationalism—under the guise of the “Alt-Right”—which does not fit 
with the way scholars have understood racism to operate in post–Jim 
Crow America. Many of us have been thinking about how to combat 
masked, hidden, subversive, and systemic racism for so long that we 
forgot what it was like to have someone yell in our children’s faces, “Go 
back to Africa!” Or, these days, “You will not replace us!”23

Perhaps that is why liberals could not figure out what to do with 
Trump except to call him crazy or a bigot. For many people who lean 
to the left, the idea that Americans would support Trump given his 
openly racist rhetoric was unthinkable. Nevertheless, Trump assumed 
the office of the president from 2016 to 2020, and many White suprema-
cist groups united in their support of his administration.24 During his 
term as president, Trump followed through on many of his far-right 
promises, and the fears that our nation would regress under his leader-
ship were realized, at least in part. Trump may be out of the White 
House, but he’s not done making trouble.

Fueled by everything from Trump to the Proud Boys, there has been 
no shortage of public events that seem to reflect more explicit expres-
sions of racism becoming normalized. Anti-Asian attacks increased by 
343 percent in New York City and 567 percent in San Francisco between 
2020 and 2021.25 Racist mass shootings have targeted Asians in Atlanta, 
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Latinx folks in El Paso, and Black folks in Buffalo, with the shooters in 
El Paso and Buffalo both developing their hateful ideologies online or 
using the internet to share their messages of hate.26 In 2022, thirty-one 
members of a White supremacist group were arrested on their way to 
a Pride event with riot gear, while other counterprotesters had asked 
their allies to bring guns to the rally.27 As White supremacist groups 
engage in racist, sexist, homophobic, antisemitic, and Islamophobic 
campaigns, Black feminist intersectional thought teaches us to analyze 
the interconnectedness of these domination projects that uphold the 
power of straight White men.

In a paper analyzing the ways racist groups have strategically used 
social media, Jessie Daniels quotes a White supremacist who says, 
“We’ve managed to push White nationalism into a very mainstream 
position” and that “people have adopted our rhetoric, sometimes with-
out even knowing it.”28 Overt racists mask their openly racist ideolo-
gies to make their messages more palatable. As an example of this, 
Kathleen Belew suggests that during the January 6, 2021, Capitol riots 
White supremacist groups opted not to use racist chants or display 
open symbols of racism at the riots in order to make their cause more 
appealing to the general public.29 White supremacist groups that have 
been on the fringe since the victories of the civil rights movement seem 
to be becoming more mainstream. How can we make sense of this 
apparent reversion to Jim Crow–era racism, from language coming 
from politicians to increases in openly racist acts of violence?

The current moment—with explicit expressions of racism becoming 
more prominent and more prevalent—can best be interpreted using a 
framework that centralizes technology as a mediator of ideas, human 
connections, and both public and private discourse. In this book I engage 
in a comprehensive investigation of the cause—how online communica-
tion changes racial discourse—and its consequences, or what these 
changes mean for people of Color. In chapter 2, “Once We Were Color-
blind,” I discuss the myriad tools we have to identify racism that is masked 
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by subtly colorblind language or social structures, and I underscore the 
characteristics of online communication that can facilitate unique ways 
of talking about race, including the more explicit expressions of racism 
than we have come to expect in face-to-face interactions. This is racism 
unmasked. In chapter 3, “Mask On,” I use interviews with college stu-
dents of Color to highlight the informal rules of racial discourse that 
place limits on how folks talk about race in certain contexts, including 
norms of political correctness and a commitment to value-free academic 
discourse. In a sense, the rest of the book pushes back against this chap-
ter, as technology renegotiates the rules of racial discourse. Chapter 4, 
“Mask Off,” is a case study that explores the effects of an anonymous 
online student forum that amplified racist ideas and challenged the dom-
inant modes of thinking about race and racism. Once racism is unmasked 
online, there are consequences in the “real,” in-your-face world.

As I mentioned above, one unanticipated consequence of online rac-
ism is resistance. Without a hood to hide behind online, racism has 
become more visible than it has been since the civil rights movement, 
when images of nonviolent Black protesters being brutally attacked 
were seen on televisions around the world. As activists, scholars, edu-
cators, and citizens adjust their methods to fight against a more visible 
enemy, swaths of people are jumping on the antiracist bandwagon—
people who might not have recognized the persistence of racism before 
it was exposed by viral videos, racist online posts, and increased White 
supremacist activity.

Several chapters focus on resistance. Chapter 5, “Digital Resistance,” 
examines the huge differences between how folks of Color describe 
responding to racism in person, and how they describe responding 
online. In chapter 6, “Double-Sided Consciousness,” I turn to Twitter 
and analyze tweets that use the unique spelling of White people, “Wyp-
ipo,” and argue that this neologism is an example of Black folks on  
Twitter moving beyond W. E. B. Du Bois’s “double consciousness” prob-
lem—which focuses on the inner mind of Black folks in the face of  

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   18 28/01/23   8:15 PM



a N  I N T E L L E C T Ua L  p U Z Z L E   19

racism—and flipping the script by shifting the focus to problematic and 
oppressive manifestations of White supremacy. And in chapter 7, “Pro-
test, Posters, and QR Codes,” I discuss new forms of activism that are 
emerging due to the innovative practices of Black people and people of 
Color across the internet and on campus, and the effects these examples 
of activism can have on consciousness-raising and development.

The growth of online racism—and its apparent spread to the main-
stream media and politics through Trump and the Alt-Right—throws a 
wrench in the ways many scholars—and the general public—have 
understood changes in racist ideologies in the post–Jim Crow era. 
When the Hood Comes Off extends these theories and reconciles our 
understanding of the subtle mechanisms of racism with more explicit 
expressions of racism online. In the final chapter, “Racism Is Trend-
ing,” I analyze trends in tens of millions of tweets from 2011 to 2021 to 
provide a clear picture of changes in our collective racial, political, and 
social consciousness, and discuss the implications for resistance efforts.

From cell phone footage of police killing unarmed Black people to 
leaked racist emails and messages—or even comments from friends 
and family on our own social media—internet-based communication 
is exposing the continuing significance of racism in a world that has 
been pretending to be colorblind. While those who have experienced 
or studied racism have long known this to be true, for many the 
unmasking of racism is an eye-opening experience. How will they, and 
we, respond?
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aDMiTTiNG raCisM

There is a classic study conducted in the 1930s where a soci-
ologist sent a survey to 250 restaurants and hotels across the 
United States, asking whether they would serve a Chinese 
person.1 Over 90 percent of the restaurants that responded to 
the survey openly said they would not serve a Chinese guest. 
But six months prior, the sociologist had gone on an extended 
road trip to visit each of the 250 establishments with his 
friends, a Chinese couple. While the vast majority of these 
venues had stated that they would not serve Chinese folks as 
a matter of policy—they admitted they were racist—in prac-
tice, only 1 of 250 turned them away because of race. How 
ironic that restaurant and hotel owners were more willing 
to admit their racism than act on it.

 2

ONCE WE WERE 
COLORBLIND

But there are none so frightened, or so strange in their fear, as  
conquerors. They conjure phantoms endlessly, terrified that their victims 
will someday do back what was done to them—even if, in truth, their 
victims couldn’t care less about such pettiness and have moved on. 
Conquerors live in dread of the day when they are shown to be, not 
superior, but simply lucky.

—n. k. jemisin, The Stone Sky, 2017
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Today, we seem to have the opposite problem. I remember learning 
this in my twenties, when I was visiting my cousins who lived in 
Bloomington, Illinois. It’s a small town, surrounded by corn fields, and 
seemed like a different world for a Chicago kid such as me. While I’d 
often make fun of my cousins for living in the country, I really enjoyed 
my time there. Besides having a better gaming setup than I did (yes, 
same cousins), they didn’t have a cramped city house like me—they 
had a sprawling house, newly constructed, with a trampoline in the 
backyard. I thought this meant they were rich.

We decided to hit the streets, and went bar and club hopping, visit-
ing all five (yes five!) nightlife venues “downtown.” The bouncer at the 
first club we visited, a White man, stopped us before we walked in. 
“No hats allowed,” he said. CJ was wearing a Yankees hat.

“Damn, I forgot that,” he said.
I noticed lots of people inside with caps on. “There are ten people 

wearing hats inside, right there,” I said, pointing.
The bouncer looked back, and said, “Those are okay. They aren’t flat 

brimmed.”
“So the rule is no hats, if the brim is flat?” I was astounded. “Why, 

because this is how Black people wear hats?”
The bouncer smiled. “No hats inside, bro. You wanna come in, come 

back without the hat.”
CJ took off his hat and aggressively bent it, the way we used to bend 

our hats as kids playing Little League baseball. I winced. That wasn’t a 
Little League cap. It was a fashionable forty-dollar fitted hat—the kind 
Jay-Z made cool—and I didn’t think getting into this club was worth 
destroying it, on top of the cover charge.

He put the hat on, looking ridiculous with its brim bent down like 
the top two sides of a triangle. “How about now?”

“Nope. It’s still a flat brim.”
We walked away, upset at the unfair treatment. CJ apologized, say-

ing that he knew about the policy and forgot to leave his hat at home. I 
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didn’t think he needed to apologize. It was a bs policy and clearly 
biased. Across the street, we found a barbecue grill, which CJ opened 
and dropped his hat inside. “Don’t let me forget it when we leave,” he 
said. I remember hoping that CJ would forget his hat, which was now 
not only bent beyond repair but also resting on a stranger’s greasy, 
crusty grill.

We went back to the bouncer, hat-free. He acted like he hadn’t just 
sent us away. When we walked up, he stopped us from entering again. 
“Sorry guys, I can’t let you in with those shoes.”

All three of us were wearing gym shoes. But this was not a classy 
place—not like one of the clubs in downtown Chicago where you 
knew beforehand that you had to wear dress shoes to get in. When I 
looked inside, all I saw was gym shoes.

“You’re joking,” I said. “Not one person inside is wearing dress 
shoes.”

“Oh, you don’t have to wear dress shoes. You just can’t wear those,” 
he said, pointing down at David’s Jordan brand shoes.

“So all gym shoes are okay, except for Jordans?”
“And Air Force 1s.”
This was sometime in the 2000s, before hype sneaker culture was as 

mainstream as it is now. Wearing Jordan’s, Air Force 1s, or flat-brimmed 
hats was associated with Black, urban, hip-hop style. In fact, I remember 
being upset when Nelly, a popular rapper, came out with the song “Air 
Force Ones,” because I thought it would make our culture—rocking Air 
Force 1s with the strap loose, searching for unique colorways—as main-
stream as radio rap. I stopped wearing AF1s after that song came out.

That night it was clear that elements of Black culture—a certain 
style of hat, a certain type of sneakers—were being used to informally 
screen club goers, keeping the clientele exclusively White. And our 
experience was not unique. Research investigating racist nightlife poli-
cies finds that baggy clothes, Timberland boots, and white T-shirts 
often find themselves on the “no entry” list, and Black club-goers can 
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even be denied entry for wearing the same shoes as their White friends 
who are admitted.2 In our case, the bouncer didn’t admit he was racist, 
but he selectively implemented policies to kept Black folks out. If you 
surveyed bar owners in Bloomington, I can’t imagine any would admit 
their reluctance to serve Black people. This would be an admission of 
racism and a willingness to break antidiscrimination laws. But survey 
results be damned, they found a way around it.

Think about how different this form of racism is compared with rac-
ism in the 1930s, when a restaurant owner felt comfortable—or ethi-
cally and legally in the clear—answering a survey saying they were 
racist. This example is indicative of how the rules of racism (and the 
definition of racism, which I’ll talk more about in a few pages) have 
changed in the United States over the past century. In the twenty-first 
century, racists typically don’t admit their bias. But for some reason, 
most people seem to expect them to, hesitating to call anyone racist 
who does not proclaim it loud and proud. Commonsense views see rac-
ism as an attitude or intentional act. By this definition, even if someone 
does something racist, if they don’t admit that they were being racist 
on purpose, the act can be explained away as a misunderstanding. It is 
only when someone admits racism that many people become confident 
that they are, in fact, racist.

One example of this is former CNN anchor Chris Cuomo trying to 
catch racists with a hypothetical trap. During Trump’s first campaign 
for the presidency in 2016, Trump said he could shoot someone in the 
middle of the street and his supporters would remain loyal to him.3 
Testing this idea in 2019, Cuomo asked several Trump supporters 
whether they would continue to support him if he was openly racist. 
When Cuomo presented this question to Kris Kronbach, a Republican 
running for Senate, Kronbach insisted that he did not believe racism 
had a place in America, but also said, “I’d have to know who was run-
ning against him.”4 In another interview with Kayleigh McEany, 
then the White House press secretary, McEany refused to answer the 
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hypothetical question, insisting it was an attempt to misapply the racist 
label to Trump. Cuomo responded critically, saying, “Why isn’t your 
answer, ‘No, I don’t support racism’?”5

Many of Trump’s supporters remained constant despite his being 
accused of dozens of sexual assaults, insulting communities of Color, 
mocking disabled persons, and even making false claims of voter fraud 
to finance the repayment of his campaign debt. Cuomo’s question 
implies that admitting racism, somehow, might do what none of the 
above could and force Trump’s supporters to abandon ship. Why? 
Because most Americans, on both sides of the political aisle, condemn 
racism—or at least, the popular understanding of racism as being inten-
tional and overt.

Trump was famously slow to denounce White supremacy. He 
refused to condemn support from White supremacists such as the Ku 
Klux Klan’s David Duke during his campaign in 2016.6 Then, after the 
White supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, where a young 
woman was killed after being rammed by a car purposely driven into a 
crowd of counterprotesters by a racist, Trump insisted that “there were 
bad people on both sides.”7 And during the presidential debates of 2020, 
when asked if he condemned White supremacy, he told White suprema-
cist groups to “stand back and stand by,” something they interpreted as 
a coded message of support.8 It took numerous tries by moderators for 
Trump to finally say that he opposes White supremacy. Despite all of 
this, Trump insisted during the debates that he is the “least racist per-
son in this room.”9 Trump has probably been called racist more than 
anyone in history. Still, he doesn’t admit racism.

Cuomo’s hypothetical reflects what many people think about rac-
ism: you‘re only racist if you admit that you‘re racist. Without an admission 
of guilt, it is possible for Trump’s supporters to deny he is racist, despite 
the hurtful language he has used toward communities of Color and his 
long history of discrimination against Black people and people of Color, 
both in and out of office. But if Trump were to admit he was racist, so 
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the thinking goes, his racism would become tangible, moving from an 
alleged attitude to fact. With an admission, Trump’s supporters could 
no longer excuse his racist acts, nor explain them as being unrelated to 
race.

According to this logic, admissions of racism can be, and often are, 
worse than racist acts. You can do racist things that deny opportunities 
to people of Color or reproduce racial inequality—treat people of Color 
badly, only hire White people, decide to move when a Black family set-
tles in on your block, or tell your children not to date members of other 
racial or ethnic groups—but as long as you don’t admit you’re racist (or 
get caught saying something openly racist in private or online—an 
inadvertent admission), you won’t be interpreted as one.

There’s a big problem with this idea—that someone is only racist if 
they admit it. Over the past seventy-five years in the United States, rac-
ists have, for the most part, stopped telling us when they are racist. 
Survey results show that racial attitudes are drastically different than 
they were during the Jim Crow era. Whereas 95 percent of White peo-
ple believed that interracial dating was wrong in the 1950s, only 10 per-
cent thought it was wrong by the early 2000s.10 While some of these 
changes may be due to changing racial attitudes, we also know that 
surveys looking to measure racist attitudes have had to modify their 
questions (something I’ll discuss later) because respondents know bet-
ter than to circle the “racist” option. During Jim Crow, explicitly racist 
policies were legal. In a world where restaurants could hang signs say-
ing, “No Dogs, Negroes, or Mexicans,”11 owners were more comforta-
ble being honest about their racism on surveys, and people in general 
were less likely to be embarrassed to say racist things. Today, discrimi-
nation is illegal and racism is viewed as an ugly relic of the past. It fol-
lows that openly racist, discriminatory language is taboo.

Given this shift, most people use the R-word (Racist) only sparingly. 
Racism is thought to be rare, and the label racist is reserved for those 
who are racist with a capital R—Racist and proud. Openly White 
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supremacist folks who want to convince the world that White people 
are superior are Racist. Those who still believe, in the twenty-first cen-
tury, that the racial order was in better shape during the time of slavery 
or Jim Crow: Racist. People who agree with Hitler, that killing mil-
lions of Jews would solve the country’s problems, are Racist.

But this type of old-fashioned Racism is out of style. In fact, it’s so far 
out of the norm that limiting ourselves to this outdated definition can 
obscure contemporary forms of racism. It frames racism as a problem 
that normal people do not have to deal with, enabling them to mini-
mize its effects and externalize the blame. Identifying outliers, extrem-
ists, and “racists with a capital R” as the true racists precludes the need 
to examine the complicity of ordinary people in maintaining a system 
of White supremacy.

As an example of how blaming the outliers affects our thinking, let’s 
look at the Capitol riots when Trump supporters stormed the Capitol 
building to disrupt the counting of electoral votes on January 6, 2021.12 
Trump and many Republicans were quick to distance themselves from 
this event, and Trump insisted these extremists were not his followers. 
They hoped the public would separate rioters from the then-sitting 
president or the Republican Party (something that will be more difficult 
after a White House aide testified before Congress that Trump not only 
was in support of the riots but also sought to join them in person).13

But at the same time as the riot, a hundred Republican congressmen 
voted against the election results. One hundred! Which was a greater 
threat to democracy: this vote or the riot? Footage from Trump’s sec-
ond impeachment trial showed how close the rioters got to politicians, 
and the danger associated with this event should not be understated. 
But, still, I think a case can be made that a hundred elected officials  
voting to end democracy was more dangerous than a group of fools 
whose Whiteness (read: not a threat)—not their cunning, planning, or 
preparation—allowed them to cause so much chaos.
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While the vote against certifying our democratic election results 
might have been the biggest threat to democracy that day, the terror-
ists who stormed the Capitol were the bigger story. In the same way, 
it’s the everyday, lowercase-r racism that drives racial oppression, even 
though it’s Racism with a capital R that makes the news. Both forms of 
racism are destructive, their effects durable across time, and both nega-
tively impact people of Color and our society as a whole. But most peo-
ple believe that open racism and open aggression hold more weight. 
This can put us in danger of ignoring the insidious effects of covert rac-
ism, as decisions (or votes) made behind closed doors shape the lives of 
people of Color in deleterious ways.

A more responsible definition of racism includes both subtle and 
overt manifestations. I take my definition of race from scholar Law-
rence Bobo, who himself cites William Julius Wilson: “Racism is ‘an 
ideology of racial domination or exploitation that (1) incorporates 
beliefs in a particular race’s cultural and or inherent biological inferior-
ity and (2) uses such beliefs to justify and prescribe inferior treatment 
for that group.’”14 Note that this definition includes not just an attitudi-
nal component but also a structural component: the function of a racist 
attitude is to reinforce racial inequality.

Racism is language, ideology, or actions that support and legitimate 
a system of racial inequality. Hostility is not a requisite when the func-
tion of racism is to maintain White dominance.15 People can justify 
racial inequality and legitimate discriminatory policies and systems 
without using hate speech or even being prejudiced. But if their ideas 
about race reinforce racial oppression, those ideas are racist. We need 
to be able to detect and resist racism even when racists don’t admit 
their true feelings, when people have no hate in their hearts but sup-
port policies or practices that hurt people of Color, and when it  
is reflected in behaviors, attitudes, and policies that are seen as  
“normal”—when racism is under the hood.
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MasKeD raCisM

In the 1930s, racism was clear and out in the open, admitted and not 
stigmatized. You knew it when you saw it, whether it was a sign telling 
you not to drink from a certain water fountain or leading scientists 
claiming that Black people were physically inferior and doomed to die 
out. Today, racism is often more subtle. Instead of “No negroes 
allowed” signs, there are carefully crafted (and subjectively enforced) 
dress codes. Instead of denying Black people the right to vote, in the 
name of election security racists make sure it’s harder for us to get to 
the polls.16 Instead of fighting for school segregation, racists draw 
school district lines to follow “natural” segregation patterns—and 
change the lines if folks of Color decide to move across them.17

Racism has done such a good job of hiding that many are fooled into 
thinking it doesn’t exist anymore, or at least isn’t very common. For 
some, this is because they don’t want to admit that racism exists, 
because it would challenge their understanding of their country, and 
the belief that their social positions come solely from hard work, not 
unearned privileges. Others may legitimately believe that racism is 
dead. For them, this is because they have an image of racism in their 
minds that comes from videos of dogs attacking peaceful protesters in 
the 60s, or slave owners smiling over the bodies of mutilated Black peo-
ple. If you believe someone must admit their racism to be racist, then 
you will see racism as something that only comes from extremists and 
outliers, and you may be unable to recognize the ways racism is . . . just 
normal. Open White supremacists are disturbing and pose an increas-
ing danger to our society. But for a long time now, open racism has not 
been driving the rules, policies, and laws that limit the life chances and 
opportunities of people of Color in this country.

When racism is hidden, subtle, and embedded in seemingly harm-
less interactions or fair practices, policies, and institutions, it can be dif-
ficult to recognize. I call this masked racism. Racist Whites used to be 
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proud of their racism. But now that racists have stopped telling us 
when they are racist, how can we identify racism?

A good analogy for this process comes from facial recognition tech-
nology. It is really convenient to have a phone that unlocks when you 
look at it (of course, there are a host of privacy concerns associated with 
this technology, but that’s an issue for another book). But during the 
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, when everyone was wearing masks, 
this facial recognition software was much less useful. For a while, at 
the beginning of the pandemic, when I was in a grocery store and 
needed to check the shopping list I kept on my phone, I would hold it 
up to my face, forgetting that my phone didn’t recognize me with my 
mask on.

In a similar way, some people can’t recognize racism when it wears a 
mask—when it’s subtle. It can be easy to spot (and laugh at) microag-
gressions when Michael Scott is being insensitive about race, gender, or 
sexual orientation on the TV show The Office, but difficult to recognize 
the microaggressions every day in our own offices, classrooms, and 
homes, and the humorless ways they negatively impact people.

Thankfully, the mask of subtlety isn’t foolproof. You can still unlock 
your phone with a mask on; you just may have to put in a passcode. Or, 
depending on what type of phone you have, you can use your finger-
print or a smartwatch. In 2022, Apple even added a feature enabling 
iPhones to recognize faces with masks on.18 In a similar vein, there are 
ways we can recognize even cleverly masked racism. For people who 
have suffered from racism, we often know what it looks like well 
enough to be able to recognize it, even when it’s masked. It may take a 
second for us to be sure, or maybe we need to ask a question or two to 
confirm it. Why are you stopping me, officer? Oh . . . yes, I see . . . We know 
it, in the end.

Those who do not have a personal history or relationship with rac-
ism, or are not able to recognize masked racism every day, can rely on 
the hard work of those who have devoted their lives to identifying and 
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fighting against racism. Activists, scholars, and educators in many 
fields and disciplines have developed smart and useful ways to track 
racism even as it’s masked in everyday institutions, policies, and inter-
actions that the world sees as simply normal. These frameworks and 
tools are like a passcode, allowing us to recognize racism, even beneath 
its mask, or hood.

Identifying Masked Racism

surveys

One way to measure racism is through surveys. This was easier before 
racism was masked, and racists were willing to be honest about their 
racism on surveys. Today, researchers have identified something called 
social desirability bias, which refers to the tendency for survey-takers 
to want to give the answer on surveys that they think will make them 
look best.19 Because almost no one wants to be seen as a Racist (some 
White supremacist groups even claim to not be racist), this can make 
the unmasking of racism through surveys difficult. For example, ques-
tions measuring “Old-Fashioned Racism” were designed to detect the 
types of racist attitudes that were common during Jim Crow:

• Black people are generally not as smart as whites.

• It is a bad idea for blacks and whites to marry one another.

• If a black family with about the same income and education as I 
have moved next door, I would mind it a great deal.

• It was wrong for the United States Supreme Court to outlaw 
segregation in its 1954 decision.

As you can imagine, few people late in the twentieth century were 
willing to admit these types of openly racist attitudes. So researchers 
came up with a different set of questions that were meant to measure 
anti-Black attitudes, without making as many “don’t sound racist” 
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alarm bells go off in survey-takers’ heads.20 The Modern Racism Scale 
(MRS) asked questions that were similar in theme, but accounted for 
the unwillingness of survey participants to admit openly racist ideas—
like saying Black folk weren’t as smart. Questions on the MRS included:

• Discrimination against blacks is no longer a problem in the 
United States.

• Blacks are getting too demanding in their push for equal rights.

• Blacks should not push themselves where they are not wanted.

• Over the past few years, the government and news media have 
shown more respect to blacks than they deserve.

There were several iterations of this scale in the 1970s and 80s, adjust-
ing for how respondents interpreted the items. Several decades later, 
some of them seem to ask questions that today we might consider to be 
overtly racist. But at the time of their publishing, these questions 
reflected a more subtle racist ideology. Rather than asking whether 
participants think Black people are inferior and unwanted, they asked 
how participants feel about Blacks gaining more rights. To uncover 
masked racist attitudes, questions focused on whether participants 
want to deny the reality of racism, and or if they believe that efforts for 
equal rights are problematic.

Today, even the MRS is less effective, with the “correct” nonracist 
answer being pretty obvious to most survey-takers. With fewer 
respondents willing to admit racism, some researchers have turned to 
alternative methods, including measuring implicit, or unconscious, 
attitudes.

implicit bias

Human beings naturally place new information into preexisting  
categories. Without thinking, we make automatic judgements about 
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people we meet. These snap judgements have evolved as a way of help-
ing humans determine who is in the in-group, versus who is in the out-
group.21 Are they dangerous? Will they be helpful? Should I trust them? 
Unfortunately, these processes that were meant to keep us safe can be 
hijacked by stereotypes, which occur when we attribute certain char-
acteristics to an entire group of people (usually negative), or prejudice, 
“an overall negative attitude towards a group.”22 On an unconscious 
level, many people maintain biases with regard to race or gender that 
impact the way they evaluate and react to people who do, or do not, 
look like them. This is called implicit prejudice.

So when researchers find that survey-takers are unwilling to say, 
“Yes, I’m racially biased,” another way of identifying masked racism is 
by measuring respondents’ implicit or unconscious racial bias through 
laboratory experiments. Some of these tests are simple. Participants are 
shown pictures of people of various races and asked to rate them on a 
variety of measures. How attractive are they? How smart do you think 
they are? Would you want to be friends with them? When test-takers are 
significantly more likely to say good things about White faces than faces 
of Color, they’re given a number indicating their level of prejudice.

Of course, test-takers figured this one out too. Most psychology 
experiments are done on White college students, and nowadays many 
students who know they are being tested for prejudice make sure they 
say “good,” “pretty,” or “smart,” when they see a Black face, just as they 
do for the White faces. So researchers took the test a step further. Not 
only do researchers measure how respondents rate faces of different 
races; they test how long it takes for respondents to give that rating. If 
it takes longer for someone to say that they think a Black person is 
smart than to say a White person is smart, when all else is the same 
(outfit, setting, attractiveness, etc.), researchers have determined this 
demonstrates unconscious bias.

One of the most alarming experimental studies of prejudice I’ve 
encountered is a video game designed for police officers.23 The compu-
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ter game showed White or Black individuals holding either guns or 
nonthreatening objects. Participants were tasked with deciding to fire 
on suspects based on whether they were armed, and researchers meas-
ured differences in response times based on the race of the subject in 
the pictures. Results showed bias in response times, as the police offic-
ers who took part in the experiment not only made the decision to 
shoot Black characters with guns more quickly than they shot White 
characters with guns; they also decided not to shoot unarmed Whites 
faster than they decided not to shoot unarmed Blacks.24

When I hear about cops getting in trouble for making racist posts on 
social media, or secretly being a part of a White supremacist organiza-
tion (something the FBI warned was widespread and a growing dan-
ger), I immediately wonder how many Black people were hurt, killed, 
or put in jail because of this racist cop that was allowed to work as a 
public servant for years or even decades.25 I think about what the so-
called Blue Lives Matter crowd might say—that he’s a bad apple, not 
representative of the whole. Yet they remain unwilling to find or pun-
ish the bad apples (not to mention examine the tree and look at the 
problem at a more systemic level). This makes me justifiably angry. But 
it’s not just those hidden-White-supremacist-bad-apples that are doing 
the damage. Research such as this shows us just how dangerous even 
implicit bias can be. If it takes the average officer a few milliseconds 
longer to decide that a Black man is safe—that’s all the time it takes to 
pull a trigger, whether or not that officer is Racist with a capital R.

What do these types of studies, conducted in laboratories, have to 
do with racism in the real world? Subconscious or implicit racism, 
measured in a controlled laboratory setting, cannot necessarily predict 
rates of discrimination in the real world, outside of lab conditions.26 But 
these studies can teach us how racism operates. If a person of Color is 
mistreated, it could be that the person on the racist end of things is an 
old-fashioned racist, someone who would admit that, yes, they are  
discriminating. But more often, the person who is behaving in a  
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discriminatory way may not recognize it. The White woman clutch-
ing her purse as a Black man walks by could have progressive politics 
and actively work against racism on interpersonal and structural lev-
els. But her subconscious bias influenced her automatic response to 
race (in this case, securing her belongings) in ways that do harm. The 
subconscious nature of prejudice, or bias, doesn’t absolve folks from 
racism, but it does help us understand what racism looks like. It doesn’t 
need to be overt.

racism in private

Another explanation for masked racism suggests that racism hasn’t 
only become implicit or accidental; it has become intentionally hidden. 
This theory—two-faced racism theory—suggests that racists know 
that their biased attitudes have gone out of style and are careful to not 
say things that would get them into trouble when they are in public, 
but will be open about their racial hatred or bias behind closed doors or 
in spaces where they feel comfortable.27

The study that led to this theory gave White college students jour-
nals, in which they were instructed to daily record their conversations 
and activities. Leslie Houts Picca and Joe Feagin found that the conver-
sations college students recorded about race were dramatically differ-
ent in public spaces, what researchers called the frontstage, versus in 
private spaces, called the backstage. For example, racist jokes were 
much more common in closed, trusted spaces, than they were in main-
stream, public campus spaces. White students were more likely to 
admit biased, unpopular beliefs about race or racial differences when 
they were in backstage spaces that felt safe.

Two-faced racism theory suggests that public displays of egalitarian 
racial attitudes are inconsistent with privately held beliefs. According 
to this framework, we may suspect that the decrease in open racism 
we see in everyday interactions may be performative, and the meas-
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ured changes in racial attitudes—as we saw with the scales used to 
measure racism—may be explained by participants wanting to answer 
correctly, not honestly. The rules of society say that it is not right to be 
racist. Many people have learned to play by the rules in public, even if 
they don’t agree with them. This makes our job, in understanding and 
identifying masked racism, a little more difficult. And as we will see, 
different rules and norms for talking about race in different contexts—
like public vs. private, or online vs. offline—may begin to explain why 
online racial discourse seems so different from what we experience in 
person.

structural analysis of racist attitudes

The explanation for masked racism that I find most convincing focuses 
less on racism as an individual attitude, and more on racism as a struc-
ture that limits the life chances of people of Color. From this perspec-
tive, we understand racial attitudes to be more than individual disposi-
tions: they are manifestations of the racial hierarchy. Remember Bobo 
and Wilson’s definition of racism; the emphasis here is on the relation-
ship between racial attitudes and racial inequality. We might think 
about the structural paradigm as being the inverse of suggesting that 
racism must be admitted in order to be real. From a structural perspec-
tive, the motives behind racism, whether conscious or unconscious, 
intentional or unintentional, or admitted or not, do not matter as much 
as their function in justifying racial inequality. People aren’t racist for 
no reason. They are racist because racist attitudes legitimate and rein-
force their racial dominance, both materially and symbolically. The 
style or expression of racism will match the trending racist practices or 
policies in any given time period or context.

Bonilla-Silva writes, “Racism is the product of racial domination 
projects (e.g., colonialism, slavery, labor migration, etc.), and once this 
form of social organization emerged in human history, it became 
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embedded in societies.”28 This is something we can trace. For example, 
during the time of slavery, Black people in America were treated bru-
tally. They were bought and sold like furniture or livestock, tortured 
as punishment and in the name of scientific advancement, and killed 
with impunity (unless the murderer was made to pay back the slave 
owner for their loss of property).

How could Americans have justified such inhumane treatment of 
other human beings? Racism. Slavery didn’t exist because of racism; 
racist ideas were created to justify the practice of enslaving and colo-
nizing other humans. Slavery was a profitable enterprise that allowed 
the ruling capitalist class to secure free labor, in addition to controlling 
a market of human beings as valuable goods. Racist attitudes—the idea 
that Black people were subhuman, could not feel pain, or were dumb 
and naturally suited to hard labor—made racist Whites feel better 
about the atrocities they were committing in the name of profit. This is 
a reality that has been intentionally hidden. The more we believe that 
racial classifications and hierarchies are natural and immutable, the 
less we question the ideologies, processes, and practices that continue 
to reproduce racial oppression.

Similarly, during the Jim Crow era, laws in America kept Black  
and White people separate through segregation, including unequal 
resource distribution in schools, healthcare, and unequal access to gov-
ernment programs, from federally backed home loans to the Social 
Security Act of 1935.29 The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 banned immi-
grants from China and was not repealed until 1943.30 When the law of 
the land was racist—privileging Whites over Blacks, or White immi-
grants over Asian immigrants—openly racist attitudes were absolutely 
necessary to justify those laws. Racist laws preventing Chinese immi-
gration or African Americans from fully participating in society would 
have made no sense without the support of racist ideas. Segregation 
was seen as natural, God-ordained, and best for both White and Black 
people. Excluding Chinese immigrants was a seen as a way to protect 
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American culture and economy. Americans were not embarrassed to 
admit their openly racist attitudes when their attitudes matched the 
law of the land. Black people were seen as inferior, and Chinese people 
were seen as a danger to society—in order to explain why they were 
treated as such.

Today, Jim Crow laws have died and overt discrimination is no 
longer legal. But, of course, discrimination still exists. Schools aren’t 
legally segregated and funded based on the race of the students, but 
through de facto segregation (based on informal, not legal, means), 
schools are just as segregated now as they were in the 60s.31 And 
because schools are funded by property values, schools in affluent 
White communities are significantly more well funded that those in 
poor communities of Color. Black people are not subject to a legally 
distinct set of laws, but they are stopped by police and arrested more 
often, and given longer sentences than Whites who commit the same 
crime.32 Hospitals do not openly deny Black people access, but inequal-
ity in access to healthcare, unequal treatment by medical practitioners, 
and the fruit of racism and racial inequality in other sectors have led to 
significant health disparities, including Black people being more likely 
to have miscarriages, heart attacks, cancer, and early death.33

Remember, racist attitudes serve a purpose: justifying and perpetu-
ating racism. So what kind of racist attitudes are needed to justify the 
types of racism we see today, in which laws, policies, and institutions 
are biased against people of Color, without admitting bias? You cer-
tainly don’t need ugly, open racist attitudes. In fact, those might reveal 
hidden racism, which is by definition taboo, and invite more wide-
spread antiracist opposition. Instead, masked racist attitudes and lan-
guage support racist structures yet leave room for people to believe 
that racism is passé, not something we need to actively fight.

As an example, let’s look back at survey responses to questions about 
school integration. Between 1972 and 1986, support for integrated 
schooling rose from 84 to 93 percent—something that would suggest 
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that racial attitudes were becoming more egalitarian. But during the 
same time, support for government desegregation programs dropped 
from 35 to 26 percent.34 Lawrence Bobo uses the term laissez-faire racism 
to explain this discrepancy and refer to the way people may support 
inequality in principle but not in practice. The racial order is main-
tained without the need for overt racism.

Another example comes from what Leo Chavez calls the Latino threat 
narrative.35 In 1965, there was relatively little undocumented immigra-
tion from Mexico, as around a half-million temporary work visas were 
given to Mexican migrants. In 1965, the Bracero temporary worker pro-
gram was terminated, and the number of visas given to Mexican 
migrants decreased to twenty thousand. Massey and Pren argue that 
this shift in policy, coupled with the continued demand for Mexican 
workers, led to increases in undocumented migrants from Mexico, as 
the “legal” route to working in the United States had been taken away.36

In response to rising rates of undocumented immigrants, newspapers 
and magazines began using alarmist terms to refer to rising rates of 
undocumented immigrants, first in marine terms—things like tidal wave 
or flood—and then later in martial terms—words like invasion or the need 
to defend our borders.37 This type of coded racist language to refer to Latin 
American immigrants legitimates the harsh treatment of undocumented 
migrants—from Trump’s policy on family separation, with children 
being kept in cages, to Black Haitian migrants being hunted down and 
whipped by patrol agents on horseback at the border—insisting that 
these practices are not driven by prejudice, but by the need to keep 
America safe.38 The language may not be explicitly racist, but it results in 
the perpetuation of unequal and brutal treatment of people of Color.

the colorblind myth

From kindergarten to fourth grade, my oldest son, Malachi, attended a 
public school in Chicago’s Hyde Park, a Southside neighborhood home 
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to the University of Chicago, where I was in graduate school. The 
school was diverse, with about half of Malachi’s class being Black, with 
sizable percentages of White, Latinx, and Asian students. There seemed 
to be a large number of families with university connections, either 
graduate students like myself, or university employees who couldn’t 
afford the $35k annual price tag on at the University of Chicago Labora-
tory School a few blocks away (or perhaps those who preferred public 
education regardless of cost). I noticed that while the younger grades 
were racially diverse, the older grades seemed to be less diverse and 
majority Black. I wondered why this was. Was there an exodus of non-
Black families once children reached middle-school age?

One day, this came up in conversation with the parent of a child in 
Malachi’s classroom. He, a White man, seemed flustered at the notion 
that something racially nefarious was going on. “Have you ever been 
to a school board meeting? Have you ever met the principal? You 
should. She’s very colorblind. I’ve been very impressed.”

I smiled at this. He was using the term colorblind as if this was an 
admirable way of viewing the world—not seeing race, just individuals. 
Many people have been taught that being colorblind is the ultimate 
aim in a world plagued by racism. Can’t we get past racism, and just see 
one another as human beings?

But that’s not how we should think about the term colorblind. One of 
my favorite scholars, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva—someone I’ve only met a 
few times but consider to be my theoretical uncle (especially after he 
bought me a whiskey at a conference)—argues that colorblind racism is 
the most common form of racism in America in the twenty-first cen-
tury.39 What is colorblind racism? In Bonilla-Silva’s words, “it explains 
contemporary racial inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynam-
ics.”40 The colorblind racist ideology frames issues of racial inequality in 
individual terms, rather than racial terms. How is this racist? Because it 
ignores racial inequality and legitimates racist systems that perpetuate 
inequality. Remember the definition of racism—an attitude or action 
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that supports or furthers racial inequality. Someone can be racist with-
out feeling an ounce of hostility toward Blacks or people of Color, so 
long as their actions keep racial inequality or oppression alive. Whether 
conscious or unconscious, well-meaning or not, attitudes are racist 
when they prop up and support institutions, policies, or decisions that 
hurt the life chance of people of Color.

This can be confusing for some. How can someone be racist, simply 
for saying that they choose to ignore race in their interpersonal  
relationships—because they think race shouldn’t matter, and they don’t 
want to discriminate?

As an example, think about the disproportionate amount of Black 
folks in prison, with Blacks being five times more likely to be impris-
oned than Whites.41 If someone says, “The law is colorblind; those peo-
ple are in jail because they did bad things,” what does this imply about 
Black people? It suggests that they are criminal, morally inferior, or 
have some cultural or at-home deficiency that leads to their dispropor-
tionate incarceration.

The same goes for the achievement gap in education between White 
and Asian students, on one hand, and Black, Latinx, and Indigenous 
youth, on the other. If you believe these differences are due to differ-
ences in work ethic, ethnic culture, or parents who don’t care, then your 
attitudes about race—that some groups just aren’t committed or hard-
working enough— legitimate economic and education systems that we 
know to be racist, privileging some groups while failing others.

This ties into the last way we can identify masked racism: data. We 
know that judges give Black and Latinx people longer sentences than 
White people convicted for similar crimes and with similar criminal 
backgrounds.42 We know that race and gender impact quality of medi-
cal care, with doctors more likely to refer White men for specialized 
care than women or Black folks with the same symptoms.43 We know 
that Black, Latinx, and Indigenous kids are more likely to be suspended 
from school despite no evidence of racial differences in behaviors.44 
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There is plenty of proof that racism exists, and proof is another way of 
recognizing racism even when it hides behind a mask. It’s important to 
understand these ways, not only so that we know racism when we see 
it but also so that we can help others to see racism.

raCe , DiGiTiZeD

Digital, online communication has changed, and is changing, the way 
humans communicate, work, and learn. Its full impact—on dating, 
relationships, learning, and politics—is beyond the scope of this book. 
My focus is the particularly strong effect the internet has had on the 
ways we talk about and experience race. There are several noteworthy 
characteristics of online communication that shape the style of racial 
discourse. Understanding these characteristics is important as we 
explore how the internet has fundamentally changed the way we expe-
rience race and racism.

We can mean many things when we talk about online racial discourse. 
Online communication can be text-based, when people are typing on a 
forum without sharing pictures of themselves. Or it can be image-based—
think about memes, racist jokes, or videos that are posted and spread 
online. There are also webpages and special-interest sites, built to adver-
tise, showcase, or instruct in some way. And then you have video games.

When the internet was new, some people thought that online com-
munication would reduce racism.45 Users would not know what race 
their fellow users were, so how could they treat them unfairly? Humans 
tend to categorize by racial or ethnic group based on visual clues like 
skin color or hair texture, and stereotyping based on group differences 
can be automatic and unintentional. Without the burden of these vis-
ual differences, it was argued that racism might cease to exist.

Boy, were they wrong.
First, research on the exact type of online, text-based special interest 

community they were describing showed that Black and White users 
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got along perfectly—until Black users happened to mention their race 
in text communications.46 After months of online group interactions 
without incident, users who self-identified as Black found themselves 
excluded from group discussions and activities. This discrimination 
took place even though the community interactions never included 
any names or visual components. Another study found that when an 
online video game gave players the option of playing with Black ava-
tars, users with Black avatars reported negative gameplay experiences 
based around user responses to their avatars (even when there was no 
voice-chat function, as there was when I played Halo).47 Lisa Nakamu-
ra’s research and writing has been central to challenging the idea that 
the internet is colorblind and to helping us understand online visual 
cultures and the unique and sometimes unanticipated ways race is per-
formed and experienced in different online settings.48

When people talk about race in person, they’re dealing with other 
humans, and tend to be concerned with what others think about them, 
or whether they can get in trouble for what they are saying. This of 
course impacts the things that are said in public, in private, or at all. But 
online, there’s potential for anonymity. Online users can create a user-
name no one recognizes, and say any kind of crazy thing they’d like, 
with no real-world consequences. On Twitter, some of the biggest 
trolls—people who post outlandish or incendiary things, seemingly to 
make others mad—have profiles with made-up names or profile pic-
tures that give no clues as to who is behind the account. I’ve seen estab-
lished Twitter users, in response to these mystery profiles, say, “I’m not 
going to debate an egg.” “Eggs” (a grayed-out sphere) are the default 
pictures for new users who haven’t yet customized their profile picture, 
and often it is assumed that accounts that have not customized their 
profile pictures are either bots,49 or people just looking to offend or not 
engage in any meaningful discourse. In other cases, White supremacist 
websites have posted instructions telling their followers how to make 
fake Twitter profiles, posing as Black people, in order to sow discord 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   42 28/01/23   8:15 PM



O N C E  W E  W E r E  C O LO r B L I N D   43

among Black Twitter users.50 While many fake Twitter profiles imper-
sonating people of Color have been suspended in the past few years, it is 
difficult to discern just how widespread this tactic is.51 And we may 
never know who is beyond some of the most inflammatory accounts.

But sometimes we find out, like when users who have multiple Twit-
ter accounts—one with their name attached, and one with a fake name 
they switch to when they don’t want to be identified—make mistakes 
that alerts users, or the platform, to the fake account. This happened in 
2020 when a White man who worked as a college professor posed as an 
immigrant woman of Color on Twitter, using the account to argue 
against feminist and antiracist policies and ideas.52

Something similar happened in the aftermath of the 2021 Atlanta 
mass shooting at two massage parlors that killed eight people, six of 
whom were Asian. The police captain responding to the horrific event 
suggested the killings were not about race, saying the killer was having 
a “bad day.” Later, this police captain was found to have previously 
posted anti-Asian pictures and memes on social media, leading many 
to suggest that the bias he demonstrated online was surely reflected in 
his colorblind analysis of the murders.

Beyond the anonymity of a fake name or picture, the internet can also 
give people the impression they are more anonymous than they really are. 
This is called social anonymity.53 We know that both social and technical 
anonymity can make people feel like their online actions are separate 
from real-world social consequences and norms. What is seen as normal 
and acceptable in human communication is different in different contexts. 
This means people might feel more comfortable sharing or saying things 
online that would be considered taboo in settings such as schools or work-
places. These changes in norms have a particularly strong effect on how 
we talk about race, because we have so many unspoken rules in place to 
limit the ways we talk about race in face-to-face situations.

Online, those rules are different. Often times, they are the complete 
opposite. It seems there is always a story in the news about a college 
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student making a racist post online, going viral, and then being asked 
to leave the university. Why do people continue to post racist things 
online, when the consequences can be so severe?

Research on the effects of anonymity in online communication, 
whether real or imagined, tells us to expect increases in antisocial 
behavior. Hostile language—from insults to foul language—is signifi-
cantly more common in online discussions than in face-to-face discus-
sions. And internet users are even more hostile when communicating 
using a mobile device, versus with a computer.54 This increased hostility 
isn’t always about race; it’s a general characteristic of online discussions. 
The lack of eye contact between individuals, the inability to see a per-
son’s face, to really recognize that it is another human being in front of 
you, decreases the level of empathy internet users feel for one another.55 
And without the nonverbal elements of communication, like tone or 
body language, for instance, it can be easy to misinterpret other users’ 
intentions, or more difficult to make a point without being offensive.

When you combine this increased hostility in online discussions with 
racism—whew, can things get ugly. There are literally tens of thousands 
of racial slurs thrown around social media each day.56 Some come from 
bots, some come from racists, and some come from trolls who just want 
to make people angry. Many internet users learn to tune them out, see-
ing racist speech online as just part of the landscape, like graffiti57 on a 
train. It may not look great, but it doesn’t slow down the train.

It’s scary that there are real people behind those ugly words. We 
don’t know who they are, but we have been able to connect this type of 
language to real-world outcomes and situations. For example, Seth 
Stephens-Davidowitz conducted a study that looked at how many 
Google searchers there were for the n-word by county, and found that 
counties with more n-word searches were more likely to switch from 
having voted Democrat for Kerry in 2004 to having voted Republican 
when Obama ran in 2008.58 This fascinates me. We have no idea who 
was behind these Google searches, but we know it correlated with vot-
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ers who had previously leaned liberal but decided to vote against a 
Black liberal candidate. And in one of my own studies, we analyzed 50 
billion tweets between 2012 and 2017 and found that the number of 
n-words used on Twitter increased following the days where Barack 
Obama gave a speech. We call this digital rage: internet users upset with 
a symbol of Black advancement, President Obama, venting their anger 
online. For internet scholars, the rage of the Trumpers, like what was 
seen at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, was no surprise. It’s been show-
ing itself online for a long time.

Another unique characteristic of online communication is the way it 
encourages and enables user-generated content. Anyone can create a 
YouTube channel and post a video for the world to see in just a few 
minutes. You can create an account on Reddit and immediately find 
forums or threads dedicated to your favorite books, movies, TV shows, 
video games, or politics, where you can join conversations with like-
minded users. While there are many benefits to this type of participa-
tory culture, it also enables White supremacists to build platforms 
spreading their messages of hate. Open racists, who feel they have to 
hide their racism at work, church, or school, are able to join online 
communities where their views are not only accepted but encouraged. 
And they are exposed to even more racist ideas, including calls to 
action to protect Whiteness from phantom threats, such as those 
described in N. K. Jemisin’s The Stone Sky in the epigraph at the begin-
ning of this chapter.

Jessie Daniels’s work has exposed the ways White Supremacist 
organizations have been targeting online spaces since the beginning, 
creating websites that spread their hate—even websites that don’t look 
like they’re racist.59 For a while in the 1990s, martinlutherkingjr.org60 
was a White supremacist site that told a racist, false version of MLK’s 
history. Daniels’s interviews with children who visited the site showed 
that many of them could not tell it was fake. We’ll never know how 
many people were influenced by the false narratives on that webpage.
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In the past few years, there’s been a growing amount of attention 
paid to an invisible internet-based racism: the bias implicit in the algo-
rithms, search engines, and code that determine the ads we see, the 
information we have access to, and the structure of the webpages and 
apps that we use.61 Safiya Umoja Noble and Ruha Benjamin (among 
others) have written about the structures that shape the internet—
code, tech companies, and artificial intelligence—that can be as racist 
as the structures that shape our offline lives—schools, jobs, hospitals, 
and prisons. Benjamin calls this the New Jim code, and reminds us that 
the fight against racism in the digital age is not just interpersonal, or 
with the ugly racism with a capital R—it’s with big tech policies and 
practices that reproduce racial bias in global technologies.

This type of racism, from my perspective, falls in line with other 
forms of masked racism—racism embedded in institutions, structures, 
and code that we are meant to trust. It is the job of activists, educators, 
and people who mean to resist racism to expose and challenge these 
structures. In this book I deal less with what Benjamin calls racist robots, 
the behind-the-scenes, invisible biases that shape the ways webpages, 
advertising, and social media work, and more with the ways people of 
Color perceive, interpret, and respond to racism they experience online.62

Online posts can sometimes give us a glimpse into what backstage 
conversations about race look like—or what racism looks like beneath 
the hood. Remember that many White people are more comfortable 
making racist jokes or statements in private than they are in public. 
Many social media users may post their private thoughts without real-
izing (or caring, in the moment) that this statement can have a real 
impact on their lives beyond the social media platform. In this way, the 
internet can be a fusion space—neither backstage nor frontstage; both 
public and private. Dana Boyd’s book on how young people use the 
internet articulates this dynamic.63 Boyd writes that in-person conver-
sations are assumed to be private, and are only made public through 
intentional actions such as recording a conversation. But assumptions 
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of privacy don’t hold online, where, depending on the platform, public 
statements may be the default, even when users post as if they were 
only talking to their friends.

a double-edged sword? resistance online

As a student in the late 90s and early 2000s, I was always told by teach-
ers that I wasn’t allowed to use internet sources. I always thought this 
was ridiculous. There were times I would use internet sources or Wiki-
pedia to understand something for a school assignment, and only after 
having a good grasp of the subject would I begin to look for real library 
sources that I could cite for my assignment. I’m sure I wasn’t alone.

Once, when taking an advanced statistics class in graduate school, 
there was a concept that no one in the class could understand, no mat-
ter how the professor tried to explain it. Eventually, the professor goog-
led the term and pulled up its Wikipedia page. We read the first line of 
the article out loud, and at the same time everyone in the class said, 
“ooooooh,” and then busted out laughing together. Here we were, 
PhD students at a world-class institution with several advanced statis-
tics courses under our belts, learning from a famous professor who was 
an expert in stats, but the first line of a webpage we weren’t allowed to 
cite helped us understand something that we just couldn’t get from the 
textbook or lecture. This is not knocking the professor—who was 
great—it just shows how powerful of a tool Wikipedia, and other user-
generated online content, can be.

The same technological and social characteristics that enable the 
expression of racist ideologies can also be used to build tools that can be 
used to educate, empower, and build more just societies. And obviously, 
not just Wikipedia. Online social networks, from blogs to social media, 
give citizens more control of information and facilitate knowledge  
generation and political participation outside of elite interests.64 For 
marginalized populations, online spaces can provide an important 
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opportunity for the production and circulation of counternarratives 
and alternative resistance strategies. When I first started studying race 
online, and was primarily looking for ways to understand online rac-
ism, I became drawn to the work of André Brock, who highlights the 
opposing side of this dialectic—online resistance—including the ways 
Black bloggers used technology to challenge mainstream narratives 
around Hurricane Katrina.65 Allissa Richardson’s work on Black mobile 
journalism also investigates the ways “raw reportage” can challenge 
racist narratives and document anti-Black police violence.66 This is illus-
trated in the documentary about the killing of Mike Brown and the Fer-
guson uprisings, Whose Streets? Video footage from on the ground in 
Ferguson provides a very different account of aggressive police actions 
during the protests than did mainstream media accounts.67

These examples point to the diminishing power of media gatekeepers 
to control the stories that capture the national (or international) imagina-
tion. Before social media, activists often relied on media gatekeepers to 
tell their stories, and this shaped some organizing strategies. For exam-
ple, during the civil rights movement, there were varying philosophies 
behind the nonviolence protest tactic.68 One school of thought believed 
that the goal of nonviolent protest ought to be disruption, making racism 
inconvenient for Whites; the other believed that the goal should be moral 
change, convincing people to not be racist. Both motivations and strate-
gies for change proved effective, and understanding these competing (or 
complementary) motivations can help us interpret contemporary social 
movement goals and strategies, and how technology can change them.

An example of the disruption school of thought is the sit-ins. Large 
numbers of Black people and their allies would descend upon a place of 
business—say a diner—that did not allow Blacks. With fifty people 
standing inside of a restaurant, it becomes impossible to do business. 
The goal of this form of protest is to demand a change in policy: let 
Black people in. The owner of the business does not need to be con-
verted, or have their views changed from racist to antiracist, for  
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this protest to be effective. If their business experiences enough  
disruption—if the protest keeps them from making any money for sev-
eral days—they may decide to concede and serve Black people, regard-
less of their racial attitudes. Protests focused on disruption are less 
worried about changing racist attitudes, and more worried about 
changing racist policies and incentive structures. You can keep your 
racist attitudes, as long as you let me in—or pay me an equal salary.

The second school of nonviolent thought came from a belief in the 
morality of the American public. Regarding nonviolent philosophy 
Charles Payne writes, “As Gandhi understood it, what underlies the 
nonviolent attitude is a confidence that your ugliest enemy can change,” 
and also quotes the statement of purpose of the famed Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee (SNCC): “Through nonviolence, courage 
displaces fear; love transforms hate. Acceptance dissipates prejudice. . . . 
Mutual regard cancels enmity. Justice for all overcomes injustice. The 
redemptive community supersedes systems of gross immorality.”69

This idea that nonviolent methods can lead to deep personal and 
attitudinal changes underlies the strategic choice organizers made to 
attract media attention and put the ugly, vicious nature of racism on 
display for the mainstream public to see—and reject. Organizers 
planned ways to get the media to publicize their stories, their activism, 
and the violence that was being used to maintain White supremacy. 
Videos of marchers being beaten by police and private citizens, attacked 
by police dogs, and sprayed with fire houses broadcast the ugly meth-
ods used to maintain Jim Crow and racial segregation, and they had an 
impact on how many Americans thought about race and racism. Those 
brutal images were distasteful and inconsistent with how Americans 
viewed themselves as the land of the free. The belief was that when 
people witnessed the horrors of racism, their attitudes would change 
and this would lead to changes in policy.

But organizers could not always determine what stories the media 
chose to highlight. For example, the media focused on charismatic 
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men in leadership to the detriment of Black women who led and were 
central to the freedom struggle.70 And because journalists were less 
enamored with Black Power philosophies than they were with visuals 
of violence in response to nonviolent protest in the South, many inten-
tionally portrayed Black Power leaders (e.g., Malcolm X, Angela Davis, 
or the Black Panther Party) and messages in a negative light and spread 
narratives that created a false distinction between Black Power and the 
broader civil rights movement.71 Organizers needed the media, and the 
movement certainly benefitted from media coverage, but ultimately 
the (White-dominated) press decided what stories to tell.

Social media has altered this dynamic, somewhat. Because of social 
media, organizers need be less reliant on traditional media gatekeepers 
when trying to publicize their messages or efforts. When enough social 
media users talk or share information about a certain event, it trends, 
whether or not the media gatekeepers want it to. Videos go viral with-
out executive approval. New gatekeepers have arisen, of course, such 
as the algorithms and tech giants that can limit the ways social media 
tools are used or the audiences activists can reach, but the fact remains 
that more media power is in the hands of the people now than during 
the civil rights movement. In the protests after the murder of Mike 
Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, my friend and colleague Jacob Groshek 
analyzed the most influential users on Twitter, finding that Black activ-
ists were more influential hubs for information-sharing on Twitter 
than mainstream journalists or mainstream news outlets.72

The most prominent hashtag in online activism, or anywhere, is 
#BlackLivesMatter. The phrase Black Lives Matter comes from a Face-
book post by Alicia Garza in 2014, in which she was reflecting on the 
murder of Trayvon Martin, and the feeling that Black lives did not mat-
ter to the legal system or the American public.73 No hashtag has been 
used more in the past decade. Through social media this message, that 
Black lives matter, has spread across the globe. Some misinterpret it. 
Others may use it as a way of deflecting accusations of racism. I remem-
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ber after the 2020 uprisings after the murders of Ahmaud Arbery, 
George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor, it seemed like every business on 
Newberry Street (the preeminent tourist shopping location in Boston) 
had a Black Lives Matter sign up in their window—as they were board-
ing up their stores to prevent looting. I wondered whether they were 
truly committed to a world in which Black lives matter, or if they 
believed the sign would keep their businesses safe. Either way, what-
ever the motivation of those who use the phrase, its widespread usage 
is emblematic of the transforming power the Movement for Black Lives 
is having on public consciousness around issues of anti-Black violence 
and the prevalence of racism in the twenty-first century.

The Movement for Black Lives, often equated with the hashtag or 
phrase #BlackLivesMatter, has elevated our national consciousness. 
But online discourses around race and racism are not limited to this 
hashtag. Rashawn Ray and colleagues investigated how using justice-
focused hashtags can create online communities, and Mark Lamont 
Hill has written on how Black folks on Twitter challenge racism and 
create sites of resistance.74 Sarah Jackson, Moya Bailey, Brooke Foucault 
Welles, Safiya Umoja Noble, Brendesha Tynes, and Melissa Brown and 
colleagues have explored how Black and Indigenous people, as well as 
women of Color, insist that resistance against anti-Black racism comes 
from an intersectional lens, and they take into account the ways that 
racism intersects with other forms of oppression and marginalization—
including gender, sexual orientation, class, or religion.75 Apryl Wil-
liams’s research highlights the ways Black Twitter exposes racism 
through videos and memes of White people who call the police on 
Black people for no reason.76 Millions of tweets have put the spotlight 
on anti-Asian racism in the United States, and social media users are 
constantly challenging normative modes of viewing race and racism. 
Given these findings, Tressie Cottom makes the argument that technol-
ogy should be central to our study of race and racism.77 And while 
André Brock’s work has explored Black resistance in multiple contexts, 
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his recent book examines “the ways Black folk use the internet as a 
space to extol the joys and pains of everyday life.”78

How do we make sense of this double-edged sword? Technology has 
the potential to amplify racist messages of hate, and explicitly and ugly 
racist content is common and often unmoderated and unchecked in 
online spaces. Yet internet technologies have empowered a new era of 
activism, and #BlackLivesMatter has transformed our national con-
sciousness, bringing increased attention to the persistence and brutal-
ity of anti-Black racism. With Black Twitter leading the way, BIPOC79 
folks have been using social media to bring mainstream attention to 
critiques of racist structures and power dynamics.

Far from an equal push and pull, I suggest that the magnification of 
this conflict between racism and antiracism will tip the scales in favor 
of efforts to resist racism. Laissez-faire and colorblind racists are able to 
deny their own racism because they dissaprove of overtly racist ideas 
and policies that contradict widely held American values. For Ameri-
cans who can stomach the subtle racism that is the underfunding of 
Black schools, but not, say, the murder of Black children by police, 
social media has the potential to change the way they think about 
issues of racial justice, perhaps even leading them to recognize the con-
nection between subtle and overt forms of oppression. The increased 
visibility of racism will not lead us into a postracial society. It can, how-
ever, expose racist ideas to more critiques and challenges, which may, 
in turn, increase the number of Americans who are aware of and act 
against racism in the twenty-first century. In the chapters that follow, 
as I investigate the effects of technology on how racism is experienced, 
understood, and challenged by people of Color, I will bring clarity to 
the lasting effects technology is having on racism, resistance, and 
society.
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critical race theory (crt) is a framework used in the 
legal and social sciences to understand the persistence of rac-
ism despite the legal victories of the civil rights movement, 
and to highlight the ways racism is embedded in American 
laws, institutions, and power structures.1 For the past few 
years, CRT has been making headlines. Not because of some 
coordinated attempt by educators, activists, or scholars to 
bring this theory to the mainstream, but because it has been 
under attack from conservatives. This attack seemed to 
begin with former president Donald Trump, who in 2020 
banned the use of CRT in government diversity trainings, 
calling them “unAmerican propaganda training sessions.”2 
By August 2021, conservative legislators in more than half of 
all US states had made efforts to ban CRT from schools or 
limit teaching on racism or sexism.3

It’s not clear that the people working to ban CRT even 
know what it is. Roy Wood Jr., a correspondent on The Daily 

 3

MASK ON
The Rules of Racial Engagement

What you must learn is that these rules are no different than rules of a 
computer system. Some of them can be bent. Others can be broken.

—morpheus, The Matrix, 1999
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Show with Trevor Noah, features in a short video bit where he provides 
comedic commentary while playing clips of conservative news pundits 
and politicians giving conflicting definitions of critical race theory, 
none of which describe the actual theory.4 It’s possible the anti-CRT 
crowd have legitimately misunderstood CRT. But it’s more likely that 
those who dislike the theory are uncomfortable with antiracist efforts 
to highlight the durability of racism, how its effects persist over time, 
and the ways policies and practices increase racial inequality. Others, of 
course, use fear of CRT to drum up political support. Remember, those 
who wish to preserve the racial status quo want to keep racism secret, 
or under the hood. I can’t think of a better way to hide racism than to 
outlaw looking for it. Or to make the claim that investigating racism is 
itself racist.

Policy makers are not the only people uncomfortable with discus-
sions about race and racism. This chapter is about how people talk—or 
don’t talk—about race in face-to-face settings. My interviews with stu-
dents of Color about how they experience racial discourse on campus 
reveal disturbing patterns and informal rules that keep race talk to a 
minimum, and limit the ways folks of Color feel they can engage. The 
rules that dictate offline racial discourse may not always be as obvious 
as the decision to ban critical race theory. But like the CRT ban, they 
are designed to silence folks of Color and allies who are bold enough to 
bring attention to the machinations of racism in the twenty-first cen-
tury. What type of bans or rules are there in everyday conversation? 
How do people of Color interpret the rules for talking about race? How 
do they experience the penalties for breaking those rules? What are the 
effects of these rules on marginalized groups and institutional racial 
climates?

This is a book about how technology changes our relationship to 
racism. To understand this change, we need to first understand face-to-
face experiences with race and racism—sans technology. The conver-
sations I feature in this chapter highlight the complex and sometimes 
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contradictory rules of face-to-face discussion of race and racism. These 
rules are neither exhaustive nor universal. They do, however, highlight 
specific dimensions of racial discussions in face-to-face contexts that set 
the stage for the rest of the book as I explore how technology changes 
these dynamics in unexpected ways.

Rule 1: Don’t Talk About Race

In 2010, Arizona banned racial and ethnic studies from public high 
schools in the state.5 Arizona’s rationale was that these classes were 
unAmerican, racist, and would bring division where there was none.6 
Tom Horne, then-superintendent of public instruction, even cited his 
involvement marching with Martin Luther King, Jr., suggesting the 
ethnic studies classes were contrary to Dr. King’s dream. This is a 
twisted interpretation of both Dr. King’s goals and racial/ethnic stud-
ies programs, which in this case were designed to engage Latinx stu-
dents by teaching racially/ethnically relevant histories while challeng-
ing the biased, Eurocentric histories they had previously been taught.

When state officials visited the class, they witnessed a discussion of 
the contradiction between the values of freedom written about in the 
Declaration of Independence on one hand, and the founding fathers 
themselves owning slaves on the other. When reporting back to the 
governing body about this discussion, they described students being 
taught that the founding fathers were racist, something that was seen 
as evidence of unAmerican content in the program.

As slave owners, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson over-
saw the race-based torture of human beings, and Ibram X. Kendi notes 
that they both wrote letters articulating Black people as biologically, 
culturally, and intellectually inferior.7 Surely, justifying the torture, 
rape, murder, and buying and selling of humans, because you believe 
them to be inferior, meets the definition of racist—even Racist with a 
capital R.
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It has been argued that we can’t judge these historical figures based 
on modern values, but it was clear to many in the eighteenth century 
that slavery was morally wrong. George Washington himself commu-
nicated this in his letters, writing that he believed slavery was an affront 
to God and discussing his desire to free his slaves.8 Despite this moral 
and religious conflict, Washington kept his slaves for financial reasons. 
Along the same lines, as scholar Clint Smith describes his visit to Mon-
ticello, Jefferson’s plantation, he writes that while Jefferson understood 
the horrors of separating enslaved families by selling them, he also saw 
slave commerce as a profitable enterprise and sold over a hundred 
slaves in his life.9 These founding fathers knew slavery was morally 
wrong, and chose money over ethics.

The logic applied by the Arizona legislature—that teaching histori-
cal facts about the founding fathers is unAmerican—is consistent with 
contemporary anti-CRT sentiment. This logic is also seen in how some 
institutions collect, or don’t collect, data on race. I once attended a pres-
entation by a professor studying the effects of police violence against 
civilians. I was stunned when the statistical research did not even 
include race as a variable. When I asked why, the answer was that 
police departments did not supply the data on race, and pushing too 
hard for that data could hurt the researcher’s relationship with police 
departments. A compromised relationship with the police would of 
course have negative effects on the researcher’s career.

It is not this researcher’s fault that the police protect racial data, and I 
understand they were making the best of the data they had access to. 
But research on police violence that doesn’t include race is colorblind in 
all the worst ways. It hides the reality that experiences with police vio-
lence differ dramatically based on race. In 2014, President Obama formed 
a taskforce that, among other things, investigated police departments 
and made it harder for them to hide the race problem.10 But Trump 
halted those reform efforts in 2017, ensuring that the federal govern-
ment would no longer look for racism or anti-Black violence in police 
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departments across the country. It’s hard to find what’s being intention-
ally hidden, and even harder to find things you stop looking for. Hiding 
enables and grants immunity to racialized police violence against Black 
and Indigenous people, as well as folks of Color, without holding police 
accountable. Without evidence, how can we prove that there was rac-
ism in the first place? Trump’s actions granted racism another mask, just 
as the country had been starting to recognize its face, thanks largely to 
the sustained Movement for Black Lives, from Twitter to the streets.

Silence is one of racism’s strongest allies. In each of these examples, 
people in power attempt to silence discussions of race and mask rac-
ism’s standard operating procedures. If we look the other way, if we 
refuse to talk about racism, it is able to reproduce itself like an invasive 
species. Talking about and organizing against racism is like hunting for 
the “murder hornets” that found their way into the northwest corner of 
the United States in 2020.11 Finding and destroying the hive prevents 
more hives from popping up. Ignoring the new species allows it to hide 
among us, each hive birthing another until the land is overwhelmed.

When I asked students how people talk about race on campus, 
Amanda, a Black student in Chicago, said, “They don’t. Unless you are 
with other people who experience the shitty end of racism.” The pre-
vailing thought among people I interviewed is that White people pre-
fer to avoid talking about race in school settings, and tiptoe around the 
subject when conversations about race are unavoidable. Daniel, also a 
Black student in Chicago, explains his experience talking about race.

Never around the friends who are . . . not Black or not Latino . . . a lot of 
White students just don’t see it as a problem . . . They think that you can 
move forward and try to mend whatever racial tensions our nation has 
been through. They think, okay, that means we shouldn’t talk about race, 
that race shouldn’t matter.

Conversations about race and racism can shatter the illusion that 
racism is a problem for the history books, not today, or that people and 
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societies have moved beyond racism. It is true, race shouldn’t matter. 
But it did, and therefore it does. Racism persists, and the effects of 
exploitive policies, from slavery to Jim Crow to mass incarceration, 
shape the lived realities for many folks of Color. As Daniel says, “Cen-
turies of these tensions, you know, race is part of our identity. It’s not 
something we can wipe away.” Talking about race, for White students, 
is bringing up ugly history, or sad stories that ruin the mood on a cam-
pus they believe to be beyond racism. For students of Color, the histori-
cal context doesn’t seem so far away.

Just as Arizona policy-makers believed that high school students 
learning about the history of racism created racial division, in Daniel’s 
experience White students seem to think talking about race has the 
same effect. The CRT ban may be a partisan issue, with conservatives 
pushing for the ban, but the informal ban on race conversations is 
bipartisan. Silencing or avoiding conversations about race is not com-
monly seen as a racist act, and is instead the norm—or the rule—even 
on campuses that students describe as being overwhelmingly liberal.

Sara, a Black student in Chicago, discusses another dimension of this 
rule, saying, “People always want to look for the factor that it isn’t 
racial, to like, ‘Oh this is an economic issue.’ ” When racial silence is 
broken, deflection may be the first line of defense. Surely you’re not 
implying something as ugly as racism is at play here . . . there must be another 
way to think about this. People and institutions are skilled at explaining 
racial phenomena without using race, thereby lessening discomfort.

This example reminds me of an episode of The Good Wife, where the 
main character, defense attorney Alicia Florrick, is defending a young 
Black child who threw a book a classmate.12 Florrick accepted a deal 
from the prosecutor, but Judge Baxter rejected the plea bargain and 
sentenced the child to nine months in a juvenile detention center. Flor-
rick enlisted help from a statistician in the law firm to investigate Bax-
ter’s cases, and found evidence of racial bias in sentencing, with Black 
children receiving more punishment. But this racial bias had only been 
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going on since July of the previous year, not Baxter’s entire career. 
After some investigating, Florrick found that a Black man had broken 
into Baxter’s house and assaulted his wife that past July, which Florrick 
believed led to Baxter’s bias.

After further statistical analysis, it was found that Baxter had begun 
giving out harsher sentences to children of all races after the July inci-
dent. Eventually the team uncovered that Judge Baxter was a gambling 
addict, and the July break-in was perpetrated by a bookie who was try-
ing to collect on a debt. Baxter began sentencing more children to 
more time in jail in order to pay back his debt and finance his gambling 
addiction.

Throughout the show, the characters were in disbelief that a judge 
could be racist, and only Florrick was committed to prove them wrong. 
Initially, I was encouraged that this mainstream TV show would 
explore racial bias in the criminal justice system. But of course, racism 
could not be the final answer—it’s much too outlandish to suggest a 
judge is racist. It seemed the show was suggesting that a more believa-
ble occurrence would be a judge literally selling children to prisons for 
profit—just not in a racist way. God forbid.

The episode made me think of Jessica Simes’s book on the geogra-
phy of mass imprisonment, where she discusses how hard scholars and 
policy makers have worked to explain away racial disparities in the 
criminal justice system.13 These attempts are ultimately unsuccessful, 
however, as the data clearly points to racial bias at every level, from the 
police to prosecutors, judges and correctional officers, as well as con-
struction of the laws and policies they follow. A racist judge is not out-
landish. As Michelle Alexander demonstrates in The New Jim Crow, 
racist sentencing is the standard.14

If people of Color insist on discussing race or racism, which breaks 
the first rule of racial discourse, their reputations may suffer as they 
become seen as people who think everything is about race. Research 
finds, in fact, that people of Color often remain silent in the face of  
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racism because they are worried about being thought to be too sensi-
tive around issues of race.15 Folks of Color often grow accustomed to 
the ways White folks deflect attention away from racism or racial 
differences.

The thing is, I don’t know many people of Color who jump to racism 
as the first explanation for everything that goes wrong in their lives. 
Research shows that around half of Black people believe that Black 
social problems are caused by a lack of motivation, not trying hard 
enough, or that “many of blacks’ problems are brought on by blacks 
themselves.”16 Black folks who are more segregated, less educated, and 
have lower paying jobs are even more likely to hold these views than 
their more privileged counterparts. Other research shows that Black 
people are more likely than White or Latinx people to blame Black 
people for their unequal positions in society.17

Everyone, Black people and people of Color included, often look for 
alternative explanations to racism when experiencing or witnessing 
potential racial bias. When folks of Color decide to attribute something 
to racism, trust that we have already tested other theories in our minds 
and are landing on the explanation we would least like to admit. It’s the 
explanation that is the most disempowering and difficult to demarcate.

Because there is an informal rule against talking about race, bring-
ing up race can be treated as an offense. Jerry, a Black student in Chi-
cago who talks about the way White folk respond to him when he 
breaks the rules and begins discussions about race, says, “Some people 
actually get offended, bringing up race at [the university] and I’m like, 
‘Yo, this is an intellectual discussion.’ I’ve heard people talk about all 
types of messed up things . . . but race is off the table.”

Being offended at the inclusion of race in a conversation indicates 
that some White people feel implicated in these discussions. This 
reflects the normal way of seeing Racism in individual terms (“only 
bad people are Racist”), and not structural and historical terms, which 
recognizes racist ideologies and practices to be normal, everyday 
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occurrences. Responding to Jerry as if he insulted them for bringing up 
race is a quick way to shut the conversation down by reinforcing the 
rule of silence. To continue would be to explicitly court conflict, the 
opposite of what is usually expected in a social interaction between 
friends. Jerry shares an example of his attempts to discuss race being 
shut down.

I remember my first year, talking about reparations and people laughing at 
me at my lunch table . . . I remember they looked at me and they were like, 
reparations (laugh)—one girl, she hit me. She was like, “(laughs) You’re so 
funny.” I was like, (laughs) I can’t believe this just happened to me.

This example reinforces the reason silence around race is upheld as a 
rule. Talking about race can implicate White people, practices, or organ-
izations, and by extension may ask things of them they do not want to 
give up, from unearned privileges to reparations. In 2022, Harvard Uni-
versity pledged $100 million in reparations in acknowledgement of how 
the university benefitted financially from slavery both directly and indi-
rectly.18 Princeton and Georgetown have also announced reparations 
programs. Many more universities have benefitted from slavery, but 
may be loathe to give up resources because of this history. Race is more 
than a theory or topic of discussion. It is lived reality. It hurts, and it is 
emotionally heavy to reflect on or talk about. And, for those who believe 
in justice, racism demands action. The first rule of racial discourse is 
silence, because talking about race and racism is like a rabbit hole that 
may lead where somewhere folks in power don’t want us to go: toward 
demands for social change.

Given the informal rule that limits racial discourse on campus, 
many students discuss these conversations moving to private settings. 
Phillip, a Black man in Atlanta, says of racial discussions, “Here it’s 
more forum-based . . . When people talk about race it’s more of an 
organized thing.” Outside of these special events, Phillip believes the 
extent to which people talk about race depends on their friend group, 
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as in, “A lot of people still today [don’t] want to talk about that type of 
thing.”

Phillip and other students seem to be referring to what the literature 
calls counterspaces—clubs, study halls, organizations, or informal 
peer groups that offer social support, space for resistance and cultural 
expression (and are sometimes formed in response to microaggres-
sions).19 One reason counterspaces exist, in fact, is because of the first 
rule of racial discourse: issues of racial identity and justice are not per-
ceived to be welcome in mainstream campus spaces. These groups are 
important, and they would be valued even if racial discourse was more 
welcomed on campus. But as they are primarily populated by students 
of Color, the racial discussions that take place there have little impact 
on the norms of racial discourse on campus, and White students can 
choose to remain oblivious to race-focused discussions and the contin-
ued relevance of race in campus life and the world.

Rule 2: If You Must Talk About Race, Stick to the Niceties

There are few values or freedoms that are seen as being more Ameri-
can than freedom of speech. For many Americans, freedom of speech 
means we can say whatever we want, whenever we want, including 
perpetuating racist narratives and beliefs. To some extent, they are 
right. It is legal for racists to make websites or pamphlets communicat-
ing their views, or to hold marches or events. But you don’t often hear 
about anyone attempting to take this right from them. Even when 
White supremacists combine their freedom of speech with their right 
to assembly, and even when these assemblies turn violent, still they are 
rarely denied their “freedoms.” It has been well documented that 
White supremacist events are regularly given more security than 
events associated with Black Lives Matter or the Movement for Black 
Lives. For example, in December 2020, in Washington, DC, a Proud 
Boys rally turned violent, including multiple stabbings, but rather than 
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the combative police action regularly seen in response to the Move-
ment for Black Lives throughout 2020, the police seemed to protect the 
group.20 A few weeks later, another group of far-right extremists broke 
into the Capitol.21 There were arrests, days, weeks, and months later, 
once the Feds had time to put evidence together—targeted arrests of 
people seen on camera engaging in specific acts.22 At protests for Black 
lives, Black folks are routinely grabbed and arrested at random and on 
the spot.23 The point is that racist and even violent freedom of speech is 
often protected where antiracist and nonviolent freedom of speech is 
punished.

The right to freedom of speech doesn’t mean what many think it 
means. Court cases over the past hundred years have identified several 
things freedom of speech does not protect, including actions that could 
harm others, such as shouting fire in a public place, threats, some types 
of vulgar materials, or speech in schools that threatens the educational 
community, from obscenity to promotion of illegal behaviors.24 Still, 
proponents for freedom of expression vigorously argue against policies 
or practices that they feel limit, or censor, the right to speak one’s mind.

The counter to freedom of expression is often political correctness, a 
pejorative term for discourse perceived to be overly careful in order to 
avoid offending others.25 The term politically correct (PC) comes out of 
conservative critiques of attempts at regulating speech on college cam-
puses in the 1980s.26 In the early 1990s, President George H. W. Bush 
went as far as to describe political correctness as a form of McCarthy-
ism (which refers to the Communist witch hunt that accused Commu-
nists in the United States faced during the Red Scare in the 1950s) 
threatening colleges and universities.27

PC discourse, especially around race, is common in college and uni-
versity environments. This represents another rule for talking about 
race. It can’t be offensive. Lawrence Bobo, James Kluegel, and Ryan 
Smith refer to laissez-faire racism as a “kinder, gentler anti-Black  
ideology.”28 Remember that the laissez-faire and colorblind racism 
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frameworks explain how racism in the twenty-first century is main-
tained through the niceties, without any need for overt racism to jus-
tify the racial order. Overt discrimination is illegal, which means that 
overtly racist statements or actions are seen as taboo.

But not everyone agrees that PC norms are desirable. For example, 
research finds that some conservative students feel that their true opin-
ions about social and political issues are unwelcome on college cam-
puses.29 On some college campuses, PC norms are formalized with 
speech codes that tell students the type of language that is okay or not 
on campus.30 Many workplaces have similar codes of conduct, and even 
when there are no official rules about what can and cannot be said, 
most employees know that racially offensive language—especially 
overt racism—can get you fired.

Students I interviewed certainly talked about PC language as being 
the norm at their schools. Micaela, an East Asian student in Chicago, 
connects this PC norm to intelligence, saying, “Everyone is so smart 
that I think they are always politically correct all the time. And that 
was something that I was not, I wasn’t used to coming into college . . . 
people think that they have to be 100% politically correct and not offend 
anyone.”

Zeus Leonardo and Michalinos Zembylas use the term “White intel-
lectual alibi” to describe “Whites’ attempt to project a non-racist alibi,” 
and the way “Whites have built anti-racist understandings that con-
struct the racist as always someone else, the problem residing else-
where in other Whites.”31 The idea is that being smart is associated 
with avoiding potential controversies and using safe language is con-
sistent with the way many people view racists as being ignorant, back-
ward, or uneducated. Micaela is describing White intellectual alibis 
that separate the norms on campus from popular conceptions of 
racism.

In another example Chris, a Latinx student in Chicago, adds to our 
interpretation of PC language, saying, “In person, people aren’t going 
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to say things that they might feel. But, you can clearly tell that there’s 
. . . I won’t say, racial tension, but there’s some things people won’t say. 
Or they want to be very politically correct about saying things.”

Students of Color are adept at reading between the lines, or under-
standing the meaning behind silences, discomfort, or overly cautious 
language when discussing race. Chris suggests they can often tell when 
White PC language hides an idea or feeling that is simply against the 
rules for White people to share. Jelani, a Black student in Chicago, says 
something similar, noting that “you can feel someone kind of walking 
on pins and needles, in a conversation.”

Different students have different interpretations for the cautious 
way they see their peers behave when race comes up. Destiny, a Latinx 
woman in New York, laughs this off, talking about some of her interac-
tions with White folks on campus.

Like some person trying to speak Spanish and they turn to me and, like, 
“Does this offend you?” And I was like, “No. You want to learn the Spanish 
language, go ahead” . . . If you call me a spic, then we’re talking some-
thing else . . . Sometimes the sincerely hilarious shit that White people do 
just to make sure that they’re not crossing a line . . . I feel like the people 
that are most bothered by White people are White people.”

Desmond, a Black man in New York, says, “A lot of the times it feels 
so overwhelmingly positive that it seems like it’s the cool thing to do 
. . . You’re cool if you can be able to, you know, not be racist (laughs).” 
Part of what’s “cool” when talking about race is to go beyond the basic 
PC language—the type that keeps you from saying things that might 
be offensive—and move onto the next level of PC language: antiracist 
buzzwords. Ibram X. Kendi’s best-selling books have helped bring the 
term antiracist to the mainstream, as he first used it as part of his frame-
work for understanding competing racist and antiracist forces through-
out the history of racism in the United States, and then again in another 
book where he discusses strategies for contemporary antiracist 
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actions.32 Using terms such as “privilege,” “structural racism,” and “rec-
ognizing my own bias,” are likely to indicate that the speaker is “woke,” 
or aware of and beyond racism. The problem with this language is that 
sometimes students think once they understand these concepts (at least 
at a basic level), the work is done.

White folks may hope to avoid ever being called racist by demon-
strating their mastery of antiracist or critical terminologies and exter-
nalizing racist behavior and policies as being far from their own 
ideologies and behaviors. How can one be racist when they have proved 
their antiracism through language that expertly identifies and con-
demns the machinations of racism? Using antiracist language, in some 
contexts, can be a form of image management, and this language can 
be used to deflect attention, or as a form of protection against potential 
accusations of racism.

We might expect PC language to be protective for students of Color, 
as it should reduce instances of overtly racist language. But noticing 
signs of insincerity when talking with friends can still be hurtful for 
folks of Color who believe that their peers are just following the rules, 
using the niceties and White intellectual alibis, instead of engaging 
with them honestly or deeply. Valerie, a Black student in New York, has 
an incisive perspective about the trendy nature of antiracist lingo.

When I talk to white friends sometimes, they, like, they understand con-
cepts of the structure of racism and stuff, so they’ll drop like big words 
like, “Oh I know about, like, the prison complex,” and stuff like that . . . 
And I don’t think it really goes farther than that because they never lived 
through it . . . Conversation about race amongst the students is kind of, it’s 
on a superficial level. Like, people know those terms but don’t really know 
how to go deep.

I’ve been teaching classes on race for nearly a decade. One change 
I’ve noticed over time is that each year students seem better versed in 
their ability to articulate racism. When I first started teaching race, 
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many students were astounded by our readings and discussions of 
masked racism and had no idea how insidious racism was. Of course, I 
still have some students who feel like a veil has been lifted from their 
eyes after taking the course, but these days it’s more common to get 
students who come in with a pretty good knowledge of how racism 
works.33 They understand structural and masked racism, and aren’t 
prone to thinking that racism is dead, or dying.

One of the biggest challenges I face in teaching classes on race and 
racism, therefore, is not convincing students that racism exists, but fig-
uring out how to get students to recognize their own biases. The Social 
Work students I teach are predominantly left-leaning and often come 
in with antiracist identities. They have invested their time, energy, and 
talents into dismantling racism before ever stepping into class. Some-
times they can even seem to have a better handle on intersectional 
issues of oppression than the faculty, and I am consistently impressed 
by and learn from their ways of thinking. On one hand, this is 
immensely refreshing: to teach students who don’t need to be con-
vinced that racism is a problem (this is not the case everywhere, in all 
programs). But it brings a new challenge. How do you convince socially 
aware students that they have more to learn about racism? How do you 
get students to interrogate their own biases, when they already speak 
the language of antiracism? How can we identify biases that are 
couched in the niceties, or in White intellectual alibis?

Students of Color I spoke with believe that their White peers oper-
ate according to the nice, PC rules of racial discourse, not saying any-
thing offensive, and saying the right, smart thing, in order to maintain 
innocence in racial matters and avoid deeper conversations. When stu-
dents of Color recognize/suspect these discursive strategies, they can 
make judgments about the motivations of their White peers. Without 
talking to White students, it is impossible to state for certain what atti-
tudes or ideologies drive this discursive tiptoeing. For some White 
people, these strategic moves could be hiding racism. In other cases, 
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White people who identify as antiracist may use this language in hon-
est attempts to articulate the many machinations of racism and engage 
in antiracist practices in their lives. It is possible, even probable, that 
some students of Color misjudge some White peers. Whether or not 
their judgements are accurate, however, they tell us something of how 
students experience racial power dynamics on campus, and how they 
interpret antiracist performances from their White peers.

Rule 3: White People Are Allowed to Break the Rules

When I was a graduate student at the University of Chicago, I spent 
five years working as a resident head34 in the residence halls. My first 
year on the job, the director of the Housing Department was a Black 
woman. In my first training, she told me about her “no nonsense” pol-
icy regarding the n-word. Students who used the word were kicked out 
of housing, with no exception. To emphasize how serious she was 
about this rule, she told us about a Black student who had been kicked 
out of the dorms for using the n-word publicly and in a joking manner. 
This surprised me. Many Black people use the n-word colloquially, and 
this is typically accepted as being different than the racist use of the 
word, as the n-word carries a different meaning when used by Black 
folks than when it is used by White folks—than again when it is used 
by non-Black folks of Color. Ta-Nehisi Coates gave a good example of 
how this works, suggesting that while it was appropriate for his wife to 
call him honey, strangers on the street calling him honey would be 
uncomfortable.35 Still, I understood where my boss was coming from, 
because the university might not recognize how the same word carries 
different meanings, and there could be legal problems behind unequal 
or “biased” reinforcement of the rules.

Each year, when I talked to the group of between sixty to a hundred 
incoming freshmen students on my floors, I communicated this zero-
tolerance policy. But a few years later, when we had a new director of 
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Housing—a White woman—our annual training communicated 
something different about freedom of speech. The new director told us 
we should hold meetings with students who used hateful language to 
help them to understand why it was problematic, not kick them out.

I raised my hand to ask a question, “I thought we had zero tolerance 
for racism in the dorms, and that students were asked to leave when 
they made these types of statements?”

“That has never been a policy, to my knowledge,” the new director 
of Housing said. She looked around at the people presenting from the 
legal department, who shook their heads.

I followed up with administrators and other resident heads to make 
sure I hadn’t imagined this policy. A few colleagues also remembered 
the policy to kick students out for using hate speech, but didn’t know 
when it had changed. This made me suspect that the Black director had 
made her own policy when it came to racism. With nothing on paper, 
administrators can be forced to make decisions on a case-by-case basis. 
People concerned with reducing or eliminating racism may enforce 
rules against racist speech, but those who see racism as being a minor, 
or peripheral problem, might be less inclined to make or enforce those 
rules. Those inclined to use their power or authority to eliminate rac-
ism in the dorms can make them safer and healthier space for students.

This made my old boss a hero in my eyes. It reminded me of what 
Michael Lipsky calls street-level bureaucracy, which refers to the ways 
public service workers, from teachers to social workers, are able to use 
discretion in how they interpret and enact policies from higher up, 
even if their jobs don’t explicitly give them this authority.36 I decided to 
follow her example and act like a dorm-level bureaucrat. I had limited 
power, but did have some discretion over the rules I emphasized or 
enforced. When I gave the introductory talk to my students that year,  
I still told them that there was a zero-tolerance policy with regard  
to racist speech. Even though the higher-ups might not have had  
my back, that’s not something I was going to play around with. I was 
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raising Black children in an apartment in those dorms, and while I 
expected my kids to hear more curse words than the average child 
because of how much time they spent with college students (they also 
overheard more conversations about science, philosophy, and pre-med 
life, and I was okay with this trade-off), I’d be damned if they were 
going to hear the n-word tossed around by White students without 
consequence.

Some might assume that using the n-word—which has been called 
the “the nuclear bomb of racial epithets”– would break the second rule 
of racial discourse, which says that people, including White people, 
must adhere to the niceties when discussing race.37 But rule 3 says that 
White people may break the rules. In White-dominated spaces, there is 
often room for White folks to operate as race-bureaucrats, using their 
discretion as to when typically inappropriate ways of discussing race 
can be deemed appropriate on a case-by-case basis.

For example, Rachel, a Black woman in Chicago, told me about a 
White student who made racially insensitive comments about Black 
women when playing a word-based board game. When Rachel called 
him out for these comments, things went a step further.

And he says, “well, just wait ‘til another word comes up, because I’m just 
gonna say, like, nigger, nigger, nigger.” And he just said the ‘N word’ like 
five times, and I was just . . . I was really upset, so I just got up and left and 
went to my room. But, I think the worst part of that incident was, because 
I mean people are going to be stupid regardless, but I went to report it . . . 
to my [hall director], and they basically just encouraged me to like talk it 
out with him. And I was just, like, I don’t know.

In this example, the student felt free to break the rules of racial 
engagement because, in his view, it was necessary (or at least his pre-
rogative) in the context of the word-association board game that was 
being played. As a result of this confrontation, and the lack of response 
it received, Rachel moved out of her dorm. This was not an isolated 
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incident. Rachel told me about another Black woman who was called 
the n-word directly to her face, and also told her respective hall direc-
tor about the incident. This hall director told other students in the 
dorm about the situation, and the Black woman who was verbally 
attacked was ostracized by other students for “making a big deal” out 
of the incident and ended up leaving the dorms as a result.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and stopped the interview for 
a minute in order to offer to connect Rachel with a contact in the Chi-
cago diversity office, someone I was confident had the motivation and 
capacity to call to task both the offending students and the unrespon-
sive hall directors. Rachel seemed open to the idea of meeting with this 
contact, but the meeting never happened, and in this case rule 3 was 
upheld. For students of Color, not only can finding administrative sup-
port seem improbable, but approaching unknown allies can also be dif-
ficult on an interpersonal level. Students of Color are all too aware of 
the potential educational and social costs of pursuing justice. People in 
power may be more likely to uphold rule 3 than to hold White folks 
accountable. Of course, if this incident were to have gone viral, I’m 
sure it would have turned out differently—but this chapter is about 
race on campus without technological intervention.

Amanda gives an example of another racial experience that was 
more explicitly problematic, but still not something she felt she could 
respond to.

I was in the dining hall one time and these White kids were talking about 
Chief Keef38 and this White boy said “nigga,” under his breath, but looked 
directly at me . . . I’m one person in a table of White boys. If I was, like, 
“Hey that’s not cool don’t say that,” all of a sudden then I’m labeled as this 
crazy angry Black woman . . . You have to pick and choose your battles . . . 
The fact that he said it was just alarming to me, but he looked me in the 
face . . . I knew that he knew what he was doing was wrong especially in 
my presence . . . There are just like tons of other microaggressions that I 
just encounter everyday.
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Whether use of the n-word can be classified as a microaggression is 
up for debate; most of the time it’s thought of as a racial slur, or hate 
speech. In this case, the student who said the n-word was reciting a 
song lyric by Chief Keef, a popular rap artist. Amanda mentions that 
the student made eye contact with her, which she believed indicated 
that he knew he was saying something taboo. In fact, this reminds me 
of my example in chapter 1, when my friends glanced over at me when 
they decided not to say the n-word along with the song. Still, the stu-
dent may have also thought he was falling short of using hate speech 
because he was quoting the lyrics of a song, similar to the way a stu-
dent may feel comfortable saying the n-word while reading Mark 
Twain’s The Adventures of Huck Finn out loud in class.39 Both reading 
aloud in classrooms and quoting rap lyrics might be viewed as accept-
able situations that allow for the breaking of the rules of racial engage-
ment and use of a racial slur on campus.

Amanda knew this student would get away with breaking the racial 
rules of engagement and believed that she might face negative conse-
quences and be labeled a “crazy angry Black woman” if she confronted 
him. In an essay about women of Color and fury in response to racism, 
Audre Lorde argues, “Any discussion among women about racism 
must include the recognition and the use of anger,” and, “Anger is an 
appropriate reaction to racist attitudes.”40 That Amanda felt she must 
avoid getting (justifiably) angry at arguably the most insulting word in 
the English language demonstrates the injustice and uneven applica-
tion of social rules around discussing race. Rule 4, in fact, is that Black 
people must not make White folk uncomfortable, something we’ll 
explore more soon.

In September 2016, the Dean of Students at the University of Chi-
cago sent all incoming students a letter explaining the university’s  
policies regarding freedom of expression.41 He explained that the uni-
versity’s commitment to academic debate meant that it would not sup-
port the creation of intellectual “safe spaces,” or spaces free of content 
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that could be offensive to students. Then, during orientation week, all 
first-year students were required to attend an Aims of Education 
address where the faculty speaker explained that while students could 
disagree with peers or speakers, they could not expect the university to 
punish those people.42

The publication of this letter sparked a national debate around the 
perceived conflict between free speech and campus speech codes. Over 
the next five years, colleges and universities across the country contrib-
uted to the conversation.43 What is often implicitly communicated to 
students of Color is that colleges and universities will be loath to inter-
vene in situations where students encounter racialized harm. While 
higher education institutions frequently respond to overt hate speech 
with statements about their commitment to diversity, there is less prec-
edence for them to respond as openly to racial climates rife with micro-
aggressions and layers of stereotypes.44

When schools across the country send messages that intellectual 
freedom is more important than eliminating harm, we should not be 
surprised when they bleed into classroom and campus dynamics. 
Rebecca, an Afro Latinx student in Chicago, says, “In an academic 
environment . . . everything suddenly seems legit and it’s just, like, ‘Yo, 
we’re talking about this an academic way, anything flies, this isn’t 
about sensitivity. This is about us discussing race.’ ”

There is a sense that White students do not tread as carefully when 
talking about race in the classroom as they might in nonclassroom  
contexts on campus. Academic inquiry or classroom discussions delin-
eate more exceptions to the rules of racial engagement. Ideas that  
may be offensive in other contexts can be expressed as (supposedly) dis-
passionate discourse. But even when (or especially when) White stu-
dents talk about race in a purportedly dispassionate manner, they 
betray a callousness to the fact that their comments deal with the lived 
realities of students of Color. A personal component is unavoidable  
for students of Color. Without proper facilitation, these types of  
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discussions leave students of Color feeling as if their classroom was a 
hostile territory.

This book explores the way context changes the types of racial dis-
course that are considered acceptable. There are differences in accepted 
norms inside and outside the classroom, in person and online. When 
White students make assumptions or generalizations about race that 
go unquestioned in a classroom, students of Color are stuck in a per-
petual bind; speak up and risk offending their peers, or remain silent 
and suffer abuse. This brings us to the fourth rule.

Rule 4: Don’t Make White People Uncomfortable

In my first class as a PhD student, my mentor, Professor Charles Payne, 
asked the class a question, “What are the lasting effects of slavery?” For 
the next ten to fifteen minutes, everyone in the class—all first-year 
PhD students, eager to prove our knowledge—demonstrated how 
much we knew about the history of racism and the oppression of Black 
people in America. Educational inequality; discrimination in the 
unions; unequal access to resources; soul wounds. I remember looking 
up at the board and feeling like we pretty much hit it all. And I was 
proud of my own contributions. That was the point, right? To show 
that we had read the right books and understood that racial inequality 
was not the fault of Black people. It was by design, a legacy of historical 
and contemporary oppression.

Dr. Payne wasn’t so impressed.
“It’s interesting,” he said, “that every single thing you have up here is 

about the effect of slavery on Black people. I didn’t ask you the effects of 
slavery on Black people; I asked you the effects of slavery. To suggest 
that slavery only impacted Blacks, and not Whites—that Blacks are vic-
tims with no agency—isn’t that a backhanded way of saying that 
Whites are superior? They are acted on but don’t act?”
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We were silent. It seemed we had missed the point of the exercise. I 
confess, I still didn’t get it. Then Dr. Payne gave us a second question, 
clarifying what he meant: “What are the lasting effects of slavery on 
White people?”

The point here was that slavery has had a lasting effect on White Amer-
icans, just as it has had a lasting effect on Black Americans. For some 
White people, the legacy of slavery makes it difficult to understand the 
connection between historical and contemporary forms of racism. White 
folks often see slavery as a stain on American’s past, a blip they wish to 
both minimize and distance themselves from. If I had one bitcoin for 
every time I heard, “That was centuries ago; it has nothing to do with 
me,” or, “I’ve never owned slaves; don’t blame me,” I could buy a Tesla for 
each of my friends. Being defensive can take away one’s ability to think 
about race in historical and analytical terms, instead of individual terms. 
One of the legacies of slavery is that it hurts many White people’s ability 
to talk about race, as they attempt to deflect blame away from themselves; 
their wealth, privileges, and accomplishments; or even Western society.

This tendency for White people to get defensive when discussing 
racism is key to another of the rules about racial discourse: don’t offend 
White people. If you do blame White people for racism, or racial ine-
quality, you might be accused of reverse racism. Because most people 
define racism as the ugly, overt style of racism that was common before 
and during Jim Crow, the implication that current society, or regular 
individuals, could be racist, is offensive for many. Robin DiAngelo, a 
White woman who travels the country giving workshops on antira-
cism, talks about what she calls White fragility, or the tendency for 
White people to push back against the discomfort associated with talk-
ing about race, thereby focusing discussions of racism on themselves 
and how they feel.45 Many in-person discussions of racism are shaped 
by White fragility and are designed to make Whites feel comfortable. 
When I talk about racism with White people who don’t think about 
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racism often, I try to get creative to make sure that they don’t feel per-
sonally implicated, so that we can actually have a discussion. For those 
who think they should feel personally implicated—that’s an Advanced 
Racism course; I’m talking about Racism 101.

Trouble can arise when people of Color break the rules and cause 
White discomfort. For example, April, a Black student in New York, 
says, “Sometimes when I’m frustrated or when I’m angry and I’m tired 
of living this experience and having to operate in this space, I don’t 
want to . . . consider your feelings when I’m the one being oppressed, 
you know? . . . I’m just like okay, say what you want to say. I’m going to 
roll my eyes.” April’s decision not to respond to racially problematic 
discussions not only preserves her personal and emotional energy, but 
also protects her from the social consequences of making White folks 
uncomfortable. In April’s words, “I cannot afford to have someone hate 
me for two years straight.”

Folks of Color are careful not to offend White folks for a reason. 
There is a long history of White people taking retribution against peo-
ple of Color who upset their sense of racial equilibrium or simply make 
them uncomfortable. From firing people from their jobs or punishing 
them in school, to socially ostracizing them or even physical violence—
there are real-world consequences to breaking the rules and making 
White people uncomfortable.

One of the most obvious examples is the way Black folks are taught 
to be careful around and respectful to police officers (i.e., “the talk”). If 
an officer senses disrespect from a Black person, they tend to get vin-
dictive and potentially violent. Sometimes it feels like they are just 
looking for a reason. As an undergrad in an all-White town, I was 
pulled over by the police so regularly that I had a routine: I would hand 
the officer both my license and my student ID, and explain that I was 
driving to or from campus to study. I would always see the officer 
loosen up once they realized I was a college student from down the 
street. All of the sudden I was perceived as safe. The one time I forgot 
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to do this, the officer who had pulled me over grabbed her gun. I’m 
ashamed of this routine and shouldn’t have had to act this way. I’m 
always flabbergasted when I hear how comfortable some White folks 
are talking back to the police.

The stakes are even higher for women of Color. As Audre Lorde dis-
cusses the limitations of anger, she says, “For women raised to fear, too 
often anger threatens annihilation. In the male construct of brute 
force, we were taught that our lives depended upon the good will of 
patriarchal power.”46 Women of Color must worry about the potential 
ramifications of their actions upsetting the status quo of multiple hier-
archical systems at once (i.e., White supremacy and patriarchy, among 
others). For example, Tameka, a Black student in Chicago, talks about a 
class discussion and responding to another student that compared slav-
ery in ancient Greek civilizations to slavery in the United States.

He said something that I thought was just way wrong and I—I raised my 
voice. I didn’t yell, but I raised my voice to match his tone. I looked him in 
the eye, I was, like, “This is not correct. You are profoundly misunder-
standing this book,” and, he’s like, “Wait, I don’t want you to get angry, I 
don’t want you to turn into an angry woman. Just calm down, just calm 
down.” And I was kind of like okay, so I’m having an intellectual argu-
ment with you, but then you disqualify my thoughts and opinions because 
you want to automatically subject me to the typical angry Black woman 
that you see on TV shows? . . . I was just kind of shocked—I couldn’t even 
finish my thought.

This is the exact response that other students, including Amanda a 
few pages back, seek to avoid. Tameka’s comment broke the rules, was 
perceived as a challenge to both Whiteness and masculinity, and was 
deflected by an accusation that was overtly gendered, which Tameka 
perceived to also have an unspoken racial dynamic given the preva-
lence of the angry Black woman stereotype. Tameka continues to share 
how she responded in this case.
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I was kind of silent for a while because . . . my typical reaction in that kind 
of situation is to kind of go off. I purposely did not want to become the 
angry Black woman that he had just accused me of being, so I sat quiet so 
I could find my words and we kind of moved on to the [next] subject. So I 
raised my hand and I was talking about the subject, but I kind of made a 
snarky comment—I was, like, “Oh, maybe I should whisper, because I 
don’t want people to think that I’m angry right now.”

In modifying her behavior in response to the man’s weaponized use 
of gendered and race-based stereotypes (something Lorde would likely 
see as being worthy of righteous anger), she reified his position, as if 
her silence was necessary to bring the classroom back to dispassionate 
equilibrium. It is significant that this interaction took place in a class-
room taught by a woman of Color. While the professor did not inter-
cede, she laughed when Tameka offered to whisper in order to be 
accepted as an intellectual equal. Without sustained, consistent, and 
intentional steps made to ensure an open learning environment, just 
the presence of a person of Color—even one in charge—does not 
change the ethos of the classroom or prevent or negate negative racial 
experiences. Black women and women of Color are often left to fend 
for themselves, deciding when to obey the rules of racial engagement 
and when to challenge them, even with a whisper.

Valerie, a Black student in New York, speaks more to the decision to 
not respond to racism in the classroom.

This one White girl one time says something low key racist in my class 
and I was like, “let me get this A in this class though, ‘cause we need to like 
work together on like a group assignment.” . . . Unfortunately, a lot of 
times like people of Color are learning to push past things just so they can, 
get their education ’cause that’s why we’re here.

Valerie knows the risks associated with breaking the rules, and usu-
ally chooses to abide by them to protect her status and success as a  
student. Outside of the college context, many people feel the same 
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about experiences with racism in the workplace. Most of us need our 
jobs in order to pay the bills, and following the fourth rule of racial dis-
course, making sure the White folks around us are comfortable, can be 
protective. But Valerie also discusses moments she chooses to break 
the rules, saying, “Sometimes I’m like itching for a fight. I’m, like, 
somebody say something racist right now so I can school everybody in 
this room.” In these instances, Valerie chooses her battleground and is 
willing to accept the consequences.

Peyton, a Black student in New York, has made similar decisions, 
saying, “Sometimes I end up being like the angry Black woman. But I 
prefer well-informed, passionate Black woman.” For people of Color, 
silence in the face of racism can be a burden on the spirit. At the same 
time, speaking out against racism can be damning. Whether or  
not folks of Color speak out against hurtful comments, the stakes are 
high!

offLiNe NorMs CaTaLYZe oNLiNe NorMs

The people interviewed here believe that while White students are 
protected by silence, students of Color are isolated by it. Staying silent 
around issues of race not only allows problematic racial discussions to 
go unquestioned, but also demonstrates to students of Color that 
belonging on campus may be contingent on the suppression of their 
racial identities in certain contexts.

As students of Color silence themselves and smile through uncom-
fortable interactions, they seem to be mirroring the insincerity they per-
ceive from their White peers when talking about race, even though for 
them the stakes are utterly different than for their White peers. White 
insincerity, communicated through niceties, might serve as a vehicle for 
protecting White people’s moral self-image, whereas for folks of Color 
pretending to be unbothered by problematic racial dynamics may be a 
matter of maintaining actual safety and self-preservation.
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The stifling nature of the rules limiting racial discourse on campus 
may give students an incentive to turn to the internet as a social space 
more amenable to talking about race. As we see in the next chapters, 
the internet structures a distinct style of racial messaging that alters 
the dynamics behind each of the rules discussed here. The first rule is 
to not talk about race, but online racial discussions are much more 
common. The second rule is to observe the niceties, or social norms, of 
talking about race that can protect Whiteness from scrutiny and reduce 
the likelihood that folks might be called racist. But as we see in the 
next chapter, many White folks are less cautious about using PC lan-
guage in some online settings, which means folks of Color believe they 
are getting the truth, not the alibi. The fourth rule is that folks of Color 
need to preserve White feelings and esteem, but in many online spaces 
this perceived need is reduced, something we explore in chapter 5. As 
people of Color feel less need to protect White feelings online, this also 
negates the third rule, because acts of online resistance reduce the 
extent to which White folks are able to break the rules of racial engage-
ment without consequence, lessening the effects of political correct-
ness and Color blindness on the way students talk about race.
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one of the results of the shift from open and explicit rac-
ism to hidden, subconscious, and coded racism is that speech 
about race is minimized in many social settings. White people 
want to avoid being called racist, and the idea that one does not 
“see race” has become the preeminent defensive strategy; if 
one does not acknowledge racial difference, how can one be 
racist? Mica Pollock uses the term colormute to describe settings 
where individuals are unwilling to discuss race even when 
dealing with phenomena that are clearly racialized in nature.1 
In the previous chapter we saw how silence about race, or PC 
language, can safeguard folks from being labeled a racist.

But the self-proclaimed anti-PC crowd, especially includ-
ing the Alt-Right, has taught us that not everyone is inter-
ested in abiding by the rules of laissez-faire and colorblind 
racism. Historically, conservative politicians have used 

 4

MASK OFF
Revelations and New Realities

Driver: “That ain’t no way to board a train you damn, stupid ni—”
BANG! Trudy pulls a SIXGUN out and shoots the driver in the  

head.
Cherokee Bill: “You know, he might coulda said nincompoop.”
Trudy Smith: “We ain’t no nincompoop.”
—The Harder They Fall, 2021
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coded language to sell racist policies—those that hurt Black people and 
communities of Color—playing on racial fears without going so far as 
to be overtly racist.2 But today there exists a contingent of mainstream 
conservative politicians who have been emboldened by Trump’s suc-
cess despite (or because of) his brazenly coarse rhetoric around race, as 
well as his past behaviors demonstrating a lack of concern and even 
contempt for racial suffering. Given the popularity of this new school 
of conservatives and their refusal to talk nice about marginalized pop-
ulations, it is clear that many Americans are annoyed at the idea that 
they have to pretend to not see race. In fact, research shows that this 
sentiment is not limited to the far-right; 80 percent of political moder-
ates believe that political correctness is a problem.3

Anyone who has ever read comments under a YouTube video or 
online news article can see that not all racism in today’s digital age is 
subtle. Online racism is ubiquitous. Racist memes, jokes, and pranks 
are everywhere, and are often more explicit than their face-to-face 
counterparts. For many internet users, and young people in particular, 
online racism has become a fact of life. Brendesha Tynes and colleagues 
found that around 70 percent of surveyed high school students reported 
witnessing online racism.4 From the thousands of racial slurs posted 
on social media each day, to the resurgence of White nationalism 
through a rebranding as the Alt-Right, to the forty-fifth president’s offi-
cial Twitter account, many online spaces provide opportunities for 
people to be openly racist without social consequences.5 Whether it’s 
White sorority members being expelled for posting racist rants on 
social media on Martin Luther King Day, students being kicked out of 
school for posting racist-themed pictures on social media, or a White 
police officer being fired when private social media-based messages 
encouraging other officers to shoot Black people became public, we 
can’t seem to go a month without an incident of racism online that 
makes the news.6
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It is more tragic than ironic that the collective outrage around a 
police officer talking online about killing Black people would lead to 
that officer’s firing, whereas police officers who actually kill unarmed 
Black folks go free so often.7 Perhaps this can be explained by the visi-
bility of racist intent on the part of the former, who displayed an explic-
itly racist attitude in his online messages. His posts were like an 
admission of racist intent, which, as we discuss in chapter 2, is the ulti-
mate racist litmus test for many in America. In contrast, racial bias in 
policing is still largely masked by seemingly race-neutral and subjec-
tive decisions around what constitutes “reasonable suspicion” or per-
ceived threats to officer safety. It is the overt nature of online racial 
incidents that engenders surprise and outrage. These incidents are 
reminiscent of Jim Crow–era racism, a monster many Americans 
thought was destroyed with the civil rights movement.

This is racism unmasked. Whereas we have understood post–Jim 
Crow racism to be masked behind friendly interactions and supposedly 
colorblind laws, it is being unmasked in online spaces that reveal the 
types of open and ugly racist attitudes and actions that many people 
thought were behind us.

Research has given us a good sense of how ugly things can be online. 
But how does this affect people? Is online racism something that young 
people rationalize away and are unbothered by? Does it have any 
impact on the way they understand racism in a world that is sometimes 
said to be colorblind? The ugliness of online racism seems to be in stark 
contrast with the cautious, politically correct norms of discussing race 
on college campuses and many workplaces. What happens when these 
two realities collide?

In this chapter I present a case study of an on-campus event— 
something that occurred in Chicago—that provides a unique opportu-
nity to answer these questions. The campus had been rocked by  
the appearance of a controversial Facebook page titled, “Politically 
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Incorrect Confessions” (hereafter PIC). The page was purportedly 
designed to give students an outlet through which they could anony-
mously share their honest opinions about race, religion, gender, sexual-
ity, and any number of other topics that they may have felt uncomfortable 
discussing in person. In practice, however, the site became a safe haven 
for hate speech.

Over a period of eighteen months, nearly nine hundred comments 
were posted to the PIC page. The technological setup of the PIC page 
allowed students to anonymously post explicitly racist language without 
needing to worry how they would be perceived by their peers. Anonym-
ity can complicate research design because there is no way to tell who is 
behind anonymous comments on a news site or interest-based web forum, 
which limits the conclusions we can draw from anonymous online data. 
The structure and content of the PIC page, however, provides more clues 
about some group identities of the anonymous posters than do anony-
mous online comments in many other technological contexts.

For example, users were instructed to submit “university-related” 
content to the page moderators, ensuring that while comments were 
made anonymously, they originated from a specific educational com-
munity. Many PIC comments made specific references to settings, 
groups, and individuals on campus in Chicago, so it was clear that the 
users behind the racist comments were indeed members of the univer-
sity community. This made the page even more troubling than anony-
mous racism in other online contexts, which is just as ugly, but less 
targeted, and rarely coming from within a given community.

By combining posts from PIC and interviews with students, I am 
able to tell a more complete story than I could with just one source of 
data. I talked with students about the PIC page and how it affected the 
way they understood racism and race on campus and in the world. For 
many students, it represented the first or strongest connection between 
racism they experienced online and their day-to-day lives in the real 
world.
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PoLiTiCaLLY iNCorreCT CoNfessioNs

On the front page of the Confessions Page is a picture of a construction-
style sign reading:

WARNING: POLITICALLY INCORRECT AREA: ALL P.C. PERSON-
NEL ENTERING THESE PREMISES WILL ENCOUNTER GRAVELY 
OFFENSIVE BEHAVIOR AND OPINIONS: RAMPANT INSENSITIV-
ITY AUTHORIZED.

Below the sign were instructions for anonymous posters saying:

Share your [Chicago] related, politically incorrect thoughts and feelings. 
We’ll say them for you, so you don’t have to!

Through a submission link on the PIC page, Facebook users could 
send site moderators their comments, which were then anonymously 
posted to the page. Posts were numbered so that users could reference 
previous posts in their comments. And while original posts to the site 
were anonymous, if Facebook users wanted to reply directly to a com-
ment their profile names would be visible.

André Brock writes about the importance of analyzing how an 
online interface reflects the intentions of the interface’s creators and 
shapes the creation and interpretation of the interface’s messages.8 
Applied here, it is clear that the PIC was designed to facilitate a particu-
lar type of posting. For example, by making the comments anony-
mous, moderators provided a way for students to separate their PIC 
posts from their real-world identities. This feature was hugely impor-
tant for some users, as one post read.

I think it’s a positive thing that this offers a forum for people to voice some 
of their most controversial thoughts without fear of character assassina-
tion. There are many lived realities on the surface of this planet. Using the 
type of safe, institutional language and rhetoric favored by the Provost or 
the US State Department does not always do justice to these realities. 
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Occasionally, even the language and examples which we feel comfortable 
publishing under our own names do not suffice to articulate a truth.

This poster does not detect the irony in lamenting the need to use 
safe language on campus to make others feel comfortable, while simul-
taneously celebrating the increased safety and comfort the PIC pro-
vides for students who want to post offensive content. The PIC creates 
a safe space for a subset of students who are opposed to the existence of 
safe spaces for those with marginalized identities on campus. These 
students are concerned about “character assassination,” a point that is 
further illustrated by another poster.

This page suggests to me that [Chicago] students struggle to navigate a 
society extremely focused on being politically correct. In my mind the 
level of political correctness has reached the point of stifling discussion 
and debate on issues of race, gender, sexuality, etc. I can’t have legitimate 
discussions with anyone outside of my immediate friend group without 
coming across as a racist.

One form “character assassination” can take, it seems, is being 
labeled a racist. In the modern world where we have racism without rac-
ists, the term racist is often colloquially reserved for old-fashioned, overt 
racism.9 To be labeled racist is to be seen as being morally inferior, 
uneducated, and backwards. As we discuss in chapter 3, many White 
students seek to distance themselves from this characterization.

In chapter 2, I discuss Picca and Feagin’s two-faced racism theory, 
which differentiates between the way whites talk about race in public, 
the frontstage, and in private, the backstage.10 Here the poster talks 
about the difference between their frontstage and backstage conversa-
tions. They intentionally limit racial discourse to the backstage to 
avoid engaging the “stifling” frontstage campus atmosphere. The PIC 
page, however, operates in a hybrid space that functions as both 
frontstage and backstage; the poster can publicly share the type of 
thoughts typically reserved for backstage interactions, without facing 
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the consequences that are associated with those types of thoughts 
being shared frontstage.11

In this example, the poster does not believe that their conversations 
about race in the backstage are in fact racist. Instead, so the thinking 
goes, this is a label unfairly applied to legitimate intellectual positions. 
Not all users agree, however, that what the PIC protects is simply a 
matter of semantics. For example, another user has an even more con-
troversial understanding of the PIC’s virtues.

I hate when people argue against hurtful speech without actually know-
ing why. People presuppose that racism is bad and political correctness is 
good without even challenging their own assumptions. Furthermore, I 
hate how people are criticized for defending this page and defending free-
dom of speech.

Unlike the previous two posts, which both suggested that the racist 
label could be unfairly applied to controversial but defensible ideas, 
here the poster suggests that racist ideas are sometimes legitimate 
social positions. This post calls into question the idea that the PIC was 
created to foster dialogue. Instead, for this poster, the PIC page repre-
sents a protected social space where taboo racist ideologies can be com-
municated without condemnation.

While not all campuses have their own confessions page, the per-
ception that there are students who feel unable to share their true feel-
ings about race is widespread. For example, Judith, a Latinx student in 
New York, talks about a similar sentiment that she perceives on her 
campus, saying, “And then also there’s been like, the silent majority 
within the [university] that is very right-leaning . . . That’s how they 
would refer to themselves . . . they see themselves as having their 
voices silenced because [the university] is, like, such a left-leaning stu-
dent body.” It is possible that the feeling of being silenced, the desire to 
voice one’s true views about race, permeated all four campuses, and 
indeed research has explored similar anonymous messages on other 
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campuses through the YikYak app.12 But Chicago is the only place dur-
ing the course of my study where technology provided opportunity for 
these views to be shared without social or educational consequences.

Not all of the posts on the Confessions Page were race-related or 
offensive. Some posts were innocuous or personal, concerning student 
crushes, confessions about mental health, or academic struggles. But 
when I asked students of Color about the PIC page, it was universally 
remembered as a social space dominated by racist, sexist, and homo-
phobic content. These examples from the page illustrate the tone of 
racial messaging that was frequently seen on the site.

Every time I see a black person with an iPhone, I reach into my pocket to 
make sure it isn’t mine he’s holding.
 I honestly love going to [a neighborhood fried chicken restaurant] and 
eating the fried chicken special, some watermelon, and grape kool-aid. 
Makes me feel like a true brutha from da hood.
 As if we need any more proof that Asians can’t drive whether it’s a car or 
an airplane. Maybe those pilots should turn to another profession, like 
cooking. After all, they really outdid themselves with that Korean bar-
beque à la Boeing today.13

 I’m predicting that the top three items sold at the upcoming Whole 
Foods store in [a Black neighborhood near campus] will be organic fried 
chicken, organic watermelon, and organic grape drink to wash it all down. 
The real question is, will they accept [welfare] cards and food stamps?

In each of these posts we see the expression of overt racial stereo-
types. This is not the type of subtle racism college students typically 
are exposed to on college campuses. These posts also appear to be 
attempts at irony or humor. While research shows that White men in 
college make racial jokes often, they are typically careful to avoid mak-
ing these jokes in front of students of Color.14 The PIC page thus exposes 
students of Color to the types of racial jokes, comments, and stereo-
types that are typically reserved for backstage, private interactions.  
But while these posts stand out from the way race is talked about  
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in-person, they are consistent with the literature on race-related com-
munication in anonymous spaces on the internet.15 Across the board, 
participants from every university talked about the racism they saw as 
normal online, from YouTube Comments to social media.

What distinguishes the PIC page from the types of racial messaging 
that typifies some anonymous online spaces, however, is its connection 
to the Chicago community. For example, if a student reads racist com-
ments on a Fox News article, these comments may be hurtful, but they 
are also more distant. The posts could have been made by anyone, any-
where in the world. Students may make assumptions about who the 
anonymous posters are, and may assume they’re the exact opposite of 
who they go to school with. These assumptions about anonymous rac-
ism on the internet cannot be made about PIC posts with similar con-
tent, however, because they are made by Chicago students, about 
Chicago students. For example, another post reads:

Seriously WTF is up with the onslaught of black people invading [Chi-
cago]? My first year, there were barely any on campus, and now they’re 
infiltrating the [library] too (of all places.) Now, I’m not usually racist but 
they really need to stop being so fucking LOUD. Seriously, if I wanted to 
be surrounded by a cacophony of vernacular I would’ve taken the [train] 
down to [a Black neighborhood].

“Onslaught,” “invading,” and “infiltrating;” this language signifies that 
Black students are perceived to be part of an unwelcome and danger-
ous group of outsiders whose presence is having a forced, negative 
impact on the Chicago campus community. In fact, it mirrors the type 
of anti-immigrant language associated with the Latino threat narrative 
we talk about in chapter 2.

The campus is near African American communities and students 
receive racially coded formal and informal messages around safety on 
campus that symbolically separate the safe campus space from its sur-
rounding community, which is depicted as violent and dangerous.16 For 
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example, students talked about being warned away from visiting Black 
neighborhoods on campus during their orientation, and received regu-
lar emails detailing crimes committed on or near campus, often with 
an ambiguous description of the suspect that could refer to many Black 
and Latinx men on campus. This PIC post suggests that Black students 
are perceived to have more in common with the dangerous other that 
represents the university’s surrounding communities than students on 
campus.

This is not unique to Chicago, of course. When I was a professor at 
Boston University, I received an email about a suspect on campus who 
had a “dark complexion,” “distinctive orange backpack,” and was riding 
a bike. I saw this email on my phone while I was getting on my bike, 
wearing my distinctive burnt orange backpack. Instead of riding my 
bike home with my bag and laptop to do some work in the evening, I left 
my bag and bike in the office and walked home. After more than a dec-
ade in academia, I was used to feeling that I fit the racialized descriptions 
of suspects in campus safety emails. But this email was referring to a sus-
pect wanted for a violent crime, and I thought it could be dangerous to fit 
the description so closely, down to my accessories and mode of travel.

Many experiences with online racism are indirect. But this post is 
different. It appears to be written by a student in Chicago, targeting 
Black students in Chicago by referencing a specific interaction. This 
type of targeting may increase the harm caused when compared with 
the “random” racist posts that appear often in various online spaces. 
Imagine you’re a Black student who has occasionally laughed in the 
library with your friends (as students of all races do regularly). Will you 
question whether this post was written about you, specifically? Would 
that make you less comfortable using the library? When I was an under-
grad, the library was the only place I could get work done. The tempta-
tion to socialize or play video games was too high anyplace else. I’m not 
sure what my grades would have looked like had I received an anony-
mous message telling me that Black folk were unwelcome in the library.
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Another post also speaks directly to the marginal social positioning 
of students of Color in Chicago.

It’s odd to note that minorities made up a higher percentage of students in 
the Intro Chem section in comparison to the General and Honors 
sections.

By prefacing the statement with “it’s odd,” the poster frames this dis-
cussion as a legitimate question that is guided by curiosity, not racism. 
Nevertheless, by suggesting students of Color are concentrated in low-
level classes the post questions whether students of Color are smart 
enough to handle academic rigor at the university. Research shows 
that when Black and Latinx folks feel like their deservingness is being 
questioned—for example, if it is suggested that they were only admit-
ted because of affirmative action—they will be less likely to seek help 
or access campus resources that are meant for all students, which 
increases the chances of harmful stereotypes becoming self-fulfilling 
prophecies.17

Here we see that the PIC is a context that not only provides users 
with more opportunity to express explicit racist ideologies, but it is also 
a space where subtle racist ideologies are unmasked. Imagine: narra-
tives couched in notions of individual deservingness are typically  
representative of subtle forms of discrimination, but in this example  
the line between subtle and explicit racism is blurred. In the context of 
the PIC page, subtle racism forfeits its subtlety. Because the post was 
made anonymously on a site that protects overt racists, it can be 
assumed that the poster knew that what they were saying was 
offensive.

raCisM reVeaLeD

The campus in Chicago was in an uproar when the PIC page dropped. 
People couldn’t believe what they were seeing. For many students, the 
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page forced them to confront the reality that racism was not as dead, or 
limited, as they had previously thought. Chris is a Latinx student in the 
sciences who is involved in several academic student organizations. He 
didn’t think race was a major problem on campus, but the PIC page 
called some of his assumptions into question.

Before the PIC, like I said there were a few incidents that I mentioned ear-
lier, but I think the overall tone wasn’t too bad. Like, I had, you know, 
good friends, I had good spaces, so it didn’t seem that real . . . So then 
when the PIC page came up, I just realized there are people who hold 
these things. Maybe they don’t say them directly to people, or maybe they 
don’t take action.

The “few incidents” Chris references here were highly publicized 
race-related incidents involving fraternities, racial epithets, and racist-
themed parties. He chose to not define the campus by those unfortu-
nate events, however, instead seeing them as being isolated incidents 
that were not common enough to reflect his day-to-day experiences on 
campus. Posts on the PIC, on the other hand, seemed to indicate that 
people’s friendly actions and speech did not always match up with their 
privately held beliefs.

Why did it take posts on the internet to convince Chris that racism 
was a problem on campus? It’s actually common for people to have a 
hard time recognizing discrimination when they do not believe it 
affects them personally. In my classes on race, I have students fill out a 
“personal privilege profile” (an activity I inherited from my teaching 
mentor, Dawn Belkin-Martinez), and list whether they have advan-
taged or disadvantaged statuses on a range of identities, including race, 
gender, sexual orientation, age, religion, and physical ability.18 Most 
students have an easy time identifying their nondominant identities, 
but tend to be surprised by some of the dominant identities that they 
do not need to think about on a daily basis. For example, if we are able 
to walk upstairs without pain or assistance, we may not think about 
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the privilege of accessibility and whether buildings or restaurants have 
been intentionally designed to accommodate disabled populations. It’s 
harder to think about the ways we might be privileged than the ways 
we are disadvantaged. If someone describes a social problem that we 
don’t see in our everyday life, we may choose to not believe them. 
Some people need to see the evidence. For others, no evidence is  
convincing enough to contradict their personal experiences.

This is something I see even in my own personal circle. I have some 
Black friends who believe that the difference between them and Black 
people who are less successful is how hard they work, or their decisions 
to value middle class, Christian norms over values they would see as 
being driven by the media or “street” culture. They do believe racism 
exists, because they experience some form of racism in the workplace, 
but they are less convinced of how racism is structural and affects the 
opportunities and limitations people face, things that prevent less priv-
ileged Black folks from reaching the same places they have. This is one 
of the difficulties of teaching people about racism. When you experi-
ence the world as good and safe, you may not understand that there are 
other people who do not experience any of those things.

An example of this this comes from basketball legend Michael Jor-
dan, who has long been criticized for his perceived lack of support of 
social causes in the Black community (including when he famously 
said, “Republicans buy shoes too,” a statement that was allegedly con-
nected to his refusal to support a Black Democrat running against an 
openly racist Republican senator in his home state of North Carolina).19 
When I first heard that Jordan put out a statement about police vio-
lence in 2016, I was excited, hoping that he would finally begin to speak 
out against racism, the way athletes such as Lebron James, Colin 
Kaepernick, or Craig Hodges had been.20 Instead, he wrote a statement 
that blamed “divisive language and racial tensions,” not racism, and 
said, “Over the past three decades I have seen up close the dedication of 
the law enforcement officers who protect me and my family. . . . I also 
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recognize that for many people of color their experiences with law 
enforcement have been different than mine.”21

Then, in true put your money where your mouth is fashion, he pro-
ceeded to announce $1 million donations to both Black Lives Matter and 
a community policing organization. This playing of both sides did not 
feel like support for Black Lives Matter. Even when he decided to speak 
out against police violence, he refused to condemn the institution 
responsible for this violence. While Jordan acknowledged in his state-
ment that his privileged experience was not universal, his actions 
showed that his positive experiences with police made it difficult for 
him to understand how the police institution was to blame, despite the 
overwhelming evidence, both anecdotal and statistical, of racial bias in 
policing and anti-Black police violence.22

Chuck, a Latinx student who is involved in several cultural organi-
zations and is also a member of a majority-White fraternity, gives 
another example. He has a small group of racially diverse friends and, 
like Chris, talked about having only positive interracial experiences on 
campus. He says about Chicago, “Race shouldn’t matter . . . we’re all 
academics here.” This idea, that intellectual elites are beyond the race 
problem, was called into question by the PIC.

[They] immediately just started posting just like vile, horrendously racist 
things and there was like a lot of people that were going like, “Oh yea, like 
I totally agree with that” . . . At [that] point it’s, like, these are . . . these are 
my classmates and this is like how they feel about like minority groups . . . 
this is something like that you would read about that like the Klan is doing 
in the 50s, not like now.

Here we see Chuck forced to confront the incongruence between 
his perceptions of a postracial campus and the overt racist messages on 
the PIC, which revealed that friendly campus interactions may belie 
hidden racist attitudes and challenged his understanding of how rac-
ism operates. Some people need the vile, horrible things to wake them 
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up to ugly realities of the world that lie beneath the surface. Actress 
Jennifer Lawrence talked about how she was a Republican until Trump. 
While Trump’s policies weren’t very different from other conserva-
tives before him, his language around race and gender was certainly 
more offensive. The PIC, like Trump, was like a splash of cold water to 
the faces of those who were unconscious or unaware of the prevalence 
of masked racism.

One of the more alarming effects of the PIC website was how it 
changed the ways students of Color related to their White peers or 
even Chicago as an institution. Sara was bothered by not knowing who 
among her peers were responsible for the hateful content online and 
noted the impact the PIC had on her interracial relationships, saying, 
“It makes it difficult for me to form friendships with people of different 
races . . . I know how you really feel.” Sara’s perception assumes that 
the ideas on the PIC are widespread on campus—something that may 
not be true, given what we know about how small groups can have a 
large voice on the internet. Regardless of how widespread the ideas 
were in reality, however, the unmasking of racism on the PIC was per-
ceived to reveal the true racial ideologies behind the façade of postra-
cial colorblind interactions on campus.

Lisa, a student from Chicago who identifies as multiracial (Black and 
White), speaks more to this.

I know a lot of students didn’t necessarily feel afraid, but they definitely 
felt more like they should be more wary of who they’re hanging out with 
on campus or who their friend circle is or—because they don’t know if any 
of these bigot posts are coming from people in their classes or people 
they’re interacting with.

Lisa’s words illustrate the trauma that was associated with this page. 
For some students of Color who were happy on campus—or at least 
did not feel like they were under racial attack—the PIC was like discov-
ering they were actually trapped behind enemy lines. This revelation 
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gave them cause to reconsider many of the relationships they used to 
take for granted.

This feeling held even for those students who talked about being 
very aware of racism on campus. Rachel said:

It was so cowardly, because I mean, if you just have raging hatred or igno-
rance inside of you, but you wanna own it, then go ahead! You know? Like 
that’s your life. But, for you to wanna play both sides and be secretly racist 
or homophobic, but then you still want me to smile at you when I see you 
[on campus], or you still want me to sit by you without walking away, or 
you still want to be welcomed into smaller circles of the campus commu-
nity that are more [vulnerable]. Like, it’s just, it was unbelievable.

Elsewhere in the interview, Rachel talked about using a form of 
informal peer classification before the PIC, identifying and avoiding 
White students she thought were ignorant or antagonistic around 
issues of race. If students were open with their “raging hatred,” then 
Rachel’s adaptive coping response—coding certain students as “racist” 
and avoiding them—would work just fine. But the anonymity of the 
PIC made this impossible. Rachel lost her primary strategy for dealing 
with racism: the identification and avoidance of perceived perpetrators, 
even those engaged in subtle, masked racist behaviors. Rachel felt capa-
ble of finding and avoiding masked racism on campus, but in this 
instance the unmasking of racism made it more challenging for her to 
identify racists whom she notes want to “play both sides” by posting 
racist comments on the PIC, but still being friendly with students of 
Color on an individual level. There is no way of knowing how effective 
Rachel’s methods of identifying racists actually were. But for Rachel, 
the anonymous messages on the PIC reshaped her face-to-face reality 
of racism by taking away her agency and ability to decide not to inter-
act with those she considered racist.

Daveena, a Latinx student in Chicago, said about the site, “You asked 
earlier if I felt that I belonged at the university, and after the PIC I really 
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felt that I didn’t. That I was in a place that was unsafe for me.” Daveena 
was no stranger to racism before the PIC page, and felt confident in her 
abilities to fight racism through activism. Daveena’s work as an activist 
was clearly defined when she knew who and what she was up against. 
But because the antagonists on the PIC page were anonymous, Dav-
eena began to see herself as a perpetual victim with a seemingly infi-
nite pool of enemies against whom she was unable to protect herself. 
Daveena felt distanced from her peers on campus and undervalued by 
Chicago as an institution. There was nothing she could do to remove 
offensive posts or confront the anonymous students behind them, and 
she blamed the university for not doing more to protect her and 
others.

When some students of Color pressed the school to respond to the 
PIC, administrators claimed to have limited power because they could 
not control an external website. The only concrete administrative 
response to the PIC was to demand that the moderators take Chicago 
out of the page name—and this did not take place until five weeks after 
the page first appeared. The makers of the site replaced the Chicago 
name with the school colors in the title of the PIC, thereby still clearly 
marking its connection to the university. Jerry discusses why he 
believes Chicago did too little, too late.

I stopped doing my work. I was just really in awe that this was something 
that I was reading . . . it makes you feel really unsafe when you know that 
there are a lot of students around you who have these very fucked up feel-
ings about you based on what you look like . . . how are we supposed to 
build community when you’re allowing your students to do things that 
[create] distrust in your community?

The truth is colleges can’t actually moderate spaces on the internet 
beyond their own websites. This is a continuous challenge for universi-
ties whose campus climates are affected by things that are posted 
online but are outside of their “ jurisdiction.” Harvard University 
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rescinded admission for students who posted racist and homophobic 
content online, but these students had their names attached to their 
posts.23 While Chicago could not have done the same, students needed 
more of a response from the administration to confirm that students of 
Color were valued by the university. Hearing from Jerry about how 
this affected his academic engagement, we see another potential path-
way through which the PIC could exert tangible influence on educa-
tional outcomes among students of Color.

Not everyone was surprised by the page. Some saw it as proof of the 
continued significance of racism, something they felt was not univer-
sally acknowledged. Gina, a Black student in Chicago, is a student 
leader in campus diversity-focused and cultural organizations. Her 
reflections highlight a different adaptive strategy for making sense of 
unmasked racism on the PIC.

Racism is nowhere non-existent . . . You could be talking to, like, a White 
person that you think is your friend . . . that could be one of the people 
who are really upholding White supremacy on that page . . . I think it’s 
good that people still know that racism is out there because a lot of people 
just think it’s dead and that’s, like, not even close to being true.

Gina identified a silver lining: the page is a clear indication that soci-
ety is not postracial or colorblind. The PIC challenged the racial narra-
tive on campus, making it clear that Chicago, despite its elite, liberal, 
and “regular” student body, was not beyond the race problem.

David is a student in Chicago double majoring in the social sciences 
and race studies. Before the interview he said that he was heavily 
invested in having racial discussions, and knew he was interested in 
being interviewed when he heard the words “race” and “research” 
together when I presented the study to the Black club on campus while 
recruiting students. David is mixed, with Black and Latinx heritage, 
identifies strongly with both groups, and is involved in both Black and 
Latinx student organizations. When asked about the PIC, David said:
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I actually saw [it] as more of a body of evidence to present to other people 
to say, “Hey look, all that stuff I was complaining about and talking about. 
This is it right here in the flesh for you to see, or online for you to see, 
instead of you thinking I am crazy coming up with conspiracy theories. 
This is it right here.”

Throughout our interview, it was clear that David understood racism 
on a deep level, putting his experiences on campus into the broader con-
text of White supremacy, and that he was familiar with ideas like White 
privilege, structural disadvantage, and covert racism. So, despite the 
general absence of presentations of traditional racist ideologies on cam-
pus, he was not surprised by the attitudes expressed on the PIC page, 
even though he was taken aback by their open presentation. About one-
third of the people I talked to echoed David’s conflicted mindset: being 
simultaneously surprised and not surprised by the site. Surprised because 
the PIC was contrary to the way racial discourses typically played out on 
campus, but also not really surprised because they knew that racism 
existed, even if it was being masked by gentle racial discourses.

For students like David and Gina, the PIC was like a distasteful video 
of police violence against Black people being shared on the internet. It 
can be traumatic to see those videos, and many Black people would 
prefer to not have videos and images of Black death and pain on their 
social media feeds. Yet those videos are interpreted by many as proof of 
the continuing realities of racism. Online videos that are leaked or go 
viral can be used as evidence that racism and racist violence are nor-
mal, everyday occurrences that cops typically get away with because 
there is (typically) no proof, and that are only being talked about 
because of the video. How many more people have been hurt by police 
off camera, than have been witnessed being hurt by police on camera?

This brings us back to the puzzle from the first chapter: what do 
online expressions of racism tell us about racism in the real world?  
For some people, the answer is everything. Cristina, a South Asian stu-
dent in Chicago, said, “In some ways it kind of took the trigger [of] 
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something as appalling as PIC for people to kind of be like, “Oh wait, 
we think racism isn’t a thing on this campus. Turns out, it totally is . . . 
Let’s talk about it.”

In a paper articulating the linguistic style of colorblind racism,  
Bonilla-Silva suggests that language that can sound racist is seen as 
taboo, and that “because the dominant racial ideology portends to be 
color blind, there is little space for social sanctioned speech about race-
related matters.”24 But Cristina suggests that the PIC shattered notions 
of colorblindness amongst students in Chicago, weakened the color-
blind rationale for why race-related matters did not need to be dis-
cussed, and led to an increase in the number of conversations being 
had about race on campus. The PIC challenged the perceived domi-
nance of colorblind discourse on campus, and for many students that 
was an indication of how problematic the racial climate in Chicago 
was, despite the rarity of overtly racist incidents on campus. This led to 
an increase in online and in-person discussions of race that students of 
Color suggested had been easier for Whites to avoid before the PIC.

seeiNG UNDer THe HooD

The technological mechanisms through which the PIC rewrote the 
rules of racial discourse, as well as the processes through which this 
discourse influenced the ways students of Color perceived the campus 
racial climate, demonstrate the potential impact of technology on the 
way we think about and experience race and racism in the twenty-first 
century.

Examples from the PIC enhance our understanding of post–Jim 
Crow racist ideologies. Posters on the PIC reported feeling pressured to 
act according to dominant colorblind styles on campus and resented 
the perceived need to censor their thoughts on race and mask their true 
racial ideologies. Internet-based communication, like the PIC, can pro-
vide opportunities for individuals to bypass the surface-level egalitar-
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ian norms that characterize many mainstream spaces, thereby enabling 
more explicit expressions of racist ideologies.

It makes sense that students of Color perceive direct connections 
between online racial messages and campus racial climate, interracial 
relationships, or institutional support. Many colleges and universities 
wrestle with the sometimes competing ideals of free speech on campus 
and the desire to protect students from harassment, and some schools 
have punished students for their involvement in circulating racially or 
sexually offensive content online.25 As our understanding of institu-
tional climate expands to include online social spaces, schools must 
develop policies formalizing approaches to moderating these spaces or 
responding to student concerns about online racial messages that 
impact campus climate or student well-being.26

Students who had long been able to articulate the subtle nature of 
contemporary racism were able to use examples of unmasked racism 
from the PIC as a vehicle through which they could help others iden-
tify the manifestations of racism. Given the dominance of masked rac-
ism in mainstream institutions and interactions, this is one way the 
online unmasking process can expose racism, both on and off college 
campuses: it highlights the embeddedness of racism in interactions and 
institutions that, prior to the unmasking, were only visible to those 
with the language to understand the way racism operates in seemingly 
race-neutral interactions or institutional practices.

For example, while calling the police is not commonly seen as being 
a racist act, in the past few years social media has driven a renegotia-
tion of popular conceptions of racism through the application of the 
“racist” label to Whites that call the police on Blacks for no apparent 
reason.27 Social media users have thus used technology—sharing 
and commenting on videos of White people calling the police on  
Black people as they wait in Starbucks, barbeque in public parks, or go 
swimming—to highlight the way Whites have the ability to wield a 
public institution to harass and potentially endanger Blacks and People 
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of Color.28 This represents an unmasking of racism at interpersonal 
and structural levels; it problematizes not only individual-level preju-
dices that led the Whites in the videos to assume criminality and call 
the police, but also the ways purportedly race-neutral institutions can 
reproduce and reinforce racial inequality. Apryl Williams writes about 
these memes as increasing agency for Black folks and subverting racial 
power structures by demanding consequences for racist actions that 
had previously been framed as being innocent.29 White privilege works 
best when it is goes unnoticed and unchallenged. When folks use tech-
nology to challenge privilege, they help others better understand how 
it works.

Racism is unmasked in online spaces, therefore, not only when 
internet-based communication facilitates the sharing of overtly racist 
sentiments, revealing these old-fashioned racist ideologies to be alive 
and not defunct, but also when online users highlight the previously 
hidden mechanisms through which contemporary covert racist struc-
tures are maintained. Just as unmasked racism on the PIC changed the 
way students in this sample thought about race and racism in Chicago, 
the unmasking of racism in other online spaces can challenge domi-
nant racial ideologies and expose more people to the ways racism 
works in the post–Jim Crow era.

CoDa

In late 2021, a video of Judge Michelle Odinet repeatedly yelling the 
n-word went viral. After being placed on unpaid leave, Judge Odinet 
resigned from her position. In response to the outcry, District Attorney 
Jason Williams launched an investigation into Odinet’s cases as a pros-
ecutor in New Orleans in the 1990s, looking for evidence of racial bias.

Judges don’t need to use racial slurs and call Black people cock-
roaches, as Odinet did, in order to give Black people longer sentences 
or charge them exorbitant court fees, whether they are “innocent” or 
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“guilty.” The response to Odinet is another example of how many peo-
ple respond to open, obvious racism differently than masked, invisible 
racism that is embedded in systems and institutions, from the criminal 
justice system to school systems to the workplace.

The evidence of racism with a capital R—a video of Odinet using 
overtly racist language which has been shared and viewed millions of 
times on the internet—was enough to force a second look at her sup-
posedly impartial judicial decisions. Other judges may have said worse, 
but been crafty enough to not be recorded on video, and won’t have 
their cases investigated for evidence of racial bias. Still more judges 
may never use the n-word, but if we were to open their books, we’d 
find that they are more racially biased than Odinet in their courtroom-
based decisions.

Structural racism, more than interpersonal racism, is the primary 
mode of racism that hurts the lives and life chances of Black people and 
people of Color. As we’ve discussed, structural racism does not require 
overt bias to function. For me, looking at data that shows the correla-
tion between race, poverty, and poor performance of schools makes 
me as angry, and is as strong of evidence of the existence of racism as 
video of White students using the n-word. But because evidence of 
structural racism is less flashy, it can be less convincing for some peo-
ple. The unmasking of racism in online spaces is so important because 
it makes racism visible to people who cannot recognize masked rac-
ism. And as we see in the next chapter, this increased recognition of 
racism may increase the number of people who are willing to resist.
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Do YoU HaVe aN iD?

As a PhD student at the University of Chicago, I had 24-hour 
access to the computer lab. I would often go home at 3 or 4 in 
the afternoon, spend time with my kids, and then come back 
in the late evenings to do work after they went to sleep. 
Many nights, if I worked until 2 or 3 a.m., the only other per-
son in the building would be Gary, the nighttime custodian. 
Gary would stop by the PhD lab and chat, and he and I devel-
oped a rapport over the years.

The school was open to the public until 9 p.m. After 9, 
however, we had to swipe our school IDs on the door to 
open it, like a hotel key card.2 One evening, I arrived at the 
school at about 8:55pm for a nighttime work session wearing 
a hoodie. I had my school ID with me, but I didn’t need to 
use it to swipe in, as it was still before 9pm. A tall White 
man wearing a blazer, layered over his sweater and dress 

 5

DIGITAL RESISTANCE

You cannot tell a [hu]man they have the power to make the earth  
shake, then expect them to walk small.1

—robert jordan, Lord of Chaos, 1994
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shirt, was walking out of the door as I was coming in. Instead of walk-
ing out, however, he stood in the doorway, blocking my entry. “You 
have to have an ID to get in here,” he said. While he clearly didn’t rec-
ognize me as a doctoral student, I recognized him, an esteemed 
professor.

This request caught me off guard. It was too early to need an ID to 
get inside. Does he ask everyone for ID? If not, is he asking me for an 
ID because of how I am dressed? Because I’m Black? He’s blocking my 
way—is he ready to try and physically stop me from entering the build-
ing? I wanted to ask him these questions, but knew that if I did I would 
risk offending a powerful professor, something that could derail my 
young academic career. Should I then just show him my ID? While I 
knew that this would be the “safest” response, I also knew that I would 
regret compliance with what I perceived to be an unjust demand. After 
all, I thought, I had the right to be in this space as much as he, or any 
other PhD student—and I was fairly certain that he wouldn’t be block-
ing my way into the building if I were White.

So I decided to respond in a way that wouldn’t accuse him of any 
wrongdoing, but also allowed me to deftly stand up for myself. I slowly 
reached for my wallet, taking it out of my back pocket while saying, 
“Oh, are you the security guard?”

“No, I’m faculty,” he said, poking his chest out.
“Oh, ok,” I said, putting my wallet back in my pocket without open-

ing it, and walking past the professor without looking back. While I 
was scared to confront him openly, I communicated what I wanted to 
without words. If a campus police officer asks for my ID, I am obligated 
to show it. But if you are not an officer or security guard, you have no 
business asking me for my ID, let alone physically stopping me from 
going anywhere on campus.

I think he got my point, because he yelled after me, somewhat defen-
sively, “I’m just saying, at night you have to show your ID—the  
maintenance crew will ask you for it.”
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As fortune had it, Gary was just a few feet in front of me, doing some 
work in the lobby. “What’s up, Gary!” I said loudly, dapping him up3 
like I always did.

“Oh, yea, he’s good doc!” Gary said to the Professor.
As I walked away from Gary and the lobby, the professor said some-

thing else that I don’t recall. I didn’t turn around or slow down, I just 
walked down the stairs and made my way to the computer lounge.

This experience, though it seems minor, is something that I have 
reflected on for years. It impacted my experience in grad school—who 
I made connections with, and the trust I felt for the institution. And 
unfortunately, it wasn’t unique. Besides not being the last time I was 
carded on campus—the next time was while I was playing basketball 
in the university gym (suspicious, I know)—it is also something experi-
enced by many people of Color on college campuses.

I share this experience because I think it can highlight the ways rac-
ism often works in the twenty-first century. Unless you’re at a White 
supremacist rally, overt racism has mostly gone out of style. When the 
media catches wind of overtly racist statements, all parties involved are 
quick to give a public apology and make sure everyone knows they, or 
their organizations, do not adhere to such abhorrent views. Outside of 
seemingly outlier cases, in daily, mundane life, people don’t usually 
brag about their racism.

Instead, most interpersonal racism that people of Color experience 
on a day-to-day basis is more subtle, which can make it tricky to iden-
tify and respond to.4 Experiences with subtle racism or microaggres-
sions may leave us with questions: Was that really racism? What should 
I do about it? What does it matter anyway? Exploring these questions 
may help us understand why microaggressions are actually very 
destructive, why responding to racism is so hard and so important, and 
how technology has the potential to change this dynamic.

Subtle acts of racism are interpersonal manifestations of White 
supremacy. Remember, racist language has a social function—it legiti-
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mates and justifies the racial divide. During Jim Crow, explicitly racist 
language was needed by White people to maintain the social hierarchy 
by indicating that Black people were less than human, unworthy of cit-
izenship, and deserving of unequal and brutal treatment.

Today, the line between White folks and folks of Color is not so 
clearly drawn that this harsh language is needed. Instead, microaggres-
sions fill the same function—legitimating racial inequality—but they 
do so without harsh, ugly language. For example, while there are no 
signs on campus saying, “Whites Only,” neither are Whites asked to 
show ID to prove that they belong.

The term microaggression was coined by Chester Pierce, a Black psy-
chiatrist who used it to describe the everyday, subtle experiences Black 
folks have with racism.5 While this concept originated in academic lit-
erature, it has become a buzzword of sorts. Between 2012 and 2019, the 
usage of the term microaggression on Twitter increased by over 8,000 
percent.6

Derald Wing Sue, whose decades of research on microaggressions 
has shaped the field, writes that the most common way to respond to 
microaggressions is to not respond.7 Sue gives six reasons for this, 
including: (1) not being sure a microaggression has occurred, (2) the 
tendency for targets of microaggressions to convince themselves the 
microaggression did not actually occur, (3) the belief that responding 
to racial microaggressions is futile and won’t change anything, (4) not 
knowing how to respond, (5) not being able to respond quickly enough, 
and (6) fear of potential negative consequences for responding to racial 
microaggressions due to racial power dynamics in various social 
contexts.

When no one responds to or critiques subtle racism or microaggres-
sions, the racist assumptions behind these acts go unchallenged, and 
the subtle ways some groups are treated better than others is seen as 
normal. Silence in response to racism, however subtle, strengthens and 
reproduces White supremacy.
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This chapter is about students of Color making use of technology to 
change this pattern.

Was THaT reaLLY raCisM?

The professor who stopped me from entering the building did not tell 
me he did it because I was Black. When he told me the maintenance 
crew would ask for my ID, he was suggesting that asking for my ID 
was simply a matter of policy, not personal bias. How then can I be 
sure that his demand to see my ID was because of my race?

I can’t. I can never presume to know for certain another human’s 
motivations or private thoughts. Why, then, did I perceive this interac-
tion to be about race? Could I have been wrong? Oftentimes racism, 
especially subtle, masked racism, is ambiguous. How then can we 
interpret subtly racist acts with confidence?

One way is to avoid the temptation to think about experiences with 
racism as isolated incidents, as if they occur in a vacuum with no his-
torical, structural, or organizational context. My experience was not 
exceptional. It was part of a pattern of how Black people and people of 
Color are often treated in public spaces. Many Black people I have 
talked to, including students I interviewed for this study, as well as 
friends at University of Chicago and other schools, talk about the expe-
rience of being “carded” on campus for no reason. For example, my 
good friend JT, a Black man who graduated from the same PhD pro-
gram as I did, was asked to show his school ID every time he went into 
the law school library for weeks (and during this time he never saw 
anyone else asked for their IDs). He would walk in with a group of 
White students, and each time was the only one singled out. Eventu-
ally he worked up the courage to ask the security guard why they chose 
to ask him, and only him, for an ID time and time again. After con-
fronting the guard, they stopped asking him for his ID—but there was 
never any admission that race had something to do with why he kept 
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getting carded. While JT was confident that his being stopped had to 
do with his race, for some there might still be uncertainty. I also want 
to point out that in this example, the security guard was Black. Just as 
we see in chapter 3 that Black people often blame other Black people for 
their own social problems, people of Color can internalize and act on 
racist stereotype and prejudices.8

For many people, including both folks of Color and White folks, 
determining whether something is racist comes down to intention. 
Without an admission of guilt, we may feel the need to search for an 
alternative explanation—something other than race—that can account 
for what happened. Do we know they are racist? Because we tend to 
reserve the Racist-with-a-capital-R label for the old-school, hateful style 
of racism that argues people of Color are biologically inferior, accusing 
someone of racism has a moral implication—“that person is bad,” or an 
ontological implication—“that person is permanently defined by their 
racism.” If being racist means someone is irredeemable corrupt, then 
people may be loathe to assign the label “racist” to anyone whom they 
believe to be a nice person or someone who might have good inten-
tions. Progressive-leaning people who see racism as a problem limited 
to conservatives might hesitate to call anyone who leans left politically, 
racist. Anything less than the n-word, or an open admission of Racism 
with a capital R, and the jury will be out Was that really racism?

Would it be easier to identity subtle, masked racism if we did have the 
ability to read minds? Sometimes, yes. But on the whole I don’t think it 
would help much. Because as we see in chapter 2, it’s completely possi-
ble for someone to be well intentioned—to have no hateful thoughts 
about people from another race—and still engage in racist acts.

Research on racial microaggressions finds that these experiences with 
racial slights occur according to predictable themes.9 One of the more 
common themes that Black folk experience, for example, is assumptions 
of criminality, as both authority figures and overzealous citizens assume 
they are dangerous or up to no good. One manifestation of this is the 
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constant questioning of whether Black people belong in a space. Hence 
the question, Do you have an ID?

For other groups of Color, the most common themes are different. 
Asian Americans and Latinx folks, for example, may be more likely to 
be asked where they are from. No matter how long they, or their ances-
tors, have been in the United States, they are forever assumed to be for-
eigners. Another microaggression related to this assumption is the way 
that folks from Latinx or Asian backgrounds are complemented on 
how well they speak English—even when they are native English 
speakers. Because they are assumed to be foreigners based on their 
appearance, their speaking English with an American accent can be 
taken as a surprise.

Using these examples, it’s easy to see how a well-intentioned White 
person can commit a subtle act of racism, or microaggression. Micro-
aggressions can be committed without malice, and well-meaning 
White people might be horrified to learn that their friend or co-worker 
was hurt by what they thought was a complement—You’re so well spo-
ken. But the positive intent behind that “complement” does not undo 
the pain it causes, nor the way that statement reinforces to the person 
of Color the notion that they do not fully belong in that space.

So even if I could read that professor’s mind, it wouldn’t make me 
feel better. He might not have thought the interaction was about race. 
He might consider himself to be an antiracist, someone working for 
racial justice—and he might live a lifetime of doing good work in that 
area that I can respect. But in his interaction with me, whether he 
intended to or not, he reinforced a dominant, hurtful narrative: that 
Black men were dangerous and therefore unwelcome on campus at the 
University of Chicago.

When teaching classes on race, I have received feedback from stu-
dents of Color who tell me that they have had experiences with race 
that they didn’t recognize or fully understand before taking the class. 
After reading an article or engaging in a class discussion around subtle 
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or systemic racism, suddenly they see the common denominator and 
reinterpret why they were followed in the store, why the clerk wouldn’t 
touch their hand, why their friends complement them for being articu-
late, or seem to always want to touch their hair. Subtle experiences can 
hint at systemic issues, and structural-level inequities can manifest 
themselves at interpersonal levels. How many Black students need to 
be asked for their ID on a campus before this is recognized not just as 
an interpersonal microaggression but as a systemic or university-level 
issue—with folks of Color being less welcomed on campus? As an indi-
vidual experiencing those things, they can be disempowering and con-
fusing, and we may not understand how they fit into the pattern. The 
more we seek out and accept the narratives and stories of marginalized 
folks, the more we will understand both our own experiences and the 
ways subtle systems of oppression operate.10

Social media and internet technologies make this easier, enabling the 
creation of spaces where folks of Color don’t feel so alone when discuss-
ing their experiences with racism. These technologies have increased 
access to counternarratives that challenge the dominant, colorblind 
ways of thinking about race and racism. Some basic characteristics of 
online communication—such as the ability to interact with others with-
out being in their physical presence, and being able to reflect and engage 
on your own time—may increase the comfort level many people have 
talking about race. The result, according to the students I talked to, is 
that discussions about race are much more common online than they 
are offline. More people talking about race means that students are 
exposed to a broader set of ideas. For instance, Dolores, a Black student 
in Chicago, shares how many of the online racial discussions start.

The friends I associate with they’re very like, “activisty” you know? So 
they’re always sharing articles, like, “What do you guys think?” And also, 
here there’s a lot of academic debates if there’s anything going on in the 
world, they really want to talk about it and see other people’s point of view.
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Students interested in generating discussions about race on campus 
can be frustrated by the perceived lack of outlets. Sometimes they feel 
talking about race is limited to what the literature calls counterspaces: 
the clubs, study halls, organizations, or informal peer groups that we 
first discuss in chapter 3, spaces for resistance and cultural expression.11 
On the internet, however, “activisty” students, or students who are 
racially conscious or engaged, have more agency in starting conversa-
tions about race. They need not wait until the monthly Black Student 
Union meeting to talk about the latest Ta-Nehisi Coates piece, or an 
Angela Davis essay they stumbled across. Instead, by simply sharing a 
link they can start this discussion immediately. And they may be inter-
acting with a larger group online than they typically would in person. 
In my dissertation, and a later paper, I use the term online counterspace 
to refer to “permanent or temporary online spaces created by students 
where critiques of covert racism, like racial microaggressions, are nor-
malized and supported” and where discussions about race are privi-
leged and welcomed.12

When folks use technology to demand space for discussing racism, 
from personal experiences with microaggressions to the machinations 
of systemic racism more broadly, they create online counterspaces. My 
use of the counterspace concept comes out of critical research in the 
sociology of education from scholars such as Tara Yosso, Daniel Solór-
zano, Andrew Case, and Carla Hunter, but in the communication sci-
ences scholars such as Sarah Jackson, Moya Bailey, Brooke Foucault 
Welles, and Mark Lamont Hill have used the term counterpublics to 
refer to similar anti-oppressive practices on Twitter.13 These terms are 
related, and it excites me that we see networks of folks of Color using 
technology to challenge the racial status quo both on campus and off 
campus.

Bringing these discussions online has important consequences for 
how race is experienced. Rebecca attends both Black and Latinx stu-
dent groups and spends a lot of time engaging with race issues. She 
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laments the fact that on campus she only talks about race once a week 
or less. Online, however, she notes that race is “wildly discussed.” 
When talking about these online discussions, Rebecca says, “It also 
gives us more room to process. It gives you more room to keep think-
ing and to find space, because people are so much more willing to talk 
and also answer questions when asked, like, appropriately.”

Rebecca appreciates the way she can take her time to reflect before 
engaging. I also want to draw attention especially to what it means to 
“find space” online in a way that she cannot in person. On campus, 
there are few spaces where race can be discussed. For example, Rachel 
notes:

If you would take the same conversations or the same ideas that you dis-
cuss online and try to put them in the school cafeteria or the library . . . it 
definitely wouldn’t be as welcoming of an environment. People seem 
unwilling to listen, and people usually in person like to deny that there is 
a race issue from what I’ve experienced.

Not talking about race reinforces colorblind norms and maintains 
the first rule of racial discourse, as we discuss in chapter 3. In contrast, 
when Rebecca says she can “find space” online, she is referring to the 
way “activisty” students create online counterspaces. Finding these 
spaces is important for all the reasons that in-person counterspaces are 
important: they affirm racial/ethnic identities and facilitate critical 
thinking. But unlike on-campus counterspaces, which are typically 
exclusively populated by folks of Color, online counterspaces are 
racially integrated. The ability to craft mainstream spaces of resist-
ance, visible to people of all races, gives students of Color increased 
agency in molding the racial climate of their institution.

On campus, counterspaces are meant to be safe spaces for students of 
Color, places where they can experience a respite from microaggres-
sions. In contrast, online counterspaces are not safe spaces, a reality  
that both brings out the ugliest parts of humanity and creates unique 
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opportunities for challenging racism. The same characteristics of online 
communication that make racial dialogues easier to hold, remember, 
also make them places in which it is easier to share fringe or offensive 
ideas. Ahmed, a black student in Chicago, talks about what he sees as 
the negative and positive aspects of social media-based racial discourse. 
While the positives include increased discussion, attention, and activ-
ism around issues of racial justice, he characterizes the negative as being 
the way many people “hide behind the veil of social media to pretty 
much say whatever they want, specifically regarding race.”

Similar points were made by a number of our interviewees; many of 
them were glad for the increased authenticity, even if it meant they  
had to see more offensive content. Jordana, a Black student in New 
York, says:

I think that people can be more—like, less hesitant . . . since you’re not get-
ting, like, the face-to-face reaction of someone, you can kind of, let’s say, 
get your whole point across before they kind of have the chance to have a 
rebuttal. But when you’re face to face . . . once a lot of emotion is in it, it’s 
almost—it can’t really be a discussion anymore, it’s just too charged.

Productive discussions about race can be difficult in contexts where 
both sides not only experience heightened emotions, but also use dif-
ferent paradigms for understanding race, and therefore talk past one 
another. For example, as we discuss in chapter 3, the dominant mode of 
thinking about race in ahistorical and individual terms limits the extent 
to which some White people (or people of Color who subscribe to the 
dominant framing of race) can understand how historic or systemic 
racism affects the lived realities of people of Color today.14 Having 
immediate access to sources and data, in this example, gives students 
of Color the confidence and tools to poke holes in dominant paradigms 
for understanding race. Rachel shares how increased access to empiri-
cal resources and time to craft careful statements impacts the norms 
around online racial discourse.
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I didn’t really care about grammar, but if you’re on Facebook and you’re 
talking to a [college] person, you should make sure that you have, like, a 
nice thesis, an intro, some citations . . . it encourages you to sit and kind of 
meditate on what other people say before you respond and type out a very 
thoughtful response, and make sure you have evidence to back it up.

This thoughtfulness behind online posts seems counterintuitive, 
when we think about the often-inflammatory messaging that can take 
place online. Here Rachel suggests this might be unique to online dis-
cussions among college students, but I’ve seen this trend in other places 
as well, when I scroll through my social media feed or glance at com-
ments on news articles. When debating issues, users often ask for evi-
dence and dismiss the opinions of other users who refuse to share any. 
Other users post links. This perceived need for evidence explains why 
students feel it is important that they have time to gather their thoughts 
and carefully construct their contributions to online discussions about 
race. They know that their comments will be read by lots of people, 
some of whom will feel freer to critique their thoughts than they might 
in person.

Might it take this increased effort, soundness of argument, and  
relevant evidence to counter commonly held beliefs about race? The 
normalization of formal language, evidence, and peer critique helps 
establish online counterspaces as uniquely capable of facilitating resist-
ance to dominant norms around racial discussions, including silence 
and colorblindness. Individual-level and ahistorical explanations for 
racial inequality, for example, may be less convincing in contexts where 
respondents can quickly share information about the structural or his-
torical antecedents to various forms of inequality.

This shift in norms affects the way folks experience and interpret 
macroaggressions. Not knowing whether your experience is a micro-
aggression, talking yourself out of thinking the experience is a micro-
aggression, not knowing how to respond, and not being able to respond 
quickly enough are four of the six reasons Sue gives for people not 
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responding to microaggressions. Online, the dynamics behind these 
four reasons shift. With more time to process your experience and 
think about a potential response, and more access to support—or peo-
ple who can help you process your experience—it may be easier to both 
be confident in your interpretation of experiences with microaggres-
sions, and think deeply about how you want to respond, on your own 
time.

Several students told me about an online incident where a White 
student took a picture of a university dining hall employee, a Black 
man, sitting down and reading the school newspaper, and posted it on 
a campus Facebook page captioned with “haha.” Miguel, a Black stu-
dent in Chicago, told me that he wrote fifteen to twenty comments  
on the post, believing that the original post was laughing at a Black, 
working-class man reading, as if this were an oxymoron. But some 
online users did not accept this analysis.

People were like, “Oh no no no, you just, you just don’t get it. It’s cause 
someone is actually reading [the school newspaper], guys, like, you know, 
‘cause no one reads [the school newspaper]” . . . one guy was, like . . . “Oh, 
I definitely think that this dining hall employee can read . . . maybe the 
fact that [you] took such offense to this only shows that you have insecuri-
ties about him not being able to read” . . . and I was, like, Or maybe this is 
just racist.”

It is easy to imagine how this joke might be more defensible in per-
son. If the offending party were criticized for making a joke based on 
the stereotype that Black men can’t read, they could easily respond by 
saying, No, the joke was about the newspaper. I didn’t even notice the guy 
reading it being Black. A person of Color, whether or not they believed 
the explanation, might feel social pressure to concede that it was a 
misunderstanding.

Online, these types of colorblind arguments are less effective. For 
one thing, folks of Color feel more supported and less alone and out-

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   116 28/01/23   8:15 PM



D I G I Ta L  r E S I STa N C E   117

numbered online, making them less likely to be intimidated into 
accepting that the incident was a misunderstanding. Because online 
racial discussions do not require participants to occupy the same physi-
cal space, nor be engaged at the same time, there is a larger pool of 
potential respondents to microaggressions online than in person. 
While it is common for students of Color at predominantly White 
institutions to be the only member of their racial or ethnic group in a 
classroom, they are never the only person of Color on the internet.

In person, microaggressions are only heard by people in the imme-
diate vicinity, limiting the pool of people who can potentially respond 
and putting pressure on students of Color to be race representatives. 
Not all students are equally equipped or inclined to respond. Amanda 
says, “I know how White people are on this campus, and I know that 
they say things that are just blatantly racist and I wonder what happens 
when these like ‘Uncle Tom’15 people are around and they are just, like, 
‘I’m cool with that.’ ”

Amanda is critical of students of Color who do not counter microag-
gressions, but the decision to respond to racism or microaggressions is 
complex. In fact, at a different point in our interview (something I dis-
cuss in chapter 2), Amanda shared an example of a time that she heard 
a student use the n-word, but chose not to respond because she wanted 
to “pick her battles” and not seem like an angry Black woman. Still, her 
sentiment is indicative of the how students of Color think about 
responding to racial slights on a majority-white campus. As the only or 
one of a few students of Color in a classroom, students have to decide if 
and when to speak up against racial microaggressions made by stu-
dents or faculty.

Many students shared that when race came up in class, as the only 
member of that race/ethnicity, the entire class would look at them as if 
it were their responsibility to respond. Students of Color are often sad-
dled with pressure to choose between defending one’s racial group and 
offending one’s peers. Online, this pressure is reduced. If one person 
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does not have the time or energy to respond to a microaggression 
online, someone else probably does. As Cristina says, when talking 
about those who make racially problematic comments online, “There’s 
like an entire legion of people who exist to argue against these people.”

In another example of collective responses to microaggressions, Jel-
ani spoke about a White student who made online comments dispar-
aging the neighborhood surrounding the Chicago campus and voicing 
how he felt unsafe with Black people walking around campus or  
begging for money. The online response to these types of situations, 
according to Jelani, is consistent: “There’s never been a situation where 
no one has responded back to a comment like that. Someone always 
will step up, and it’s not just like a Black person to a White person, it’s 
like any race will comment and start saying, ‘what you’re expressing is, 
it’s stupid. And, like, it’s offensive. And like you really need to check 
yourself.’ ”

Let’s reflect on how deep of a change in dynamic this represents. 
Both Cristina and Jelani expect people to show up when racist or micro-
aggressive comments are made online. This is a new normal. The indi-
vidual-level barriers to responding to microaggressions are lessened in 
online spaces, in part because of how online communication works 
(i.e., you can take your time in responding), but also because of the 
more public nature of online discussions enables collective responses 
to these events. It is easier to understand that a microaggression has 
occurred when many people name that action as being problematic. 
There is less responsibility on an individual to respond when commu-
nal responses to microaggressions are commonplace.

In the example with the picture of a Black dining hall employee 
reading the newspaper, after about a hundred comments, the poster 
said he had made a mistake and deleted his original post. While delet-
ing the post does not necessarily signify a change of heart, it is indica-
tive of a shift in power. For students of Color, this event is not 
remembered as just another time that a White student got away with a 
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hurtful microaggression or racist joke. Instead, students collectively 
challenged this microaggression and denied the legitimacy of a color-
blind interpretation of the joke.

Angela, a Black student in Chicago, reflected on the same incident, 
saying, “How did he learn that this would be an okay thing to do? . . . It 
reflects, in some ways, how he’s been taught to think . . . they’re not 
being challenged to not think like that.” Elsewhere in her interview, 
Angela spoke about how seriously she takes posts on social media, 
believing they are indicative of how people think when their guard is 
down. Here, as Angela asks where the poster learned this type of 
behavior was okay, the answer is: anywhere. Anywhere the commu-
nity does not step up to challenge that way of thinking. Anywhere 
folks of Color feel pressure to accept that it was an innocent statement, 
not a microaggression. But in some online spaces, including online 
counterspaces, claiming innocence does not absolve you of racial sins. 
Because the expression of racial stereotypes and microaggressions can 
go unchallenged in many on campus spaces, this incident may repre-
sent the first time the poster’s racial ideology had been critiqued.

WHaT Does iT MaTTer aNYWaY?

What’s the big deal? Why do these experiences matter if they’re so 
minor? Microaggressions are micro, after all. The reality is, while expe-
riences with racism may seem minor from an outsider’s perspective, 
they might not feel minor for the people involved.

For me, the experience of being carded while heading into my own 
school really bothered me. It made me feel like I didn’t fully belong at 
the school. And while I felt I got the upper hand, by not showing my ID 
and subtly hinting at how the request was problematic, I was worried 
about the potential ramifications. I didn’t tell anyone about this inci-
dent for a long time. When I finally talked about it, it was only with 
close friends who I knew would keep it in confidence. I thought that 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   119 28/01/23   8:15 PM



120 C H a p T E r  F I v E

saying something could hurt my status as a student or even my career 
down the line.

This type of worry has an emotional, psychological, and physical 
cost. In a survey I conducted asking questions about online and offline 
experiences with racism, I found that experiences with microaggres-
sions, both in person and online, are associated with increased symp-
toms of depression and anxiety and increased stress.16 These findings 
are consistent with the large body of research documenting the nega-
tive effects of racism or discrimination on wellness, health, and mental 
health, including both structural racism, such as segregation, and per-
ceived interpersonal racism.17 The word perceived here is key: it doesn’t 
matter if others doubt that the experience in question is related to race. 
If a person of Color believes the experience was about racism, this is 
enough to predict more negative wellness outcomes including increased 
depression, anxiety, raised blood pressure, lower self-esteem, and even 
binge drinking.18

This doesn’t mean that the problem is with people imagining racism 
lives where it doesn’t. It means that experiences like being carded are 
harmful, even if the person behind the microaggression never admits 
racism. Marginalized people often have a window into the way oppres-
sion operates that people from privileged groups do not. By listening to 
the narratives of oppressed groups, therefore, we are better able to 
understand what subtle forms of racism and oppression, such as micro-
aggressions, look like.

Given the high physical, social, and psychological costs of racism, for 
many folks of Color, not responding to racism or microaggressions 
may be a form of self-protection. For example, April says, “I definitely 
pick and choose my battles, because, like, if I had to like deal with every 
injustice, or every biased thing that I come across every day, I’d be 
utterly exhausted.” Indeed, Black feminist writer and activist bell hooks 
discusses the choice to not to respond to racism as an act of protecting 
and caring for oneself.19
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There are also consequences beyond individual well-being. In my 
case, there was an academic cost. This professor might otherwise have 
been someone I sought out as a mentor, but after this experience I was 
determined to avoid him. He taught a course that I was required to 
take in order to graduate, but I didn’t take it. I was scared to sit in a 
classroom where he had any control over my academic success, in case 
he remembered the incident and held a grudge, or in case whatever 
preconceived notions he had about me would carry over to the way he 
evaluated my work or class participation. I was able to graduate with-
out his class, fortunately, because a different professor started teaching 
it a few years later. If that hadn’t have happened, I’m not sure what I 
would have done. I know I would not have taken it with him, whatever 
the consequence.

Perhaps that was an irrational response on my part—not the most 
meaningful place to make a last stand. But I wouldn’t be the first stu-
dent of Color to change their behavior—or leave school—in response 
to experiences with racism. As an undergraduate student, I conducted 
my first research study, hoping to understand why Black students at 
my school had such a low retention rate. I spoke with a sample of 
former Black students who had left the college over the previous fifty 
years (and a comparison sample of Black students who had graduated) 
to understand what drove the disproportionate rate of Black students 
leaving. Financial or familial concerns were behind some decisions to 
leave. But more often, folks described the racial environment at the 
school, or negative experiences with racism, as playing a large role in 
their decisions.

Experimental research on what scholars call stereotype threat shows 
that when people have a negative stereotype about their “group” (i.e., 
race, gender, orientation, etc.) reinforced directly before performing a 
task related to the stereotype, they are more likely to perform worse 
than a control group that did not have the stereotype reinforced.20 For 
example, one study gave two groups of women a math exam.21 One 
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group was told there would be gender differences in results of the 
exam, while the other group was told there would be no gender differ-
ences. The group that had been told of the gender differences, thereby 
“activating” the stereotype that women aren’t as good at math as men, 
performed worse than the other group. Studies have repeatedly shown 
that stereotype activation (alerting people to the fact that stereotypes 
about their group are relevant to the task at hand) predicts lower per-
formance. When subtle racism causes people to believe that others 
have certain assumptions about their skills or abilities, they may use up 
cognitive energy worrying about the stereotype instead of their per-
formance, and therefore be more likely to fail.

Subtle racism has other consequences for hiring, policing, and 
within the criminal justice system. A field experiment of low-wage 
employment in New York City found that not only were White appli-
cants twice as likely to receive callbacks or job offers as equally quali-
fied Black applicants, but also that Black and Latinx applicants were no 
more likely to receive callbacks than White applicants with criminal 
records.22 And in a study of doctor responses to Black and White 
patients, who were actors presenting identical symptoms of chest pain, 
Whites were significantly more likely to be given follow-up tests than 
Blacks.23 In the criminal justice system, a large body of research has 
identified the unspoken bias that results in Black and Latinx folks being 
stopped more often by police, given longer sentences for the same 
crime, and at increased risk of violence from the police.24

The term institutional racism comes from Black Power organizer 
Kwame Ture (formerly Stokely Carmichael) and Charles Hamilton who 
use it to describe covert systems that privilege the White community 
over the Black community and are harder to detect than individual-
level racism.25 The above examples of structural, systemic, or institu-
tional racism point to systems that maintain racial inequality covertly, 
without ever needing to be openly racist. Knowing that subtle experi-
ences with racism, such as microaggressions, are harmful for folks of 
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Color, should be enough of a reason to take them seriously. But under-
standing that these experiences are the interpersonal manifestations of 
institutional racism—the ways that racial boundaries, and racial ine-
quality are reproduced and maintained—should increase our sense of 
urgency and make us take subtle racism as seriously as overt racism.

Rachel gives an example of a subtle microaggression, also posted on 
a campus website, that is linked to systemic racism and the brutal treat-
ment of Black folks in the criminal justice system.

This one girl posted, like, “Overthought while walking behind a black 
guy, what if I robbed him to just to be ironic?” And someone was like, 
“What? . . . how is that ironic? Like, so you’re admitting that you expect a 
black guy would rob you?”

Like the post of the dining hall worker, this post garnered a large 
number of comments. In this instance, however, the post was deleted 
by the student moderator of the campus page for being offensive—
something that happens less often for racial slights but is more likely to 
happen when a post is overtly offensive. Rachel noted that the conse-
quences of the post extended to offline life, and said, “For the next cou-
ple of weeks when everybody saw that girl walking around on the 
quad, they’re like, ‘It’s her!’ ”

Implying the criminality of persons of Color is a textbook microag-
gression. There is also an obvious link between this interpersonal 
microaggression and structural racism in the form of mass incarcera-
tion and anti-Black police and vigilante violence. If you are always 
scared Black people around you are there to rob or rape you, you’re 
more likely to call the police on them or worse. The assumption made 
into a joke by the user who wrote this post, is the exact same assump-
tion Trayvon Martin’s killer made when he chased down the unarmed 
Black teenager and murdered him in cold blood.

Here Rachel talks about the way students of Color created their own 
system of peer-based accountability that began online and then carried 
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over to campus. In an academic paper I wrote about this, I called this 
phenomenon online racial checking, which refers to “critical responses to 
microaggressions or the expression of racist ideologies.”26 Accountability 
is a part of online racial checking, but otherwise is rare on college cam-
puses, where administrators may make statements about overtly Racist 
incidents that have the potential to be newsworthy and embarrassing, 
but are more likely to ignore minor issues such as microaggressions.

In this example, as the poster was being ostracized by many on cam-
pus, an activist of Color approached her in person to talk about the inci-
dent. The poster acknowledged how she was wrong and showed 
interest in increasing her understanding of race and racism. Later that 
academic year she came with the activist to a Black student party, 
where her interactions with students of Color indicated to Rachel that 
she had changed the way she thought about race.

Believing that responding to a microaggression is useless and won’t 
change anything is one of Sue’s six reasons that people don’t respond to 
microaggressions. This example shows that online racial checking can 
sometimes lead to transformation, admission of wrongdoing, and gen-
uine change. And as people witness the effectiveness of online racial 
checking, it may become more common.

Sometimes online racial checking is less confrontational, though no 
less important. As Natasha, a biracial student (Southeast Asian and 
White) in Los Angeles points out, online responses to microaggres-
sions do not always assume the poster is racist: “It could be, like, some-
thing they didn’t know was offensive, and someone will be like, ‘Hey, 
that’s offensive,’ and they’ll be, ‘Oh okay, let me change my statement,’ 
or ‘Let me delete my statement.’ ”

Any of us, even those who identify as antiracist, can make mistakes 
that cause harm. When I teach classes that deal with racism, some stu-
dents are scared to talk because they don’t want to say the wrong thing 
and “sound racist.” And sometimes students of Color may be worried 
about being harmed by what well-intentioned White folks say. It is a 
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challenge to create an environment where people are willing to engage 
in uncomfortable conversations, where they are at risk of both causing 
harm and being harmed. One of the ways I try to do this is by setting 
the expectation that any of us, myself included, can and should be chal-
lenged if we say something hurtful, even unintentionally. Establishing 
classroom expectations that normalize critique of ideas, and normalize 
humility in responding to challenge, is difficult. Some of the norms in 
online communication, including being able to step away and gather 
oneself, and not feeling the pressure of being attacked in the moment 
in a face-to-face setting, make this easier.

Online racial checking may not work every time. But witnessing the 
effectiveness of online racial checking may make folks of Color more 
optimistic about whether challenging racism and microaggression 
online can make a difference in the real world—both online and 
offline. This may seem a small intervention. But remember that, most 
of the time, this stereotype goes unchallenged. It is taken for granted, 
and it is met with silence or laughter. Every time microaggressions like 
this go unchecked, they may be internalized by Black folks in a way 
that harms their health, and internalized by White folks in a way that 
may make them more likely to call the police on innocent people. 
Think about the “Karen” epidemic, as videos of White people calling 
the police on Black people for no reason have gone viral over the past 
few years. In Rachel’s example, this interpersonal intervention stopped 
the reproduction of a racist ideology that is often taken for granted—
that Black people are criminal. Challenges like this can weaken the jus-
tification of racist policing practices—or even faculty deciding to card 
students of Color on campus. Responding like this is resistance.

HoW sHoULD i resPoND?

When people of Color share these types of experiences with each other, 
we often ask each other, “Well, what did you do?” Did you shut them 
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down? Curse them out? Physically hit them? Report them to HR?” 
When the answer to any of those questions is yes, the person gets some 
“woke” points. You did it! You didn’t take racism without doing any-
thing about it. You stood up for yourself. You stood up for us.

More often, however, the answer is no—I didn’t do any of those 
things. Because I want to keep my job. Because, while I’m hurt by what 
they said, I know they mean well and don’t want to lose that friendship. 
Because I didn’t want them to spit in my food. Because they walked 
away too fast. Because takeoff was in fifteen minutes, and I didn’t want 
to risk being asked to leave the plane. Because I didn’t want a bad grade.

Even when folks of Color decide to respond, it isn’t easy. Think 
about the example of my friend JT getting carded at the law school for 
a few weeks. He eventually confronted the security guard, an act not 
everyone would be comfortable with. But, even in this case, he only 
confronted them after weeks of being stopped—that’s weeks of reflect-
ing on the experience, processing the hurt, confusion, and maybe 
anger—and finally making the decision to say something. For many 
people who experience masked racism, these experiences are fleeting. 
You have only a split second to respond, and if you don’t do it right 
away, you may never get another chance. Typically, folks of Color don’t 
experience microaggressions from the same person in the same way 
over and over, at predictable times. This means they might have fewer 
opportunities to stand up for themselves.

People tend to overestimate the extent to which they would respond in 
a racially problematic scenario. To measure this, researchers conducted 
an experiment, where one group of participants was asked whether they 
would respond to a hypothetical racist act if it were to happen in front of 
them. Another group was shown the racist act, believing it to be real, 
and unaware that their reactions were being studied.27 Many more peo-
ple said they would react to the hypothetical racism than actually 
reacted when given the chance. Most of the time, it seems, when a 
microaggression or subtle act of racism takes place, no one speaks up 
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about it. People of Color may decide to share these experiences when 
they feel safe, but rarely challenge those events as they occur in practice. 
People of Color may want to avoid a reputation for being too sensitive to 
issues of race, or could worry about losing friendships by calling out 
their peers for racially problematic statements or behaviors.

Jason, a Black student in Boston, told me a story about being micro-
aggressed upon by a professor during class. Some White students in 
the class stood up for him, raising their hands to tell the professor how 
they were engaging in problematic behavior. Jason felt validated by 
their support, but regretted it later when the professor singled him out 
for out-of-class disciplinary action. The stakes are high, and people of 
Color know that challenging racism or microaggressions can nega-
tively impact their lives. This is another of Sue’s reason’s people don’t 
respond: knowing the potential negative consequences of their actions.

Given the potential ramifications, not responding to microaggres-
sions is actually a very reasonable response. People who study and 
engage in racial discourse often find that White folks frequently don’t 
respond well to challenges about race or racism. As we discuss earlier 
in the book, White fragility is built around White defensiveness and 
hypersensitivity to any suggestions that the White individual may be 
implicated in racism.28 If your classmates, co-workers, friends, or fam-
ily will take offense at the idea that they hurt you with a microaggres-
sion, you may be less likely to bring it up. Especially given how 
ostensibly ambiguous or easily defensible subtle acts of racism are. No, 
I didn’t mean it that way; I wasn’t thinking about race! Without access to 
someone’s inner dialogue, how is one to suggest otherwise?

Jeremiah, a Black and Latinx student in Chicago, relayed a story that 
began when he used the word “doe,” slang for “though,” in conversa-
tion on campus. A White student responded to him, saying, “ ‘I didn’t 
know we were talking about deer, here,’ you know, and then he was 
just like, ‘Well, I wasn’t talking about deer. I was very clearly using a 
form of slang, and that’s how language works.’ ”
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When Jeremiah attempted to engage this student in conversation 
about the incident, the student simply walked away. At this point in the 
interview, Jeremiah took out his laptop and read me the online post he 
wrote about the incident, which had garnered over a hundred com-
ments in a week’s time. I told him that the post read like an essay, and 
he responded:

I like to write in a very provocative manner, so I write it—I sit down, I 
have a topic, or I have an article, and I’ll put my opinions about it and then 
I get to writing about it in a way I know people are going to come talk to 
me about it for. Certain people that either agree with me are going to say, 
“I agree, but this is what I don’t agree with,” or certain people are going to 
say, “I don’t agree with you at all,” and that’s where the conversation hap-
pens. These specific posts usually are written in a very long prose manner 
. . . the ones that garner the most attention are very—are written in, like, 
an intricate manner.

One limitation of responding to racism or microaggressions in per-
son is that people may be unwilling to listen to what you have to say. 
But by turning to the internet to write a detailed, articulate, and criti-
cal post about the incident, Jeremiah increased his agency. He started a 
public discussion that went beyond his personal experience with a 
microaggression, and that extended to a conversation about the rela-
tionship between race and speech. The responses to his post were 
mixed, with some support and some critique of his interpretation. But 
whether or not people who commented on his post agreed with him, 
the post prevented the microaggression from being further ingrained 
in campus life as normal and acceptable, something to be ignored and 
walked away from.

This is the type of incident that other students may share in tradi-
tional counterspaces, where they receive moral support from other stu-
dents of Color. But by engaging in online racial checking, Jeremiah 
created an online counterspace where he both had immediate access to 
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personal support and increased his personal agency by engaging both 
White students and students of Color in a discussion that critiqued the 
prevalence of racial microaggressions on campus. This is an action that 
has the potential to shift the racial climate on campus.

resisTaNCe

Most research on microaggressions is devoted to understanding the 
ways they impact people of Color and how people of Color cope with 
these experiences. Although research on resistance to microaggres-
sions is limited, researchers have explored maintaining silence in the 
face of microaggressions as a self-protective practice; private resistance 
behind closed doors or in safe spaces (such as counterspaces); and 
organized resistance through protest or activism in response to pro-
longed or acute experiences with microaggressions.29 Highlighting 
these multiple forms of resistance shows that targets of microaggres-
sions are not victims without agency, persons who are being acted on 
but who themselves do not engage in meaningful action.

In this chapter, we have been exploring forms of active resistance 
against microaggressions, a phenomenon that has not been studied 
much in the scholarly literature. Technology is central to this story. 
Students of Color think differently about responding to racism online 
versus in person, and the social norms that make responding to racism 
awkward in face-to-face situations are lessened or even reversed online. 
Internet-based communication, such as social media, gives students 
access to unique tools that increase their perceived and actual capacity 
to respond critically to racial microaggressions. As technology changes 
the way regular people respond to regular, everyday events, the result 
is anything but regular. It’s radical and empowering, and shifts racial 
power dynamics.

The decreased power differential between Whites and students  
of Color in online counterspaces can lead to Whites facing increased 
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peer-accountability for making racial slights. Rachel speaks about the 
potential consequences of making offensive posts online.

If someone says something really racist, you get a message like, “Did you 
see what she said? She’s in my such-and-such class.” And then, they get 
“side-eyed” until you actually bring it up to them . . . That’s a very, very 
easy way to be ostracized . . . you’re not going to be able to still be accepted 
if you post something racist or homophobic.

This outcome, Whites being made to feel uncomfortable on cam-
pus, or being less accepted because of their views or comments on race, 
is different from what we have come to expect on college campuses. 
Students of Color in online counterspaces have access to informal sanc-
tioning mechanisms that not only punish perpetrators of racial slights 
but may also discourage further racist or homophobic comments.

In another example, Stephanie, a Black student in Chicago, talks 
about a student who posted an article about Harriet Tubman being put 
on the twenty-dollar bill. A White student responded that he was going 
to miss Andrew Jackson. A flurry of comments ensued, and many stu-
dents pointed out how, among other morally questionable actions, 
Andrew Jackson had been involved in a genocide, and therefore was 
not a historical figure who should be honored by having his face on our 
currency. The student continued to defend Andrew Jackson, and Steph-
anie says of her own response, “I commented something, like, oh my 
god, I can’t even remember what this comment was, but it was—it was 
gold, it was really good . . . a whole bunch of people liked it and I felt 
validated by the fact that a whole bunch of people liked my, like, sham-
ing of this guy.”

The reality that a White man can be shamed because he defends a 
former United States president, and that this shaming garners much 
support (in the form of Facebook likes), is a shift in how we have tradi-
tionally thought about racial dynamics on college campuses. By engag-
ing in online racial checking, Stephanie participated in the creation of 
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an online counterspace where dominant historical narratives were 
questioned. She does not remember the words she used in her post, but 
she remembers the social impact it had, the support she received, and 
how in that moment the campus racial power dynamics were turned 
upside down.

DiGiTaL sPaCes aND NeW oPPorTUNiTies To resisT

The quote at the beginning of this chapter comes from a book in one of 
my favorite fantasy series, The Wheel of Time, as a teacher describes the 
swagger that seems to be associated with people who learn they have 
the ability to wield magic. Traditional, respectable power dynamics 
matter less to these students as they realize they are capable of chang-
ing the world. Can resistance be like magic in this way? It empowers 
folks of Color, reminds us that oppression is not permanent, and dem-
onstrates our ability to change the norms, behaviors, and policies that 
limit our lives. As we learn to resist, expect us to walk differently—
head and shoulders high, unburdened by the perceived need to  
live according to the standards and limitations established by the 
oppressor—or the rules of racial engagement.

There is also emerging evidence that a dose of resistance may be 
good for your health. Earlier in the chapter I refer to the survey I col-
lected that showed that experiences with racism were associated with 
increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. But with the 
same data, I found that resistance can reduce the harmful effects of rac-
ism. For people who report witnessing others respond to racism or 
responding themselves more frequently, or who report posting online 
about their in-person experiences with racism, the negative effects of 
experiences with microaggressions on depression, anxiety, and stress 
are lessened.30

As colleges and universities around the country decide how to navi-
gate the thin line between free speech and harassment, students of 
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Color may not rely on official policies to determine the way that they 
respond to racial microaggressions. Online counterspaces and online 
racial checking increase the agency students of Color have on college 
campuses in determining the way race is understood and experienced. 
Students of Color report that White students who commit racial micro-
aggressions in person, intentionally or unintentionally, are rarely chal-
lenged. But in online counterspaces, students of Color are more 
comfortable engaging in online racial checking than they are respond-
ing to racial microaggressions on campus.

Students of Color are not indefensible. With the tools available in 
online spaces, students of Color are shifting the meaning of race, and 
are themselves deciding what types of racial jokes and comments are 
acceptable or unacceptable. In the absence of an institutional push 
against microaggressions, or a structured plan for racial learning for all 
students, students of Color are leading the way in implementing infor-
mal sanctions against microaggressors, and creating online counter-
spaces where dominant racial ideologies are questioned.

This, of course, can make White students who engage in subtle 
forms of racism uncomfortable. Might we expect a backlash to these 
changing norms that highlight and challenge behaviors and ways of 
discussing race that have, for so long, been seen as being normal and 
innocuous?

Perhaps. On Twitter, conservative thinker Nate Hochman shared a 
finding from his research for a forthcoming Atlantic article, saying, 
“Many young conservatives can point to a ‘radicalization moment.’ 
There’s an analogue to this on the left: young leftists often say they 
were radicalized by the 2008 recession/failures of Obama admin/etc. 
For young cons, it often revolves around experiences on campus/social 
media.”

Can challenging racism online radicalize the right?31 Should people 
of Color worry about “creating” racists by hurting the feelings of White 
folks who are offended by being held to account for hurtful things they 
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say or do? Making White people uncomfortable does break one of the 
rules of racial discourse we discuss in chapter 3, after all.

Students should not have to preserve the feelings of people who 
engage in behaviors or speech that cause harm—but they tend to any-
way. The intentionality with which student activists engage people 
whom they seek to help grow, anticipating the type of defensiveness, 
sensitivity, and fragility that characterizes many conversations about 
race, is something that was visible in the interviews in this chapter, and 
it is something we explore more in chapter 7. However carefully they 
choose to engage, however, some White people will not take kindly to 
being confronted.

It should not be surprising that the change in power dynamics that 
enables folks of Color to step outside of the rules of racial discourse, chal-
lenging racism and sometimes making White people uncomfortable, 
may have repercussions. Some White folks who are challenged will 
grow, like the young woman we discuss in this chapter, who attended 
the Black party with an activist. Others, like those Hochman refers to, 
may double down on their biases and fight for their right to be privileged 
(or racist) and proud—no matter how carefully students engage them in 
critical discourse. It’s clear to me, however, that if witnessing antiracist 
discourse online is enough to radicalize a young conservative, the ideol-
ogy was already there and just needed a reason (or excuse) to emerge.

Remember that racial ideologies adapt to systems of domination. 
When White folks are able to maintain superiority through everyday 
colorblind racism, and without being challenged, there is no need for 
radicalization or open racism. But when marginalized folks refuse to 
succumb to oppression, challenging oppressive rules, systems, and 
interactions, this can create discomfort for the ruling class. Some peo-
ple in the dominant group will use their discomfort as a call to arms 
and fight harder to maintain their position of power.

The pathway to freedom has never been meekly asking the oppres-
sor to relinquish his grip. As we demand and fight for our freedom,  
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racists may hold on to their positions harder and more openly. This 
potential, however, should not dissuade us from the task of naming, 
condemning, and revolting against White supremacy in all its forms.

There is still hope in resistance. My colleagues and I conducted a 
study where we tested the effectiveness of online messaging around 
race on creating user change, or what we called “making concessions.”32 
In 2018 Nike ran an ad featuring ex-NFL player Colin Kaepernick, who 
lost his job playing football due to his kneeling during the national 
anthem in protest of anti-Black police violence. As anti-Kaepernick 
users on Twitter were burning their Nike gear in frustration with this 
ad, we gathered a little over two million tweets about Colin Kaeper-
nick over a one-week period and followed a sample of users, looking for 
those who signaled a willingness to make a concession during this 
period. An example of a concession would be “if a user tweeted that 
Kaepernick shouldn’t have kneeled down during the national anthem 
because it was disrespectful to the flag, and then in the later conversa-
tions with other users this user acknowledged that Kaepernick has the 
right and a reasonable cause to protest.”33 We found that one of the var-
iables that predicted increased likelihood of making concessions was 
the number of messages Twitter users received on the subject. Users 
who were challenged or engaged more often were more likely to signal 
a willingness to consider a different point of view.

Many people assume that online conversations about race or politics 
are pointless, especially given how they tend to become uncivil. But 
our study shows that there is potential for online racial checking to 
influence how people think about issues of race. Not everyone who 
witnesses or is on the receiving end of digital resistance will become an 
antiracist. But there is meaning in resistance, empowering and sup-
porting folks of Color, challenging dominant norms and structures, 
and even creating opportunities for growth and change.

The alternative to challenging racism is accepting the racial status 
quo. For people of Color, racism is poison and accepting it is not an 
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option. In the next chapter we leave the college campus to explore 
resistance on Twitter, as users disrupt the standard pathways of  
racism—or the ways it effects how people of Color view themselves—
and renegotiate what it means to be a person of Color in a racialized 
world.
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kendrick lamar is one of my favorite rappers. His music 
is intelligent without being pretentious and streetwise with-
out glorifying the violence that results from racist public 
policy and the lack of opportunity that characterizes some 
poor, Black communities. It’s also fresh. Kendrick consist-
ently comes up with new and unique sounds, each album 
with a unique theme and sonic thumbprint. His music 
pleases the hip hop heads who pine for the golden age, plus it 
sells—and those two don’t always coincide. To top it off, he 
and I were born on the same day: June 17, 1987. I don’t have 
any platinum records to boast of and I’m no astrologer, but I 
like to think something was in the stars on 6/17/87. Maybe 
Mars was bright that night.

I once watched a video of Kendrick Lamar performing his 
song “m.A.A.d city” in front of a live audience. The lyrics were:

 6

DOUBLE-SIDED CONSCIOUSNESS

The Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with 
second-sight in this American world,—a world which yields him no true 
self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation 
of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, 
this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity.

—w. e. b. du bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 1903
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Man down . . . Where you from, nigga?
Fuck who you know, where you from, my nigga?
Where your grandma stay, huh, my nigga?
This m.A.A.d city I run, my nigga

I don’t have a problem with Black artists using the n-word. But this 
video astounded me. Because as Kendrick rapped, the entire crowd—
mostly White people, jumping up and down to the beat—sang along. 
At some point, the voices of the crowd drowned out the music, as hun-
dreds, or maybe thousands, of White people chanted the n-word, over 
and over. Despite being far removed from the video, I felt the hair on 
my arms stand up and I shivered a little. White people using the n-word, 
for me (and many other Black people), brings up feelings of danger.

I wondered—has the n-word ever been said by this many White peo-
ple in one room, this many times, in just ten seconds? Kendrick is what 
you call a conscious rapper. He’s unquestionably pro-Black. But here, at 
his concert, he may have broken the world record for the largest 
number of White people shouting a racial slur. What does intelligent, 
fist-raised, and conscious Kendrick think about this? I was just watch-
ing a short clip, but it was Kendrick’s job to do this every night as he 
gets paid millions of dollars to perform for mostly White crowds. I 
imagine Kendrick would need to either rationalize this practice and be 
okay with Whites saying the n-word with his lyrics, or, it would eat 
him up inside.

For my birthday in 2017, my friend JT took me to a Kendrick concert. 
It was incredible, and like many others at the show, I sang along with 
most of the songs. But when “m.A.A.d. city” played, I stopped singing. 
I looked around the United Center stadium in Chicago, watching all 
the White people to see if I would witness what I saw in that video. I 
held my breath, but thankfully I didn’t see one White person saying 
the n-word along with Kendrick—not one! I was able to exhale. I’m not 
sure how to explain the difference between my experience and the 
video I had seen.1 Maybe we weren’t in a rowdy section, or maybe that 
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happens at university concerts and not stadium concerts. It could even 
be that at some point Kendrick intentionally did something to prevent 
this from happening at future shows.

In 2018, years after I watched the video of the White crowd chanting 
the n-word, Kendrick invited a White fan onstage to rap his lyrics in 
front of the crowd, but stopped and chastised her when she said the 
n-word along with his song.2 Perhaps it was easier to respond to one 
person saying the n-word than a crowd of thousands, or perhaps his 
thinking about the n-word changed. Four years later, in 2022, Kendrick 
reflected on this fan incident in his song “Auntie Diaries” as he told the 
story of a transgender family member who challenged Kendrick’s 
“playful” usage of an antigay slur (the f-word) and suggested Kenrick 
could continue to use it only if he was also okay with a White woman 
at his concert using the n-word. The implication was that Kendrick 
realized neither was okay, and the song explored his move away from 
cultural and religious homophobia and heteronormativity and toward 
radical acceptance and queer allyship.

Another of my favorite rappers, Vince Staples, has some lyrics that 
reflect on the racial dynamics of the n-word and his mostly White con-
cert audiences. In the second verse of his song “Lift me up,” Vince says:

All these White folks chanting when I asked ‘em where my niggas at
Goin’ crazy, got me goin’ crazy, I can’t get wit’ that
Wonder if they know, I know they won’t go where we kick it at
Ho, this shit ain’t Gryffindor, we really killin’, kickin’ doors

Here Vince references the White crowds going crazy at his concerts. 
Whether he’s referring to White people saying “nigga” along with him, 
or just responding to messages that were intended for a particular audi-
ence (i.e., a message to Black people, or to those involved in street life), 
he’s uncomfortable with his audience assuming the message or language 
is for them. Vince also references a personal, psychic cost; the actions of 
his White fans in this case make him feel like he’s losing his sanity.
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In the next line, Vince questions whether the Whites he mentions 
understand his inner thoughts. He suggests that he knows what they, 
White folks, will or won’t do. But they don’t understand what’s going 
on in his head. And then in the last line of this stanza, Vince tells the 
White audience, “this shit ain’t Gryffindor,” referencing a House in 
Hogwarts, the fictional setting of the Harry Potter book and film series. 
The street shit that Vince is kicking, when he asks “where my niggas 
at,” when he says “we really killin’,” is real, not fantasy like wizards and 
centaurs. Do White fans know that these lyrics are explorations of 
Vince’s experiences as a member of a gang, and perceptions of the 
urban blight in his hometown of Long Beach, California?

They don’t, presumably, and instead simply experience the music as 
pure fun. For them, the violence Vince references is like the violence in 
a film—the gore adds to the experience, it raises your heart rate, it 
makes the scene believable—and there’s no thought about the real 
human beings who have experienced that type of violence and its 
consequences.

W. E. B. Du Bois wrote about a metaphorical “veil” that separates 
the world as experienced by Black people and that experienced by 
White people. He says that White people can only see their side of the 
veil—it obscures from them the realities of what it means to be Black. 
Black people, on the other hand, must understand the White world in 
order to survive, and are therefore able to see through the veil, under-
standing both Black and White realities. Vince’s knowledge of how 
Whites experience his music, and his understanding of the parts of his 
music they are incapable of grasping, are an example of what Du Bois 
calls double consciousness.

Few theories of race have been as widely taught and discussed as Du 
Bois’s double consciousness. At its core, double consciousness refers to 
a contradiction that Du Bois sees as being endemic to Black people in 
the United States: they are American, but they are denied full access to 
citizenship and are subject to discrimination at state, institutional, and 
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individual levels. Black folk living within this contradiction—or behind 
the veil—are hyperaware of the way they are looked down upon by 
Whites. Du Bois suggests that this awareness precludes the ability of 
Blacks to maintain a singular self-consciousness, as their own self- 
concept is continuously challenged by their knowledge of White preju-
dice and disdain. The result is double consciousness, a problematic 
psychological state that saps emotional energy and prevents Black peo-
ple from being whole in an almost spiritual sense.

While DuBois frames double consciousness as a widespread prob-
lem plaguing the Black community, he sees it as a private, internal 
struggle, something that is universally experienced but rarely articu-
lated. He therefore proposes an individual-level solution to the double-
consciousness problem—a melding of the double consciousness to 
form a single consciousness. It is unclear, however, what this coalesc-
ing process might entail or how the product of a fused consciousness 
might appear or function in a racialized society. Perhaps Du Bois 
believed that double consciousness could only be resolved after the 
nation solved what he famously called “the problem of the color line.”3

While Du Bois’s original conception of double consciousness refer-
enced a struggle unique to African Americans in the United States, 
scholars have applied his theory to oppressed groups in other contexts.4 
We can therefore understand the color line that Du Bois foresaw as the 
biggest problem of the twentieth century, as not only a Black and 
White color line but also the line between colonizing countries5 and 
the colonized peoples of Africa, Asia, Australia, the Caribbean, and the 
Americas.6

The problem of the color line—racism and racial hierarchy—has cer-
tainly not been resolved. Neither has the problem of double conscious-
ness. Many scholars, writers, and educators have used Du Bois’s theory 
to explain how Black people, and other groups of Color, experience rac-
ism and life in a racialized world. Other research does not explicitly 
invoke Du Bois’s theory, but explores conceptually similar internal 
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experiences with and responses to White racial attitudes. For example, 
as we discuss in the last chapter, research on stereotype threat finds 
that when people of Color are exposed to stereotypes, they perform 
worse; knowing that people think less of you can reduce your capability 
on a variety of tasks.7 Similarly, a large body of research on racial iden-
tity finds that how you believe others think about your race can shape 
how you cope with racism.8 And, of course, research on microaggres-
sions explores the effects of subtle racial slights that fall short of explicit 
racism but still communicate and reinforce marginalized status to peo-
ple of Color.9 These bodies of work elucidate some of the ways double 
consciousness can be reinforced and reproduced in interactions that 
communicate inferiority—in other words, the ways awareness of White 
prejudice can have an adverse effect on people of Color.

I want to come at the double-consciousness problem from a different 
direction. What if we shift the focus from individual-level responses to 
public and communal engagement with racism? What happens when, 
instead of struggling alone to live with the weight of knowing what 
White people think about them, Black folk and other people of Color 
collectively expose, critique, and reject the manifestations of White 
supremacy, both structural and interpersonal, that give rise to and 
reproduce double consciousness?

As we see in the last chapter, technology enables this shift. As racism 
is unmasked, as resistance is digitized, folks of Color are inverting the 
veil—shining the light on Whiteness and exposing the destructive 
spirit of White supremacy—and in so doing are creating a new path-
way for confronting the durable double-consciousness problem.

The result is what I call double-sided consciousness. Instead of people of 
Color looking at themselves through the eyes of others (i.e., White peo-
ple), double-sided consciousness refers to a reversing of the double-con-
sciousness mindset through a public and communal project that reveals 
what White people look like—from cultural practices to the mani-
festations of privilege—through the eyes of people of Color. Double  
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consciousness is a state experienced by Black people as a result of their 
experiences and knowledge of racism, a result of the pathologizing of 
Blackness. Double-sided consciousness, on the other hand, is projected 
by Black people and people of Color as they switch the focus to White-
ness, as well as problematize White supremacy.

As an example, take a look at the following messages (or tweets) 
posted on Twitter:

Wypipo deeply care about being called a racist, but not about their actions 
that make them one.

Wypipo genuinely care about animals more than people & it actually 
blows me

i’m here for the wypipo who dont step in and say “not all wypipo” when 
im talking about things wypipo do. thank u

These messages use the term, “Wypipo,” a creative spelling that, 
when read aloud sounds like the words “White people.” Much more 
than shorthand for White people, however, the term Wypipo is used as 
a way of communicating experiences with, feelings about, and knowl-
edge of the ways Whites think and act in a racialized world. In the 
above examples, Twitter users are making generalizations about White 
behaviors, sentiments, concerns, or spaces.

These tweets represent an othering of Whiteness. Whereas White-
ness is often thought to be invisible, and to refer to normal, standard 
ways of being, here Whiteness is named and defined. Sometimes this is 
derogatory, sometimes humorous, with the humor often being based 
around perceived collective experiences with White people. In some 
instances, tweets about Wypipo represent a reversal of stereotypes.

wypipo talk loud afI’m aggravated

I got scared to party with wypipo when I first went to one of their parties 
in college and they had lines of coke in the table smh
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In chapter 4 and 5, the opposite messages were posted to the PIC and 
a campus student page, suggesting that Black students were too loud 
for the library, or were criminal and to be feared. These Wypipo tweets 
quite literally flip the script.

To demonstrate and explore double-sided consciousness, I leave the 
college campus and head to Twitter. The way the term Wypipo is used 
exemplifies the dynamic changes in racial discourse that occur as rac-
ism is unmasked in online spaces, as resistance is digitized, and mar-
ginalized people have access to new antiracist tools to invert the veil, 
shedding the light on Whiteness, and potentially transforming the way 
Black people experience and respond to the double-consciousness 
problem.

I used a data-scraping program to collect every tweet using the term 
Wypipo between 2015 and 2021—over 1.1 million tweets—to see how the 
usage changed over time. I also took a random sample of around a 
thousand of the most influential tweets in order to take an in-depth 
look at these for analysis. While the term Wypipo was barely used at the 
start of 2015, by the end of the year there were more than one thousand 
original messages using the term each month, demonstrating how 
quickly the neologism became widely used on Twitter. In figure A we 
can see usage of the term rising steadily until it leveled off in 2018. The 
spike in total mentions around August or September 2017 seems to coin-
cide with the Unite the Right White supremacist rally in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia; Trump’s statement that there was “blame on both sides,” 
and “very fine people on both sides” in the wake of the rally, at which a 
White woman and counterprotester, Heather Heyer, was murdered by 
a White supremacist; and the uproar after journalist Jemele Hill called 
Trump a White supremacist on Twitter. These are all events that can 
be associated with increased racialized discussions on social media.10

Wypipo is a term that originated on Black Twitter. For Tressie McMil-
lan Cottom, Black Twitter is “not a place or a group of people but a  
set of communication practices . . . a group of knowledges . . . shared 
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language, culture, and references.”11 While Black Twitter has become 
famous for its innovative strategies for resistance, from the use of hash-
tags such as #BlackLivesMatter and #SayHerName and social media 
activism, to callout culture, which Brock defines as “gendered Black 
cultural critique,” not everyone on Black Twitter is there to resist rac-
ism.12 Brock’s book, in fact, focuses on how Black folks use the platform 
to celebrate and engage in topics around everyday life, from talking 
about work, love, and music to live tweeting during TV shows. The lat-
ter is what forced me to start watching Game of Thrones on time every 
week, because if I started it late the plot would be ruined with spoilers 
popping up in my Twitter notifications (#thronesyall).

This framing of Black Twitter is consistent with how Cathy Cohen 
thinks about resistance and the politics of deviance.13 Oppressed peo-
ples can engage in actions that do resistance work—challenging domi-
nant norms, narratives, and refusing to act as the oppressed are meant 
to act—without these actions being intended as resistance. Instead, 
they may be acts of survival or just efforts at living life to the fullest, 
free from bonds.

That’s what’s going on here. For example, the term Wypipo ostensi-
bly began as a way of talking about “White people” without everyone 
knowing, or without moderators or key word searches revealing these 
conversations. These tweets tell a bit about the etymology of the term:
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Wypipo has been flagged, we need something new

Seeing NBPOC using “wypipo” makes me feel weird but I saw a white 
person using it and that’s a flat NOPE.

This term is a reference to a broad critique of Whiteness. Its usage is 
consistent with Du Bois’s suggestion that Black people can see and 
understand the White world, but White people cannot see through the 
veil to understand the realities of what it means to live as a Black per-
son in a colonized world. Given that use of the term Wypipo implies a 
kind of second sight—the ability to understand both sides of the veil 
(i.e., both Whiteness and Blackness)—the user behind the second tweet 
here believes it would be problematic for White people, who according 
to Du Bois do not have second sight, to use the term Wypipo. Things 
that trend on Black Twitter tend to trend everywhere, driving the way 
we think about race and representation.14 Terms endemic to Black 
Twitter, such as Wypipo, therefore, are often used by White folks or 
other groups of Color (i.e., Non-Black People of Color, or NBPOC). 
Rashawn Ray and colleagues have written about how using the Black 
Lives Matter hashtag is a form of collective identity. Wypipo is not a 
hashtag, but using the neologism may have a similar effect. Wypipo is a 
collective Black discursive project that engenders double-sided con-
sciousness for Black folks and other groups of Color.

More than simply sharing thoughts and experiences from beyond 
the veil, double-sided consciousness alters the dynamics of the double-
consciousness problem. As users engage in the communal rejection of 
the norms, behaviors, and structures that hold up White supremacy 
and produce double consciousness in Blacks and people of Color, this 
collective venting relieves the pressure of double consciousness for 
people of Color and puts pressure on the mechanisms of White suprem-
acy that are often invisible or ignored. For example, see the following 
tweets around Twitter user experiences with Whiteness or racism:
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Dear White People (wypipo): When I am ordering drinks at the bar from 
you (or doing anything else, really), please ffs do not end every last sen-
tence to me with “brotha”. It’s not cool—it’s patronizing AF.

Wypipo: MLK Said we shouldnt see color
Us: well no but he DID say white moderates are the perpetuators of 

racis . . .
Wypipo: HE HAD A DREAM!

These tweets name or call out White behaviors that the users behind 
them find to be problematic. Calling out microaggressive norms at 
bars is a form of resistance that, as discussed at length in chapter 5, may 
be more welcome (and safe) online than in the bar, and can expose and 
slow the reproduction of everyday forms of racism. The second tweet 
challenges dominant narratives about civil rights leaders, which can 
include the gentling of Martin Luther King’s message, ignoring his rad-
ical beliefs, vilifying Malcolm X as if he were a terrorist and not a bril-
liant thinker and fearless defender, and erasing women and queer 
leaders like Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin who shaped the movement. 
In an article critiquing and challenging the dominant narrative of the 
civil rights movement, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall writes that “the move-
ment’s meaning has been distorted and reified by a New Right bent on 
reversing its gain.” We can therefore understand the dominant narra-
tive of the civil rights movement to be an intentional misrepresenta-
tion of history.

On Martin Luther King Day in 2021, my Twitter feed was filled with 
posts that showcased MLK’s radical beliefs and challenged the version 
of MLK that Republican senators like to tweet about—the standard 
version that is taught in schools, that frames him as a hero who fought 
for a form of racial equality that centers individual rights and 
freedoms—the version that Arizona leaders used to justify ending an 
ethnic studies program.15 These tweets, like the Wypipo tweets listed 
above, rejected White, dominant messaging about Black history and 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   146 28/01/23   8:15 PM



D O U B L E - S I D E D  C O N S C I O U S N E S S   147

the fight for freedom. The schoolbooks tend to tell a top-down story of 
the civil rights movement, saying the battle against racism was waged 
by men and elites, and ended in 1964 with the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act. If that were the case, why are we not yet free? Is it due to 
our personal failings? Or is the willful manipulation of history that 
emphasizes individual choice and freedoms meant to turn our atten-
tion away from the durability of systemic racism and injustice?

Double consciousness emerges from a hyperawareness of racism and 
internalization of the permanence of our subdued, marginalized status. 
Double-sided consciousness externalizes and rejects—publicly—the 
mechanisms of oppression. Because double consciousness is a manifes-
tation of experiences with White supremacy (a systemic and societal-
level problem), individual-level, internalized solutions have proven 
difficult. Double-sided consciousness may improve our ability to com-
bat double consciousness by moving the struggle from an individual’s 
mind to a collective and public struggle against dominant norms, 
myths, narratives, and racist behaviors.

One form this can take is the discussions of actions, real or hypo-
thetical, taken against White people. As seen in the following tweets, 
this discussion seems to be for some users a mixture of the cathartic 
and empowering, as these actions were often framed as being in 
responses to perceived injustices, racism, or microaggressions.

I really don’t care about making wypipo uncomfortable because majority 
of them are completely unaware of their privilege.

Anyway idk ever since I started working here I’ve experienced so much 
racism and it’s really testing me bc these wypipo don’t want this.

This willingness to make Whites uncomfortable is noteworthy, 
because so much of the literature focuses on how people of Color go 
out of their way to make Whites feel comfortable. In chapter 3, we dis-
cuss this as being one of the rules of racial discourse in many face-to-
face settings. Even after experiencing racism, many people of Color 
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stay quiet in order to not offend Whites with accusations of racism.16 
Intentionally creating discomfort for White folks, then, may play a role 
in revealing various manifestations of White privilege.

Central to the double-consciousness problem is the notion that the 
conflict is internalized. During Du Bois’s time (and still today, in some 
contexts), externalizing responses to racism, especially aggressive 
responses, can be dangerous for Black people. As we discuss in chapter 
3, there are rules for how Black people and people of Color can engage 
with White people. People of Color perceive, understand, and typically 
abide by these rules. Those that don’t may suffer socially, academically, 
and in their workplaces, and may even have negative encounters with 
the police if they act in ways that are deemed threatening. These dis-
cussions of actions taken against White people, then, are public decla-
rations of the types of sentiment that are typically only “safe” behind 
closed doors, in counterspaces, or on the Black side of the veil. Double-
sided consciousness entails the movement of these sentiments to the 
mainstream, as social media posts originating on Black Twitter are 
immediately visible on both sides of the veil.

Double-sided consciousness can also represent the promise of the 
“second-sight”—the ability to see the hidden mechanisms of oppres-
sion and domination—that Du Bois suggests Black people are gifted 
with. Only, instead of revealing this second sight in private, safe spaces, 
people of Color engage in these discussions in the open through public 
online discourse. This can include placing contemporary events in his-
torical context or explaining why certain speech or behavior is prob-
lematic or offensive. Some tweets that do this read as intentional efforts 
at building consciousness among followers.

Wypipo will do all they can to promote the lie that a bunch of toothless 
Appalachians are the racists and klan in this country.

Too often, racism and white supremacy is discussed by wypipo as an 
abstract, with distance, a real problem, but one they’re exempt from.
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[@user]17 Ain’t no levels to this. You wanna focus on individuals so you can 
ignore the systemic shit wypipo benefit from whether they want it or not

The first two tweets here make one of the points I’ve been trying to 
hammer home in this book: that racism is not limited to capital R, 
overtly Racist acts that most people seek to distance themselves from, 
but can also include systemic biases that are difficult to identify, or the 
subtle biases implicit in friendly interactions. Remember that the true 
definition of racism includes both an attitudinal and structural compo-
nent; nonhostile attitudes that legitimate the oppressive racial order 
are racist. Rather than simply accept the dominant, simplistic defini-
tions of racism, or the ways White folks can distance themselves from 
racism using White intellectual alibis, here users bring their defini-
tions, informed by the reality of racism on both sides of the veil, and 
use them to reimagine how racism is defined.

BeYoND DoUBLe CoNsCioUsNess

Du Bois first becomes aware of the veil, a concept that is central to double 
consciousness, when he experiences discrimination and learns that there 
is a different set of rules, opportunities, and possibilities for Black people 
in the United States than there is for White people. The rules are more 
unyielding and unforgiving, the opportunities more rare and more diffi-
cult to come by, and possibilities stifled. For Du Bois, this knowledge is 
debilitating. It doesn’t stop him from being productive—for certainly he 
was prolific—but it does spawn in him a double consciousness as he rec-
ognizes the internal conflict that results from living on both sides of the 
veil. The development of double consciousness, therefore, follows con-
scious or unconscious experiences with, or awareness of, the veil.

Remember that the veil is unilateral: Black people are able to see 
through it and understand the White world, but it does not work in the 
opposite direction.18 White people, especially those who claim to be 
“colorblind,” can be oblivious to the ways that race and racism affect 
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the lived experiences of people of Color. Because of this, part of Du 
Bois’s goal in writing The Souls of Black Folks was to lift the veil so that 
White people could see the results of racism, including pain, gross ine-
quality, and an entrenched system of White supremacy that privileges 
White people and actively and passively combats Black efforts to rise. 
By lifting the veil through his writings, he hoped some Whites would 
recognize that the Negro struggle was not due to some innate or cul-
tural inferiority, but to historical and contemporary experiences with 
discrimination at individual, group, and institutional levels.

One way Du Bois discusses being able to surpass the veil is through 
procuring an elite education that would allow Black folk to converse 
with White folk as intellectual equals in the languages of Western litera-
ture. I think we can problematize the idea that to be equal one must be 
intellectually elite. Our worth is certainly not tied to our access to edu-
cation in a world that denies equal access for poor, minoritized peoples! 
Unfortunately, this is consistent with how Du Bois discusses intellectual 
elites elsewhere. The notion of the “talented tenth” is another example 
of how Du Bois believed the success of the Black freedom struggle was 
dependent on its most privileged persons.19 The hypothetical solution to 
double consciousness, according to Du Bois, is dependent on individual 
performance, opportunity, and psychology.

Du Bois also talks about the veiled speech Black people often engage 
in in front of White people. Levine’s research on Black “folk thought” 
explores the ways enslaved Black folk communicated with secret mes-
sages about and in front of White people without their knowledge.20 
For example, White masters would sometimes demand that the people 
they were enslaving sing songs for their entertainment, not knowing 
that the songs being sung had hidden meanings and were mocking 
them. Contemporary examples of this veiled speech can be seen in 
Black comedians earning a living from White people paying to  
hear jokes about Whiteness; hip hop artists whose music critiques 
Whiteness at structural or interpersonal levels but still resonates with 
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White audiences; or even Jordan Peele’s film Get Out, a hugely success-
ful mainstream horror film with clear statements about how White 
supremacy and anti-Black racism function in the twenty-first century.

This veiled speech can be food for the souls of Black folk who are 
able to laugh or cry with artists and prophets communicating about 
their collective experiences with racism. In this way, veiled speech may 
mitigate the burden of double consciousness. But veiled speech and 
slave songs differ from double-sided consciousness in that they are pri-
vate, backstage, or encoded acts. They may represent communal strat-
egies that can strengthen psychological resilience, but the hidden 
nature of these responses prevents them from challenging the repro-
duction of racism in mainstream spaces. Of course, when veiled speech 
comes from prominent figures, like Vince Staples or Kendrick Lamar, 
or is presented on a public stage, it can represent frontstage critiques of 
or challenges to Whiteness. These incidents are also distinct from dou-
ble-sided consciousness, however, because the people are witnesses to 
but not partakers in these challenges.

Veiled reflection on the double consciousness conundrum, then, is 
typically reserved for spaces that are private or actions performed by 
individual actors who produce art for public consumption. When these 
discussions or reflections meant for the Black community take place 
through public-facing social media platforms, however, they change 
this dynamic. Double-sided consciousness can occur when Black peo-
ple and other people of Color engage in communal discussions that are 
not meant for White consumption but, through technology, neverthe-
less become visible to White audiences. Double-sided consciousness, 
then, is veiled speech shared beyond the veil.

I’m tired of wypipo 

ever since i watched “Get Out” i been scared to go into wypipo houses.

Been listening to Good Kid Mad City a lot lately. It’s gonna be a long time 
before I forgive wypipo for giving that Grammy to Macklemore.21
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Double consciousness results from Blacks being forced to know the 
way White people feel about them. Black Twitter inverts this process, 
publicly and communally expressing how they feel about Whites, from 
disgust and exasperation to fear and resentment. Here double-sided con-
sciousness represents a relinquishment of the collective need to ignore 
racism in an attempt to stay safe and employed in a White-dominated 
world, and disdain for the privileges associated with Whiteness.

aWareNess of raCisM

In chapter 5, I discuss the research on stereotype threat. The results are 
consistent: when individuals are primed with a stereotype related to 
themselves, that stereotype becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy; individu-
als are more likely to perform at a lower level on outcomes related to the 
primed stereotype. This is the research that best highlights why double 
consciousness is important (or problematic). The phenomenon Du Bois 
describes—constantly being vigilant in the face of perceived oppressive 
and hostile attitudes from Whites—damages the Black psyche in ways 
that may not be immediately apparent, but that bleed into our perform-
ance on a variety of outcomes and in a variety of contexts.

One dimension of double-sided consciousness is the rejection of the 
notion that Blackness is inferior and Whiteness is superior. The follow-
ing tweets are from users who are not impressed by cultural reper-
toires they associate with Whiteness:

I love watching cooking videos but I just . . . wypipo really be fucking up 
the vibe

I knew wypipo didn’t season their shit BUT Y’ALL NOT WASHING 
MEAT??????????????????? Yo [@cookingshow]

Ok are most wypipo just incapable of dancing on beat? Why do they fight 
against the beat so bad? It’s not even that they can’t dance, it’s that their 
dancing is literally them struggling to be off beat.
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Wypipo sex looks so trash. No rhythm, overly aggressive/borderline 
domestic abuse, unseasoned

There is an entire genre of internet videos that show folks of Color 
responding to White people cooking in critical and hilarious fashion. 
Nigel Ng is a Malaysian comedian who has built his brand on critiqu-
ing mostly White chefs who post videos of themselves cooking tradi-
tionally Asian cuisine. He even gave the famous chef Gordon Ramsey, 
known for his vehement critiques of contestants on his cooking shows, 
a taste of his own medicine. Similarly, the notion that White people 
can’t dance, or do not have rhythm, is a commonly referenced trope 
that folks of all racial backgrounds have historically laughed at. For 
example, when Barack Obama was asked whether he, or Bill Clinton, 
was the first Black President, Obama responded by saying, “I’d have to 
investigate more . . . Bill’s dancing abilities,” to which a crowd of 
mostly White people laughed.22

In the third tweet, “harmless” cooking and dancing stereotypes (no 
seasoning and no rhythm) are taken to another level and used to cri-
tique White sex as seen through porn. Investigations into the porn 
industry have found that Black actors (especially Black women) are 
often mistreated and underpaid, and that search terms for Black actors 
can be offensive.23 The suggestion that the dominant form of pornog-
raphy features White, “unseasoned” sex represents a challenge to the 
power structures and dominant definitions of what constitutes “good” 
pornography.

These tweets do not eliminate the harmful effects of stereotypes. But 
they are examples of double-sided consciousness publicly boring holes 
into myths of White superiority, and folks of Color being eager to dis-
tance themselves from Whiteness, rather than attempting assimilation.

The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity is a survey scale 
designed to quantify different aspects of racial identity.24 The scale 
includes measures of centrality, how important race is to one’s sense of 
self; private regard, how one thinks about one’s own racial group; and 
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public regard, or how one perceives the world to think about their 
racial group. This last dimension of racial identity, public regard, is 
closely related to our discussion of double consciousness: it is a meas-
ure of the degree to which people of Color may be aware of racism.

Some research suggests that people of Color with low public regard 
(meaning they are aware that society looks down on their group) are 
less negatively impacted by experiences with discrimination.25 And 
research on Black racial socialization finds that a common practice 
among Black parents is preparing their children for bias.26 If young peo-
ple of Color expect racism, they may externalize instead of internalize 
discriminatory experiences, and understand racism to be a problem 
located in White supremacy rather than in any personal shortcomings. 
For example:

Yall so worried about what Wypipo must think of us that it makes you 
cringe to see a black woman being unapologetically herself in white spaces 
without being called out on it. Hate to see that.

Folks of color who are concerned with respectability politics may 
change their behavior in front of White people (or in private), including 
the way they dress, talk, or act, in order to be a good “representative” 
of the race and challenge negative stereotypes.27 While this has been 
seen as a vehicle for advancement, it also may represent an outgrowth 
of double consciousness as Black people and other groups of Color 
spend inordinate amounts of energy seeking to control the ways that 
White people think about their racial group. In practice, this often 
looks like middle-class folks of Color policing the behaviors of poor 
folks of Color in order to prevent them from making the race look bad. 
Cathy Cohen’s work on the politics of deviance critiques respectability 
politics and suggests that deviant choices (i.e., queer folks of Color 
rejecting White, middle class, heteronormative ways of being) have 
the potential to “open up a space where public defiance of the norms is 
seen as a possibility and an oppositional worldview develops.”28 Releas-
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ing ourselves from the preoccupation with what White folks think of 
us can be empowering.

This tweet highlights the effects of worrying about pleasing White 
people as it relates to comedian Tiffany Haddish, who was condemned 
by some Black folk for acting “ghetto” or unprofessional in front of the 
camera or at White awards shows. Double-sided consciousness takes a 
page from the book of disrespectability politics and encourages a shift 
from concern with the way folks of Color are seen by White folks, and 
towards critique of White practices and policies as a form of resistance.

Other research uses the term racial battle fatigue to refer to the net 
effect of long-term, regular exposure to minor racial slights or racial 
microaggressions.29 I see racial microaggressions as being related to 
double consciousness because they are subtle racial statements that do 
not explicitly communicate racist attitudes, but implicitly communi-
cate to people of Color their own inferior status. Given the inability of 
some White people to know when they or other Whites commit racial 
microaggressions, perceiving them can be thought of as a part of Du 
Bois’s second sight: in contexts where overt racism is rare, for example, 
racial microaggressions may be the primary method through which 
Blacks and people of Color learn how Whites think about them (on an 
interpersonal level) and develop a double consciousness.

Just as the user-generated resistance we saw in the last chapter 
exposed microaggressive behaviors, some tweets on Wypipo discuss 
ostensibly innocuous White behaviors that are perceived to be con-
nected to racism.

“I stumbled upon this” is wypipo code word for “I stole this from a woman 
of color, refuse to acknowledge her in any way, and I don’t care.”

For the 3rd time Octavia Spencer has been nominated for an Oscar for 
playing the role of a maid/mammy. I point this out not to downplay her 
tremendous talent, but it is telling that the roles written for her with the 
most depth and range are always in service to wypipo.
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Leslie Kay Jones’s research on Black intellectual production dis-
cusses the ways content from Black Twitter is often used “as fodder for 
mainstream media coverage of racialized events and as a means of 
tracking the popularity of ideas and products.”30 By publicly naming 
this plagiarism, Black women reclaim the right to their intellectual 
property.

Similarly, in the second tweet the user notes that an elite Black actor 
has been consistently given roles in which she is subservient to Whites, 
something that may be indicative of racial hierarchies in Hollywood 
and beyond. In both examples of double-sided consciousness, users 
publicly challenge the power dynamics that stifle the intellectual labor 
and creative talent of Black women. The world has heard these chal-
lenges. Tressie McMillan Cottom discusses how traditional media out-
lets have increased hiring among women of Color as a result: “By 
changing the tastes of tastemakers, Twitter made your media diet more 
diverse today than it was 10 years ago, with little effort on your part.”31

froM DoUBLe-siDeD CoNsCioUsNess To DiGiTaL aCTiVisM

The problem of double consciousness is not resolved so long as it remains 
a private, individual-level struggle. For Du Bois, the solution comes not 
from a communal response to double consciousness, but an internal 
response to bring these two selves together. While individual-level solu-
tions to double consciousness may exist, research on the individual-level 
effects of racism shed more light on the potential harm these types of 
experiences can have—or on the ways double consciousness can mani-
fest in contemporary times—but do not necessarily provide directions 
for solving this dilemma. In fact, it seems that most writing on double 
consciousness accepts this state as static or permanent. Because double 
consciousness so acutely describes the way many folks of Color experi-
ence racism, in a way that (unfortunately) appears to be unavoidable, 
few if any scholars have attempted to solve the problem.
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Double-sided consciousness describes alternative ways of respond-
ing to the forces that create double consciousness, and opens a realm of 
possibilities for resistance efforts that have transformative potential in 
changing how double consciousness is experienced. I suggest that 
using the term Wypipo not only creates and reinforces solidarity for 
Black people and all people of Color—people who are able to speak 
about Wypipo in the abstract, or from an outsider’s perspective look-
ing through the veil—but it also externalizes the problems of racism 
and Whiteness that are internalized in other contexts.

Cathy Cohen writes that “cumulative acts of individual agency are 
not the same as collective agency.”32 Unintentional resistance is not the 
same as organized activism. It can, however, redefine “the rules of nor-
mality that limit the dreams, emotions, and acts of most people.”33 This 
is what is happening with double-sided consciousness. Cohen’s writing, 
which centers on Black queerness in the face of racism and homopho-
bia, here illuminates the potential for collective discursive projects 
(like the usage of the term Wypipo) for reimagining the self-conception 
of people of Color in the face of White supremacy. Even though every-
one who used the term Wypipo did not do so as a form of activism, the 
effect was resistance—a critical challenging of dominant norms and a 
reimagining of the social order. In this chapter, we see the way the 
usage of the term Wypipo served to invert double consciousness 
through the collective rejection of dominant narratives and the public 
sharing of counternarratives that problematized Whiteness.

Wypipo is far from the most prominent project or term that comes 
out of Black Twitter. I chose to investigate Wypipo in this chapter 
because the term is used in everyday Twitter conversation and is not a 
central part of any broader activist or organizing activity (e.g., hash-
tags  such as #BlackLivesMatter). This is consistent with my broader 
agenda of understanding how technology shapes resistance amongst 
everyday folks of Color, and not just through the viral, global, and 
news-making modes that we have all become familiar with. Lots of 
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research has explored these big-scale events and global hashtags and 
trends on Twitter, but fewer have explored the everyday resistance that 
we see here. Black Twitter is changing discursive strategies for disrupt-
ing racist narratives and behaviors in ways that are empowering for us 
all, whether or not we use Twitter.

In this chapter we see how some of the dynamics discovered on the 
college campus play out in a broader online setting: Black Twitter. 
Twitter can sometimes seem like its own self-contained universe. But 
from unmasking racism as users use the term Wypipo (to highlight 
problematic White behaviors and norms), to resisting racism through 
public-facing, digital cultural practices that engender new ways of 
thinking about the racial hierarchy, the digital practices in this chapter 
seem to mirror some of the processes we’ve been exploring throughout 
this book.

Will these changes be durable? To what extent do the processes 
described in this chapter carry over to the day-to-day lived realities of 
Black people and people of Color? Usage of the term Wypipo is not the 
only example of double-sided consciousness. As we see Black Twitter 
continue to transform the national conversation about race and racism, 
we should pay attention to the effect this may have on folks of Color 
and our changing ways of envisioning what it means to be free in an 
oppressive world—including both the ways online resistance can shift 
in-person power dynamics and strategies for resistance, and the limita-
tions of online resistance and discursive projects that may not change 
the lived realities of people of Color unless they are connected to com-
plementary activist coalitions and action for social change.

Beyond the narrative-based interventions discussed in this chapter, 
we’re also seeing technology being used to harness, focus, and change 
what activism looks like in the twenty-fist century. In the next chapter 
I return to the college campus one last time to explore online activist 
efforts that have as much of an effect on the activists as they do their 
peers.
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during the summer of 2020 I took my children to their 
first protest. I found out about the event through social 
media: a caravan that began at the Cook County Jail in Chi-
cago, then made its way to the South Side of the city. We 
were then less than six months into the first COVID-19 lock-
down, but I felt comfortable taking them because we, and 
others, were going to be in the car (at least until I made a 
wrong turn, accidentally leaving the caravan: then we 
parked and marched outside with masks on).

We made “Black Lives Matter” signs to put in the car win-
dows, and were followed by my sister, Reese, and brother-in-
law, Danny, in the car behind us. My kids were already 
familiar with the Movement for Black Lives and why it was 
necessary, and were excited to chant and honk along with 
the hundreds of cars that inched forward around us.

 7

PROTEST, POSTERS, AND 
QR CODES

The nonviolent approach does not immediately change the heart of the 
oppressor. It first does something to the hearts and souls of those commit-
ted to it. It gives them new self- respect; it calls up resources of strength 
and courage that they did not know they had. Finally it reaches the 
opponent and so stirs his conscience that reconciliation becomes a reality.

—martin luther k ing jr., 1960, “Pilgrimage to Nonviolence”
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Other cars had signs, too, which my kids were spotting and calling 
out to each other like a game on a long road trip. My oldest, Malachi, 
then an incoming eighth-grader, asked about one sign in particular 
that focused on prisoners in the Cook County Jail. “What do they 
mean, ‘Release them all’?”

So, I explained to Malachi—and his younger sister, Karis, and brother, 
JD—what prison abolition was and the logic behind it. Prison abolition-
ists don’t think the carceral system can be reformed; they believe it must 
be abolished.1 We know that the prison-industrial complex is broken and 
biased. We know that jails don’t work. So how can we envision a future 
with no prisons? I was in the middle of writing a paper on abolition, try-
ing to articulate these ideas for an academic audience2. I didn’t plan on 
teaching these concepts to children that day! But they learned by doing, 
watching their fellow protestors, and asking questions.

This protest had a very specific purpose. To bring attention to the 
injustice prisoners were facing in the face of COVID-19, and to create a 
community oversight committee for police in Chicago. Thousands of 
people gathered together to achieve these goals. But it also had an 
effect on the people who showed up. If you’ve been to a protest, you 
likely know the feeling of being in a crowd with a cause, bunched next 
to people who, like you, believe that there is something in the world 
that needs to change, and are spending their time and energy to push 
for that change to happen. The energy can be electric.

But beyond the powerful sense of being surrounded by people who 
are collectively demanding a better world, my children learned more 
than I expected them to learn. As their dad, I don’t have a curriculum 
or plan for when to introduce them to justice concepts. Perhaps this is 
wrong, and I should be more intentional. But I just seek to maintain a 
positive, open relationship with them, so that they are comfortable 
voicing their observations, questions, and concerns with me. Then, 
when questions come up, I answer them to the best of my ability, and 
honestly.
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That day, their learning was impacted by the abolitionist message 
that someone—I’ll never know who—took the time to write on a pos-
terboard. This is the unintended consequence of activism: when you 
get involved, you can learn, grow, and sometimes become someone 
new. I think the same thing can happen with online activism. Activist 
and justice-oriented content posted online—in the form of articles, 
blogs, videos, comments, or tweets—can have the same effect as that 
abolitionist poster—markers on paper, taped to a car window—and 
help other internet users learn and grow in their understandings of 
race and racism. My interviews with students showed that many  
of them felt that much of their own learning and growth around issues 
of race and racism took place online. For example, Amanda talks about 
her time on Tumblr, a blogging site, saying,

I was following these people who were like, “racism is like not just some-
one calling you nigga it’s, like, . . . Black men being in prison dispropor-
tionately” . . . it was just this eye-opening thing for me. ’Cause I came in 
very, like, “Stacy Dash” . . . and now I’ve left and now I’m just very, like, 
“fight the power.”

Stacy Dash is a Black and Latinx actress, former Fox News Corre-
spondent, and self-described “angry Black conservative lady,” who is 
well-known for making offensive anti-Black remarks.3 In 2022 Stacy 
Dash apologized for some of her offensive comments, but Black Twitter 
mostly made jokes at her attempt to become part of the Black commu-
nity again, something they saw as being a result of her unemployment, 
not a change of heart.

Amanda had an affluent upbringing, said she had never personally 
experienced racism before coming to college, and talked about feeling 
at times like she had more in common with her White friends because 
of class differences between her and many of her peers of Color. For 
example, she mentioned that her White friends were more able to 
afford to eat at the type of restaurants that she enjoyed frequenting.
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Perhaps the reason Amanda believed she had not experienced rac-
ism before coming to college was that her understanding of racism was 
limited to its more overt forms. The blogs she followed unmasked the 
ways racism operates on a systemic level or can be implicit in friendly 
interactions. Of course, Amanda experienced in-your-face racism on 
campus, too, like the time she was called the n-word at a lunch table.4 
But remember that Amanda saw this event as being one of many 
microaggressions, indicating that at that point in her development she 
was aware of and bothered by more subtle forms of racism as well.

For Amanda to liken herself to Stacy Dash indicates that just a few 
years before we talked, at best she had a rather limited understanding 
of racism, and at worst may have internalized racist narratives and atti-
tudes towards Black people, especially those with fewer resources than 
her. Conservative ideologies (like those espoused by Dash) would 
attribute her family’s class advantages to hard work and discipline, and 
the failure of other Blacks to reach a higher economic status to per-
sonal, moral, or cultural failings. Now Amanda describes herself as 
militant, which typically refers to far-left approaches to pro-Blackness 
and antiracist thought, including the understanding that racial and 
class inequality is due to systemic oppression, not broken culture or a 
lack of effort.

When conservative pundits began the uproar against critical race 
theory, and politicians worked to ban the theory from schools, I 
remember wondering, how many K–12 programs actually include CRT 
as part of the curriculum?5 It’s not something I’d ever heard of being 
used with school-aged children, and is more likely to be found in 
advanced college or grad school courses on race. For students like 
Amanda, critical awareness of racism tends to come from informal 
online sources, not textbooks.

Other students talked about how online sources helped them under-
stand their own racial and ethnic identities. Judith said that she didn’t 
consider herself Latina before finding Tumblr blogs with a focus on 
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identity that would “ask their followers to submit selfies of themselves 
and just kind of celebrate the diversity of them. So I participated in 
that.” For both Amanda and Judith, the blog posts they found were like 
abolitionist signs in the window, affirmations for women of Color that 
did more than make them feel good—they may have prepared them to 
be more resilient in a world that does not believe them to be as worthy 
of admiration as do the blog and its followers.

For other students, signs in the window encourage them to think 
about the world beyond their own racial and ethnic identities, and 
learn to empathize with, and potentially fight for, other communities 
of Color that are in the struggle against White supremacy. For exam-
ple, Jordana, a Black student in New York, says,

I am Black and that’s the experience that I have. But I think sometimes it’s 
a wake-up call to see certain discriminations that happen to people that 
are, like, Hispanic or . . . Middle Eastern, and just seeing what they deal 
with . . . some of it is almost as extreme as what the Black community 
faces.

For folks of Color, seeing others discuss and perform race on social 
media can confirm ways of thinking about the world that they were 
unsure about, or give them language to describe things they had expe-
rienced. Reba, a Latinx student in Chicago, told me about watching a 
video that discussed Miley Cyrus’s cultural appropriation of Black 
dancing styles, and said it gave her words to describe the discomfort 
she had been feeling when watching Cyrus videos. And after watching 
a YouTube video explaining the strong Black woman stereotype, Sara 
realized that the stereotype explained her White friends remarking on 
her “strength” despite her not doing or saying anything that she felt 
was strong. This pattern of awakening taking place due to online racial 
content was consistent in my interviews.

Natalia, a Latinx student in LA, echoed this way of viewing content 
on social media as a wake-up call, something that exposes you to things 
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that you don’t see in “your daily routine,” and even suggested that the 
internet is where “people that have social media in general get most of 
their information or their ideas of what race is.” I imagine the differ-
ence between one’s “daily routine” and explorations of race and racism 
on social media and online might be even more pronounced for some 
White folks.

For example, while I, too, am taken aback when I see videos of White 
women calling the police on Black people for no reason, or videos show-
ing anti-Black police violence, I am not surprised by them. I have had too 
many personal experiences with the police pulling me over for no reason 
(or because “there have been robberies in the area”) or with White folks 
who think they can police my behavior in public spaces to be surprised 
by these videos. I know too many people who have been physically hurt 
by the police, or have faced ugly, hurtful, and embarrassing types of rac-
ism, for video evidence of these behaviors to astound me.

But for a White person who exists in a social context (real or imag-
ined) where the racial niceties are observed, those videos can be proof 
that the world is not always a nice place for people of Color. Like the 
PIC in chapter 4, they may very well unmask racism and surprise them 
with a face they did not expect. My colleague Courtney Cogburn devel-
oped a virtual-reality scenario that allows users to put on a headset and 
experience a day chock-full of racism from the perspective of a Black 
man.6 This work allowing users a chance to embody the Black experi-
ence in 360 degrees has been extremely well received.

While social media is not as immersive as virtual reality, it may have 
some of the same effect, serving as a painful exhibition of how race 
continues to dictate the health and happiness of people of Color. Plus, 
social media is interactive, allowing users to connect with other users 
who are responsible for sharing some of these counternarratives. For 
example, Jeff, a South Asian student in Los Angeles, said, “You hear 
about all this conflict going on in Palestine and back in the day we 
didn’t have any means of connecting to them, it’s like so far away. But 
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with the internet you can see visuals coming from the Middle East . . . 
we get a different perspective.”

Jeff identifies as an activist, and for him the videos from Palestine 
were an entry point to making personal connections with activists 
across the globe. In this way, social media posts about racism or anti-
racist activism can be more than just messages in the window of a 
moving car—they are like metaphorical signs in the window that also 
include a QR code.7 We scan the code to open up another page with 
more information. We are given directions to follow the car, are able to 
ask questions about the poster’s message, and receive notifications 
when the driver makes new posters. There is even a place on the poster 
where we can add our reactions or comments.

The person who wrote that simple abolitionist message on their car 
will likely never know its effect on three young people and their father. 
But as Jeff’s example indicates, many online activists hear from the 
people they influence. For an activist, knowing how messages are 
being received by tracking views or shares and engaging with com-
ments or messages can be confirmation that they are impacting the 
world in the way they intend.

Along these lines, Cristina tells us about the feedback she receives 
and reputation she built for consistently posting justice-oriented con-
tent online, saying:

People like make fun of me about all the time. They’re just like, “Cristina 
gets like 5 billion likes on anything that she posts.” You know? “Cristina’s, 
like, the most popular, blah blah blah” . . . I’m one of those people who, 
like, annoyingly, all the time is talking about these kinds of things. And 
there are more people like that. You know? As I do it more, other people do 
it more . . . There’s just been, like, a very sea change in the dialogue that 
we are having amongst each other as students about issues like race . . .

Cristina also shared that her circle of activist friends influences  
her thinking as much as she hopes to influence others, saying, “my 
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newsfeed is like hella liberal, hella queer, feminist, like, socially aware 
. . . they are constantly providing me new things to think about.” If we 
can return to the caravan metaphor for a second, Cristina makes signs 
with a group of friends who carpool to the caravan. Cars honk to let 
her know they appreciate the signs in her window, and she begins to 
see other cars join the caravan with similar signs in their windows.

The likes on her posts are, for Cristina, evidence that the activist 
work she engages in is having the desired effect on her peers and her 
campus community. As she continues to post, she recognizes that peo-
ple in her circle do the same, saying, “If this momentum keeps . . . ten 
years from now we’re just going to be a much more sensitive campus.” 
This is a long-term goal for Cristina, to use her activism to change how 
race is discussed and experienced on campus, even if the change is not 
fully realized during her time as a student.

In 2020, the sustained protests and uprisings in response to the mur-
ders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery shook the 
world. This of course included more people hitting the streets to pro-
test than have ever been seen (something I’ll discuss a bit more in the 
next chapter), but also followed nearly a decade of online activism and 
organizing, as activists, antiracists, and hashtags like #BlackLivesMat-
ter, #Ferguson, and #SayHerName brought issues of anti-Black police 
and vigilante violence to the forefront of national consciousness.8

The goal of unmasking racism, of challenging racism on campus and 
racist narratives and actions around the globe, is to dismantle White 
supremacy. I think it’s important to understand the transformative effects 
the type of resistance we have been exploring in previous chapters, from 
online racial checking to double-sided consciousness, can have on racial, 
social, and political consciousness development. In this chapter I explore 
digital posters in the window—or online activism—and talk with stu-
dents about how they engage in, and are affected by, activism both in per-
son and online, and whether these are as separate as we might think. 
Internet technologies have had a nearly incalculable impact on activism 
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and organizing around the world in the past few decades. While some 
organizers still hold to the old ways, simply using social media as a tool to 
communicate with their communities (a more modern mail or email list), 
in other cases we have seen internet-based activism morph into some-
thing else entirely and force us to think differently about organizing.

What are the opportunities and limitations associated with tradi-
tional, in-person forms of organizing, on one hand, and online activ-
ism, on the other? Can they be used in tandem? Should we consider the 
type of consciousness-building activities that help people learn to think 
deeply about race and racism activism, or is it something else?

orGaNiZiNG for CHaNGe

At this point in the book, I’ve used several examples from the civil 
rights movement because in my view, there is no better way to learn 
about activism. Most people are familiar with the movement, but many 
also misunderstand it. Every February, during Black History Month, 
children in America learn about Martin Luther King’s most famous 
speeches, that Rosa Parks was tired and sat down on a bus, and Black 
people and their allies braved dogs, firehoses, and police sticks on  
their march to victory against racism—the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
The framing of the movement as being powered by the “dream” of  
one man, or that a woman like Rosa Parks only contributed to the 
movement by accident (i.e., just because she happened to be tired), 
belies the realities of the movement as being built on decades of organ-
izing, much of it done by Black women who do not make the history 
books (or at least, the textbook versions—many critical historians tell 
the real story—see Payne’s “Bibliographic Essay” for an extensive 
review and discussion of critical and uncritical writings about the 
movement).9

If we believe the dominant narrative about the movement, we may 
think we need another charismatic leader like Dr. King to continue the 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   167 28/01/23   8:15 PM



168 C H a p T E r  S E v E N

fight. But if we realize that the movement was shaped and fueled by the 
dedication and persistence of everyday people, we might be convinced 
that working together we can make a difference and pull down oppres-
sive racist structures that still shape our world. Highlighting the parts 
of the movement that do not make the history textbooks can illumi-
nate the types of resistance that are most important for continuing the 
struggle against White supremacy. Charles Payne quotes Ella Baker as 
saying, “I have always felt it was a handicap for oppressed people to 
depend so largely on a leader, because unfortunately in our culture, the 
charismatic leader usually becomes a leader because he has found a 
spot in the public limelight. It usually means that the media made 
him,” and, “Strong people don’t need strong leaders.”10 We do not need 
a charismatic leader to carry us to the Promised Land. Collectively, and 
with strategic organizing, we can find and fight our way to freedom.

Resistance against racism during the civil rights movement can be 
placed into two broad categories: mobilizing and organizing.11 Mobiliz-
ing refers to creating short-term events that are designed to maximize 
impact and media attention. This is exemplified by the work of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, who would travel from city to city, leading front-
facing resistance efforts with speeches that live on in national memory 
in myriad forms, from fiery video clips to poetic excerpts in textbooks. 
Organizing, on the other hand, refers to a long-term commitment to 
developing leadership. This style of activism is less flashy. When there 
are no cameras present, when the world isn’t watching, organizers 
spend years recruiting and training activists, building expertise among 
everyday people.

Of course, mobilizing and organizing are often interconnected, with 
the most successful mobilizing being preceded by much organizing 
work. The Montgomery Bus Boycott is an example of a mobilizing 
event which had a large impact in a short amount of time. But there 
was much organizing behind the scenes—from strategically establish-
ing Rosa Parks as the face of the event who would spark the protest by 
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refusing to give up her seat (her refusal to move wasn’t because she was 
tired—it was planned and intentional!), to making sure boycotters had 
rides to work—that made the event possible. Ella Baker is perhaps the 
most prominent civil rights–era organizer, whose decades-long work 
resulted in the training of generations of activists. The highly publi-
cized mobilizing efforts of the civil rights movement, like the Mont-
gomery Bus Boycott or the March from Selma, were possible because 
they had been preceded by decades of organizing work that developed 
the requisite leadership and organizational infrastructures that could 
support such large-scale mobilizing efforts. This is central to under-
standing what Jacquelyn Dowd Hall calls the long civil rights move-
ment, which conceives of the movement beginning in the 1940s or 
earlier, not 1954, and extending through the 1970s, 1980s, and, some 
argue, even to the contemporary Movement for Black Lives.12

The types of activism we see today with the Movement for Black 
Lives often falls into these two camps as well. Many BLM activists do 
the hard work of on-the-ground organizing (both face-to-face and 
online) that enables the large-scale events we saw in 2020 and will con-
tinue to see in the years to come. Mobilizing and organizing are diffi-
cult tasks, and for organizers especially, often the work can entail years 
of labor that appear to be fruitless.

There are different schools of thought within organizing, each with 
distinct visions of social change, methods of activism, and undergirding 
philosophies.13 The most well-known is the power-based model, or the 
Alinsky model, which uses aggressive tactics to demand a seat at the 
political table. This type of organizing focuses on building community 
capacity to engage in direct action or protest. The community-building 
model focuses on strengthening communities by building the capacity 
of residents to shape their communities. The civic model focuses on 
strengthening formal and informal social controls as a way of prevent-
ing the problems associated with social disorganization. The women-
centered model prioritizes the caretaking of families and children in the 
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community. And the transformative model emphasizes addressing 
structural-level problems that can only be solved with large-scale social 
change. Activists using the transformative model focus on training peo-
ple to question dominant frameworks and providing an alternate vision 
for society geared around justice.

Daveena has been involved in organizing in response to a number of 
racist events on campus. She serves in leadership in cultural organiza-
tions and is part of several student-administrator groups geared 
towards improving the campus racial climate. She is one of the only 
people I talked with who identifies strongly as an activist but eschews 
online activism, choosing instead to focus solely on in-person forms of 
organizing. While her perspective is not prevalent in the data, it pro-
vides some insight into some of the perceived benefits and limitations 
of in-person activist work on campus.

For example, a number of students in Chicago spoke about an inci-
dent when a campus fraternity planned a racist-themed party and 
posted about it on Facebook. Daveena was one of the students who 
organized in response to this event. She was part of a team that wrote 
letters to the administration, met with a group of administrators, and, 
after soliciting an official apology from the fraternity, was on a panel 
with a fraternity leader to discuss the incident.14 Daveena notes her dis-
appointment with her experience on the public panel.

We had, like, three people on the panel who were Latino . . . a lot of people 
who were there in support of Greek life ended up asking a lot of questions 
that were attacking the Latino community and the people of color on 
campus. Pointing out “reverse racism” . . . There was one guy . . . he  
asked a question at the end demanding to know what we had all learned. 
Like, “we heard what the frat people learned . . . but what have YOU 
learned from this experience?”

This example highlights some of the strengths and weaknesses of 
traditional forms of organizing on the college campus. First and fore-
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most, it was effective. Daveena and her partners were able to use tradi-
tional organizing methods to get school leadership to pay attention and 
uphold the second rule of racial discourse: limit race talk to the niceties. 
This was no small task. As we discuss in chapter 3, White folks are often 
given exceptions to these rules, but in this case the fraternity was made 
to apologize and change the racist party theme. Because they had 
“won,” Daveena, and other Latinx students assumed the purpose of the 
panel and event was for healing so that both groups could move for-
ward together as peers. Instead, the questions asked at the panel 
reminded Daveena of her marginal social position on campus, despite 
her successful organizing efforts. Rather than provide healing, the 
event reinforced racial and gender norms and power dynamics on cam-
pus. The fraternity had its hand slapped, but members and supporters  
at the event made it clear that their thinking about race had not  
changed.

In addition to this disappointing conclusion, Daveena talks about 
the toll her work took on her academics.

Administrators warned me . . . “You don’t want to get back-taxed on your 
homework” . . . I look back on that time and I’m kind of frustrated with 
myself . . . if I had known how the rest of my time at Chicago . . . would 
go, I would’ve taken more time to just hit the books. But I didn’t because I 
thought it was more important for me to work on issues that would affect 
my community as a student and as a Latina. Because ultimately, if I wasn’t 
going to do anything, then no one was.

The leadership and initiative Daveena demonstrated with this 
organizing shows how promising of a student she was and could trans-
late to success in any number of jobs or graduate-school programs. But 
if her grades suffered, this might limit her future options. Daveena 
regrets her grades dropping as a result of her activism, but she believed 
there was no one else to do it. When I interviewed her, it was over a 
year after this incident and she had “retired” from activism, laughing 
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about how the current “incidents” on campus were the responsibility 
of the younger students, not her, then an upperclassman.

This story reveals some of the limitations of traditional, in-person 
forms of activism on campus. For Daveena, the cost was high and the 
payoff was low. She felt alone, and this lack of support meant she felt 
responsibility to give more time and energy than she could afford as a 
student. In chapter 5, I discuss how the responsibility to respond to 
microaggressions or other forms of racism is lessened in online counter-
spaces, because people have increased and immediate access to more 
support and allies. Similarly, double-sided consciousness is a collective 
undertaking. Online activism may be less taxing given this increased 
support and decreased perception that if one student does nothing, 
nothing will be done.

Daveena’s negative experiences with the student forum also don’t 
seem to be unique. For example, Peyton, a Black student in New York, 
talks about forums for racial discussions on campus.

I don’t go to community columns or the big conversations like that because 
they’re so exhausting. They’re all the same . . . there’s usually one really, 
really guilty White person. And there’s another person who’s, like, “we 
used to not be able to drink from the same water fountain, racism is over.” 
(laughing) . . . Then there’s like, White women who try to relate . . . “I 
totally get it ’cause I’m a woman.”

Forums like these often include a guest speaker or a panel around a 
topic related to race. Sometimes they are planned in response to some 
adverse event that took place on campus or demanded by student activ-
ists, but they also can be part of a university’s attempt at creating a 
more inclusive racial climate. In theory, they should be places for stu-
dents to heal, learn, make connections, and ultimately have a positive 
impact on campus climate. Instead, for both Daveena and Peyton, the 
racial power dynamics at the events mirrored the rest of campus life. 
Peyton describes attendees demonstrating White guilt, minimizing 
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racism, and comparing race to other forms of disadvantage (gender or 
sexual orientation) in a way that centers Whiteness in a space that was 
meant to focus on the experiences of folks of Color. In Zeus Leonardo 
and Ronald Porter’s work on “safe spaces” for racial dialogues, they 
argue that these spaces are only safe for White folks and privilege 
White comfort over honest discourse, which can (and perhaps should) 
be uncomfortable as participants engage with the painful realities of 
racism.15

Other students had different experiences with in-person forums. 
Valerie thought they were productive when they were populated by 
“people who wanna be there and people who wanna talk about it.” But 
when forums are mostly attended by students of Color and White 
allies, other students felt they were preaching to the choir. For exam-
ple, Dolores says, “It doesn’t really help if the people that you’re trying 
to target don’t attend these things.”

Hearing Dolores and Valerie’s opposing perspectives on the makeup 
of in-person forums and events, and how both of their experiences dif-
fer from Daveena’s, demonstrates the complexities of organizing anti-
racist spaces on campus. When spaces are majority White, and 
traditional rules of racial engagement apply, the event might feel dis-
empowering for folks of Color. But if only people of Color and their 
allies attend, activist students may feel like the event is not really mak-
ing a difference. This contradiction highlights the reasons online 
counterspaces are so unique, and how online activism might overcome 
some of the limitations by allowing folks to get involved on their own 
time, and in racially integrated spaces where the racial power dynam-
ics do not feel quite so oppressive.

Adding even more complexity, Peyton and other students in New 
York talked about conservative speakers—whose rhetoric they believed 
to be racist—being invited to speak on campus by conservative student 
groups. They were bothered by university resources going towards 
these speakers and noted with appreciation that many liberal White 
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students would often respond to these events with protest. Peyton was 
not a part of the protest, but got close enough to get a good look and 
recalled a friend saying to her, “Did you notice not a single brother was 
in that protest?” In response, she said,

I guess that’s because we have class. And he’s not the first person to have 
said this, so I’m gonna go to class. Are they gonna kick me out because of 
what this [man] said? No! Am I going to get a worse grade if I don’t go to 
class? Yes! So then I’m going to go to class. But all of these White people 
were, like . . . “He said that!” And I was, like, “The chief justice of the 
supreme court said that.” People say it. If I were to protest everyone who 
ever [said it] I would never go to class. So I’m going to go to class.

Peyton’s decision to focus on her work may indicate a difference in 
priorities, not just in terms of attention to schoolwork but also in the 
types of racism she thinks are worth fighting, versus those that White 
students at the protest think are worth fighting. Racism for many stu-
dents of Color is more than just a theoretical or symbolic threat. It has 
an unavoidable and damaging presence in their lives. But for White 
students who identify as antiracist yet are not harmed by racism, highly 
visible racist symbols may be more loathsome than the invisible machi-
nations of racism that undergird White privilege (and negatively affect 
the experiences of their peers of Color). This is not because of ill will. 
When a speaker breaks the rules of racial engagement, like this con-
servative speaker saying things that were interpreted as racist, racism 
is unmasked and easier to both recognize and challenge. Masked rac-
ism, like laws, policies, or even microaggressions on campus, are more 
difficult to identify and protest, but may have a more consistent effect 
on the experiences of students of Color on campus.

In this case, Peyton anticipated the academic cost of activism and 
decided it was too high (something Daveena might have wanted to do 
in hindsight). Peyton believed the speaker’s racism was “business as 
usual” in many contexts, including, she notes, the highest levels of the 
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justice system. Deciding when to respond to racism is difficult for peo-
ple of Color who recognize the omnipresence of racism in a racial- 
capitalist society. No one has the strength to fight all the time.

There are of course many students of Color who are very interested 
in attacking symbols of racism. Language and symbols have conse-
quences, even when they may not be immediate or direct. For exam-
ple, when Trump went off-script to describe COVID-19 as the “Chinese 
virus” in 2020, many worried about what this legitimation of a false 
racist narrative would have on Asian folks in the United States and 
worldwide.16 We cannot separate the dramatic increase in anti-Asian 
hate crimes in 2020 and 2021 from Trump’s harmful language.

On college campuses, student perceptions of whether in-person 
activism will make a difference may be driven by the level of trust they 
have for their peers and their school. Activism is difficult, and it has a 
cost, whether physical, emotional, or academic, that not everyone can 
pay. Understanding the costs of activism, and the frustration with not 
seeing effective examples of on-campus activism that lead to real 
change, may explain how for some students of Color online activism 
may be a more attractive form of engagement with racial-justice issues.

THe NeW sCHooL: DiGiTaL aCTiVisM

Social media has transformed the public face of activism around the 
world. From the Arab Spring to the #MeToo movement to the Move-
ment for Black Lives, internet-based activism is changing how we par-
ticipate in protest and resistance. Most of the time when we’re talking 
about online activism, we’re focusing on big-ticket items: the types of 
large-scale events that demand national media attention, bring sweep-
ing changes to an industry, or are accompanied by in-person protests. 
Sarah Jackson, Moya Bailey, and Brooke Foucault Welles explore some 
of the most prominent examples of hashtag activism over the past  
decade, including #MeToo, #SayHerName, and #BlackLivesMatter.17 
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They find that marginalized groups and their allies use online networks 
to create counterpublics where they challenge racism, sexism, homo-
phobia and transphobia, and spread counternarratives that empower 
marginalized communities. In the last chapter, I discuss Ray and col-
leagues’ idea that hashtags form collective identities and how this might 
relate to double-sided consciousness.18 Even when hashtag activism 
doesn’t target a specific policy, it has an impact on the ways we think 
about ourselves and the world, spreading liberating ideas and concepts 
that originate from scholarship or activism to mainstream audiences.

But social media is also renegotiating what it means to be an activist, 
even when tweets or posts don’t go viral, or when people don’t use 
hashtags at all. Twitter has been the most important social media plat-
form for the big-ticket activist events, and research on online activism 
rightly focuses on Twitter. But less than a quarter of Americans are on 
Twitter, and as I mention in chapter 1, only a few of the students I inter-
viewed talked about having Twitter accounts. When they did, their 
Twitter networks were often separate from their campus networks. 
Through hashtags, young people can see and join activist work being 
done all around the world. But more often, they may be performing 
activism in their personal networks, independent of hashtags or 
national or international online activist efforts.

Young people are using social media to learn about politics and jus-
tice, sharing these things with their friends, and finding ways to get 
involved from their cell phones. Cathy Cohen and James Kahne call 
these behaviors participatory politics, defined as “peer-based acts 
through which individuals and groups seek to exert both voice and 
influence on issues of public concern.”19 This can include learning about 
political issues through online sources, sharing information in online 
networks, producing politically themed content (including blog posts, 
pictures, or videos), or mobilizing for real-world political action.20

Cohen was one of my mentors in graduate school, helping to shape 
my understanding of online resistance (and even helping me find the 
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right traveling soccer club for my kids). Beyond her academic work, 
Cohen has supported the development of young tech-savvy activist 
groups like the BYP 100, though she takes no credit and they exist inde-
pendently of her or her lab. Cohen’s research finds that while some old-
school political scientists have suggested participatory politics is not a 
serious form of civic engagement, it actually predicts increased politi-
cal involvement once teens turn eighteen.21

An experimental study of 61 million Facebook users found that those 
who were shown a message at the top of their Facebook pages about 
voting were significantly more likely to vote when the message was 
accompanied by the faces of several Facebook friends who had already 
reported voting.22 While online political messages are influential, they 
become even more so when they come from actual associates than 
when they come from advertisements or other generic sources. It may 
be that the effectiveness of participatory politics is related to its social 
dimension.

Online tools can lower the barriers to civic engagement and activ-
ism, but not everyone believes that internet technologies improve activ-
ist efforts. Some insist that online activism, or “slactivism,” is a weak, 
watered-down form of activism with little potential to create real 
change.23 From this perspective, organizers should focus less on digital 
strategies, and more on real-world, physical organizing that centers 
humans and not followers. Critics of online activism seem to think that 
this is a zero-sum game, and that the rise of online activism portends 
the end of traditional organizing methods. But this isn’t true. Not only 
can participatory politics be a pathway to traditional politics—such as 
voting—but online organizing has consistently been tied to sustained 
in-person protests, especially with the Movement for Black Lives.24

The research coming out of the participatory-politics framework 
thinks about outcomes in terms of political action. To what extent does 
the sharing of information make young people more engaged? But for-
mal political involvement isn’t the only outcome that matters here. 
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Activism can affect how we think, or how we understand and learn 
about issues of racism and injustice. Online activists do not limit their 
measures of success to rates of voting or protesting. Instead, racial, 
political, and social consciousness are considered outcomes as worthy 
of attention as policy change. For some online activists, as we see 
below, the goal is to produce young people who think critically about 
race. If they adopt a critical and intersectional framework for under-
standing race, this framework is expected to influence how they think 
about, respond to, and fight for issues of racial justice down the line.

One of the qualities that seems to be consistent among activists is 
the feeling of responsibility for helping raise consciousness amongst 
their peers. For example, Rebecca says,

You never have to educate. It’s never your responsibility to do that. But, if 
you take it upon yourself, if it’s something that you want to do, you have 
to think about how you can do it . . . How do you make it so that people 
are okay with being uncomfortable? You have to be uncomfortable. It has 
to happen. You’re not going to progress unless you are made to feel uncom-
fortable. I believe that.

Increased access to support and decreased pressure to respond to 
racism are two important characteristics of the types of online resist-
ance we’ve been exploring in this book. The online community of  
support, full of people who may themselves decide to respond to prob-
lematic situations, is uplifting for folks of Color who do not feel they 
have the time, energy, or expertise to respond. Given this dynamic, the 
decision to make injustice your responsibility—making the time—may 
be a part of what makes someone an activist. With online tools, activist 
students do not have to wait for administrators to show up or respond 
to their emails. They can speak into the situation right away. Rebecca’s 
interventions are strategic, anticipating that critical lessons around 
race may lead to White folks, straight folks, or men of Color feeling 
guilty or defensive. She is therefore intentional about framing her 
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interventions in ways that encourage them to stay in the conversation 
even when it becomes uncomfortable, thereby breaking the fourth rule 
of racial discourse from chapter 3.

I’ve been teaching race for a decade, and I still work hard to figure 
out how to do what Rebecca is describing. The burden to educate, as 
Rebecca puts it, should not be on students of Color. But they are doing 
the work anyway, and sometimes it seems they do it better than the 
professionals. Especially (and unfortunately) when they feel the work is 
not being done by their schools or institutions. Camille is a Latinx stu-
dent in Los Angeles who also feels it is her responsibility to post about 
race. She says, “I kind of felt, like, sort of a responsibility, like I need to 
post about it, I need to let people know because if I barely found out 
then imagine they probably don’t know.”

Race-conscious student activists step up to fill the gap when it 
becomes apparent that many of their peers do not have access to criti-
cal frameworks for understanding race or counternarratives that 
debunk stereotypes or dominant ways of explaining away racial oppres-
sion. Camille talked about people following her on social media after 
seeing some of her posts, and goes on to say this about how she thinks 
of herself as an activist: “It might seem impossible, but I want to be an 
activist, like that’s what I want to do. Because all of this really, really 
bugs me . . . I’ve been posting a lot of police brutality against [people of 
Color]. I feel like the more I keep posting about this the more other 
people will be like, ‘hey, you know, this really does matter.’ ”

Camille goes on to talk about a specific instance where she kept 
posting about a police shooting that her friends and the news media 
seemed to forget about. She felt it was her duty to remind people that 
the officer still had not faced any consequences. We have seen a few 
police officers held accountable for violence against Black folks, includ-
ing Derek Chauvin being convicted for the murder of George Floyd. 
But we must remember that convictions are rare, and getting away 
with violence is still the norm for police. The City of Chicago paid out 
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at least $67 million in police misconduct settlements in 2021 alone.25 
Some of these situations made the news, but many more are situations 
where people were hurt, and then received settlements, without the 
world ever knowing about the situation.26 Camille’s actions in this case 
mirror the strategies hashtag activists might use: making an incident 
trend and putting pressure on police departments to respond.

Another feature of online activism is acting with purpose and inten-
tionality. Examples of participatory politics such as sharing informa-
tion online can seem like things people might do without identifying 
as an activist, but in talking with Jeremiah the difference between  
his activist work and casual postings about race online are clear. He 
says,

They think that people talk about race to talk about race. They think that 
it’s a bunch of victim stuff. They think that it’s a bunch of us, you know, us 
being activists—people of Color and other people who care about these 
types of issues making it an issue, rather than it actually being a very  
real issue. And so, like, all my work is about showing people how it is an 
issue.

Jeremiah is involved with online and in-person social action, and in 
the months following our interview helped organize a campus-wide, 
week-long event focused around helping people understand how their 
social positions (i.e., their race, gender, orientation, or ability) impact 
their lived experiences. His activist identity goes beyond his online 
presence. But while in-person organizing events are less frequent, he 
takes his daily online conversations very seriously as sites of resistance. 
By giving people the intellectual tools to critique racist structures, ide-
ologies, and actions, he enacts social change, helping people in his net-
work to increase their racial and social consciousness. The positive 
feedback he receives about these actions not only reinforces his identity 
as an activist, but also gives him incentive to continue these types of 
discussions. He notes:
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I’ll get a couple of different Facebook posts on my wall that are like, “Man, 
you always have these discussions. It’s really good to read these.” Also, I 
get a lot of private messages and that’s what I really enjoy and that’s why I 
keep doing it. I’ve gotten dozens of private messages that say, “Continue to 
do what you’re doing,” because they’re reading these posts, seeing my 
responses and seeing other people’s responses . . . like, “I had this opinion 
and now that I see the type of dialogues that are happening, I see what 
you’re saying in a way different light than where I’m normally predisposed 
to believe.”

Participatory politics can be casual. Some people share articles or 
podcasts without intending to do activism, just because they find those 
things interesting. But for activists, those activities have a purpose. For 
Jeremiah, the focus of his online activism is ideological transforma-
tion, and the proof that his activism is working comes from the feed-
back he receives from his Facebook friends. Sharing a link on Facebook 
may seem as simple as walking down the street. But when you walk 
down the street with a sign about abolition, people may begin to walk 
alongside you.

Destiny is a student who engages in online actions that look like 
activism, but hesitates to call it activism because she does not feel she 
has enough followers (or hasn’t received enough positive feedback) to 
claim the title. She says,

Once my name is a little more known, I will actually want to do activism 
through that. And now the best way for me to do so is here, going to [cul-
tural group] meetings and trying to do that as an admissions ambassador 
. . . but online I don’t talk a lot about race, simply because if I do, I know I’ll 
get backlash, and not a lot of supports, because I’ve—like, I’m not a name, 
you know?

On mainstream media, you often need a “name” to be heard. Main-
stream news outlets may limit their invites to the most prominent 
scholars, activists, influencers, or media personalities. But on social 
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media, anyone can make a post about a social issue—this is part of the 
benefit of online organizing. Activists are able to bypass traditional 
gatekeepers of information, from mainstream institutions to main-
stream news sources.27 You don’t need a PhD or to have written a book 
in order to be heard.

Destiny’s perspective here, therefore, is surprising. She was the only 
person I talked to who felt she had to build a reputation through in- 
person activism before she had the credibility necessary to become an 
online activist. This, to be sure, is how some very prominent online 
activists have gotten their start, working with activist organizations 
and slowly building up their online presences until their activism 
appears to live more online than offline. But it is not typically how stu-
dents discussed doing the work.

There is also a contradiction in this case, because in her interview 
Destiny talks about doing some of the work that we would consider 
activism, challenging racism both online and in-person, referring to 
these small challenges as knocking down dominos, saying, “Every 
domino that falls is just furthering the line of the falling dominos.” 
One of the strengths of online activism is that there are lower barriers 
to entry. But if positive feedback, likes, or followers are perceived to be 
necessary to do the work, might some young activists be scared to 
engage? This is a potential unanticipated limitation of online activism. 
If young folks think they need to go viral, like hashtag activism, in 
order to join the Movement, this belief runs counters to the benefits of 
online activism being more democratic and egalitarian.

Unfortunately, just as some students receive positive feedback 
encouraging their activism, others receive implicit messages that these 
types of messages are unwanted. For example, Peyton talks about a 
less than stellar response to her postings about race.

I’ve noticed that as of late my Snap stories have become a lot about race, 
and being that most of my friends are White, the views go down. Like, 
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you see the first Snap and its like forty-five people, and then the second one 
is, like, thirteen people . . . They usually don’t get past the first one.

In Snapchat and Instagram story posts, users can post a series of 
images or videos, each a few seconds long, and their friends and follow-
ers can watch them in succession. Both apps, however, give users the 
chance to skip the rest of one person’s story and move on to the next set 
of videos on their friend list. If Peyton is concerned with keeping her 
friends’ attention, this type of subtle negative feedback—noticing that 
her friends skip her Snapchat posts when they are about race—can be 
discouraging. If positive feedback is part of what helps students begin 
to identify as activists, can negative feedback discourage activism?

Researchers use the term echo chamber to describe the way many 
online communities are populated by people who have the same opin-
ion as one another on a certain topic.28 But college students tend to be 
social media friends with large numbers of people around campus, not 
just people who agree with their racial and political beliefs. One of the 
benefits of online resistance like online counterspaces or social media-
based activism, in fact, is that it reaches a broader audience than do in-
person protests, forums, or campus student groups. Instead of seeing 
the same old faces showing up to every event, online you may engage 
with a different crowd, people who do not attend events in person but 
can read and respond to posts. But the type of response Peyton 
describes demonstrates that digital tools, like muting or skipping posts 
from friends who disagree with you, may further the creation of online 
echo chambers even among college students.

In other situations, online activism can be intentionally directed at a 
particular group. For example, Rachel talks about the permanent 
online counterspace she created, saying, “I started a group called [The 
Sister Space]29, and we usually discuss race issues, and particularly race 
issues related to women of Color, or gender issues related to women of 
Color.”
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Women of Color often feel marginalized in nonintersectional con-
versations about either racism or sexism, and therefore may benefit 
from spaces where theirs are the only voices. As an activist, Rachel 
facilitates the conversations in order to provide a much-needed space 
for women of color to grow and process their experiences. There are 
numerous examples of these types of groups, spaces, and social media 
accounts online. I follow several on my personal social media accounts 
and benefit from how critical and current their postings tend to be.

LooKiNG BeYoND THe CaMPUs

Division I student athletes generate millions of dollars for their home 
institutions but are not paid for their time beyond basic scholarship 
plans. Some have argued that there should be some profit sharing 
among college athletes in order to take less advantage of these young 
people who put their bodies on the line.30 In a similar fashion, in the 
absence of effective programming or educational opportunities around 
issues of race, some students of Color give their time and energy to 
educating people about race, resisting dominant and oppressive notions 
about what race means, and engaging in critical and intentional infor-
mal education efforts online. These students are activists who are help-
ing to stimulate increased racial consciousness among their peers and 
are shaping the futures of their schools.

Many online activists seem to have a broad conception of activism. 
When they aren’t pushing for a specific policy change, they still push a 
certain critical frame of thinking about race, racism, and inequality. 
They unmask racism and critique racism on various scales, from situa-
tions that make the national news to the interaction they just had  
in the grocery store. In the process they teach their followers what rac-
ism looks like, how to spot it, and how to subdue it. This process is 
related to some of the forms of digital resistance we’ve been exploring, 
from online racial checking in response to microaggressions, to  
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double-sided consciousness and memes that expose the way that rac-
ism operates.

This innovative online-based resistance can lead to a particular type 
of consciousness-focused activism, which doesn’t fit neatly into exist-
ing models of activism, organizing, or participatory politics. Online 
activists make posts meant to stimulate growth in racial consciousness 
and the ability to recognize and critique racist structures, attitudes, 
and behaviors. They see individual-level racial attitudes and frame-
works as sites of activism, and part of their work includes breaking 
down the racial ideologies that further racial inequality, racial bias, and 
White supremacy. Their goal is to train their peers to use a critical 
racial lens when interpreting dominant social norms, public and politi-
cal events, and interactions on campus. In this way, they seem to be fol-
lowing the transformative model of community organizing, which 
emphasizes building critical consciousness so that community mem-
bers can recognize and challenge the dominant ideological frame-
works that support unjust systems.31 Triumph, for these students, does 
not need to be tied to a formal policy change, and instead can derive 
from the way their peers demonstrate or articulate growth in their 
understanding of the social meaning of race.

For these young activists, online racial checking is a tool, online 
counterspaces are the sites of resistance, participatory politics is the 
method, double-sided consciousness is an outcome, and organizing is 
the ultimate goal as young people of color invest in the consciousness 
development of their peers and networks.
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the valois cafeteria is a well-known restaurant in Chi-
cago’s Hyde Park neighborhood, and is about a five-minute 
drive from President Obama’s house. Legend holds that 
President Obama used to frequent the diner, and his old 
order, an egg-white omelet, is now advertised as the Obama 
Special. Imagine, just sixty years before he took office, 
Barack Obama would have been turned away from most res-
taurants in the United States, and hundreds of Black people 
were beaten and arrested for sitting down in cafeterias or 
diners like Valois. But from 2008 to 2016, Obama was argua-
bly the most powerful person on the planet. How inspiring 
to see so much progress in a relatively short time. For many 
people, Obama’s rise was strong evidence of the decline  
of racism in America and the beginning of the post- 
racial era.

 8

RACISM IS TRENDING

I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are 
very different from my own. And I am not free as long as one person of 
Color remains chained. Nor is any one of you.

—audre lorde, “The Uses of Anger,” 1997

The Empire is a disease that thrives in darkness. It is never more alive 
than when we sleep.

—maarva andor, Andor, 2022
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Of course, people who think seriously about race and racism never 
believed in the myth of a postracial era. Racism has been masked and 
invisible, but not absent. In contrast with the notion that Obama’s ten-
ure as president is evidence of the end of racism, he has in reality been 
more of a lightning rod for racism, attracting an alarming amount of 
racial animosity. He was a symbol of hope and change, but not every-
one wanted change.

Much has been written about the racist backlash to Obama’s presi-
dency. Scholar Carol Anderson uses the term White rage to refer to con-
servative policy pushbacks in response to perceived Black advancement, 
including President Obama’s tenure in the White House.1 Some conserv-
atives used Obama’s election as proof that racism was dead and argued 
that the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which sought to outlaw sneaky ways 
of keeping Blacks from voting, no longer needed to be enforced by the 
courts.2 This backlash also found its way online. Not only did the number 
of online hate sites increase by 755 percent between 2008 (the year Obama 
was elected for his first term) and 2009, but online posts on hate sites 
after Obama’s election also tended to be more violent than they were 
before he was elected.3 Journalist Anthony Van Jones attributed Trump’s 
election in 2016 to what he calls “Whitelash,” a racist pendulum swing 
away from the symbol of change that Obama represented to a reclaim-
ing of White domination: “Make America Great Again.”4 In 1992 Tupac 
sang (or rapped) the words, “Although it seems heaven-sent / we ain’t 
ready to see a Black President.” Given the backlash we’ve witnessed 
against Obama, it seems Tupac, ever the prophet, was right: sixteen years 
later, America still wasn’t ready for a Black President.

iNVisiBiLiTY LosT

In the days leading up to the 2016 presidential election, President Barack 
Obama said that a victory for Trump would be a direct affront to his 
legacy.5 This is consistent with the way many Democrats and 
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left-leaning Independents responded to Donald Trump’s 2016 election  
as more than just a political loss; it was perceived to be a collective  
tragedy. One potential explanation for this is that Trump’s racial rheto-
ric and conservative policies caused him to be perceived as the embodi-
ment of old-fashioned racism: an ugly, open, and unapologetic racial 
ideology. As Trump was finding success on the campaign trail, David 
Duke, former leader of the Ku Klux Klan, said, “The fact that Donald 
Trump is doing so well, it proves that I’m winning.”6 Many liberals 
or antiracists would agree.

But in a society that explicitly values racial equality and where it is 
illegal to formally discriminate based on race, racism is most potent 
when it hides in the shadow of institutions and structures that use oft-
hidden advantages, purportedly colorblind laws and policies, and sur-
face-level egalitarian attitudes to create racial inequities. When racism 
is invisible, it is difficult for researchers, educators, activists, and citi-
zens to identify its causes and effects, and it is even more difficult to 
demonstrate these causes and effects to White folks in a way that is 
both convincing and unlikely to put them on the defensive.

Open racism is repugnant for most Americans. The unspoken agree-
ment to maintain a certain decorum—even while enacting violent, even 
murderous policies—is a crucial part of American politics. Trump’s vic-
tory—perceived by many to be a win for White supremacy—was short 
lived for this reason: it came at the cost of racism’s invisibility. Through-
out his tenure in the White House, Trump experienced the consequences 
of being perceived as a clear threat to our country’s values, and people 
from diverse viewpoints have come together in a sustained, anti-Trump 
movement throughout the country. He was impeached twice, and never 
had an approval rating over 50 percent.7 With over 80 million votes, 
more people voted for Biden in 2020 than any other presidential candi-
date in history.8 Biden wasn’t a wildly popular candidate, and I think it’s 
fair to attribute this turnout, at least in part, to anti-Trumpism: people 
voting more to get Trump out than to get Biden in.
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And in 2021, after Trump’s failure to be re-elected, he was banned 
from all major social media platforms, and the one platform that would 
accept him was banned from the major app stores.9 Despite this back-
lash, and a myriad of ethical concerns with Trump’s behaviors during 
his presidency, conservatives are torn regarding what role Trump and 
Trump-style politics will play in the Republican Party’s future. Some are 
convinced conservatives need Trump’s base to be successful, while oth-
ers want to move away from Trump to either reclaim the party’s histori-
cal values or reimagine the party’s priorities. As the Republican Party 
makes these decisions, some conservatives in Congress have gained 
attention by rebelling against the establishment, Trump-style, by break-
ing the rules and refusing to wear a mask or disclose whether they had 
been vaccinated in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.10 These acts of 
rebellion can make it seem that they are as independent from the politi-
cal machine as Trump was believed to be. The backlash against Trump, 
including from social media companies, may not be permanent. In fact, 
as billionaire Elon Musk made a bid to purchase the Twitter platform in 
2022, he announced plans to reinstate Trump’s account, a decision  
allegedly tied to his beliefs around free speech.11 Soon after Musk’s acqui-
sition, Trump's Twitter account was reinstated.

In 2021, Kamala Harris claimed that America was not racist, some-
thing that disappointed many of her followers who supported her as 
the first Black and Indian woman to be elected as vice president.12 But 
to imagine why Harris might have made this claim (we can imagine 
without excusing), consider the uproar if the VP had suggested the 
opposite during a time when critical race theory was being banned in 
select places across the country. Most Americans don’t believe racism is 
prevalent in American society and don’t want to think about it. They 
dismiss incidents of racism as uncommon and do not want to hear that 
these incidents are evidence of a deeper problem.

Throughout this book I’ve argued that the unmasking of racism, 
largely in online spaces, provides new opportunities for resistance. It’s 
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easier to fight (and defeat) an enemy you can see. It’s easier to convince 
allies to join the fight when the enemy is in clear view. Technology has 
provided the means to make racism more visible and more accessible 
to people who don’t (knowingly) encounter it in their everyday lives. 
For most people, racism is relegated to history, one of the old gods who 
has lost its vitality. But now, it’s becoming clearer to the masses that 
racism is as formidable as ever. Racism is trending. The longer it trends, 
the more people will see it unmasked.

Online discussions of racism are more common and becoming nor-
malized. More attention is being brought to the invisible ways racism 
operates. As racism trends, as videos of racism go viral, as people on 
social media challenge racism—from influencers with millions of fol-
lowers, to regular people posting for their personal networks—these 
acts expose the mechanisms of racism and prove the continuing signif-
icance of race. Racism trending is a sea change for a society that has 
been characterized by color-blindness in the twenty-first century.

The students I talked with told us about the increase in discussions 
of race on campus, something that is helping to change the campus 
racial environment, increase racial awareness, and challenge various 
forms of racism. But this book is not just about colleges and universi-
ties. How can we determine whether these trends are taking place on 
social media more broadly, and not just on campus?

To measure how much racism has been trending online, I conducted 
searches for race-related keywords on Twitter for over ten years, from 
2011 to mid-2021. In this chapter, the last chapter, I will be discussing and 
presenting charts that visualize these trends, demonstrating just how 
common some race-related language has become in online spaces. My 
goal with these charts is not to inundate you with data, especially as the 
book is winding down. But it is important that you see that just as the 
conversation is shifting on campus, the conversation is shifting in 
broader online spheres as well. Take note of the shape of these charts, 
and see how they are all trending upwards— all except figure B, which 
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looks at the total number of tweets during this time period (I included 
this chart just to show that the trends we see are not simply due to 
increased usage of Twitter—Total Twitter use was actually decreasing 
as usage of many of the race-related terms we explore were increasing).

The first term I researched is simply racism (or racist), shown in fig-
ure C. Mentions of racism or racist(s) have been increasing each year, 
spiking in 2020 with the death of George Floyd, which, on the heels of 
the murders of Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery, sparked the sus-
tained 2020 protests and uprisings against anti-Black police violence. 
Use of racism/racist really picks up in 2016. Out of curiosity, I found that 
the average daily Twitter mentions of the term racist increased from 
7,356 in the six months preceding Trump’s nomination as the Republi-
can candidate in July of 2016, to 13,774 in the six months after.13 I specu-
late this has something to do with Trump’s more openly racist policies 
and rhetoric, but I don’t want to give Trump all the credit. The Move-
ment for Black Lives, together with BIPOC activists and social media 
users, were driving this increase well before Trump’s rise.

To account for the term racist being used to refer to old-fashioned, in-
your-face racism, I performed another search, this time for institutional, 
structural, and systemic racism. These terms are less likely to be thrown 
about casually or as an insult. They typically imply a more advanced 
understanding of how racism operates. Increased mentions of struc-
tural, institutional, or systemic racism can be seen in figure D. Because 
thinking about racism as an individual-level phenomenon is the domi-
nant way of thinking about racism, referring to racism on a structural 
level challenges and advances how most people think about racism.

If you already are accustomed to thinking about racism as a struc-
tural phenomenon, you may not think this shift in language is a big 
deal. But how did you begin to think about racism as a structural prob-
lem? Do you remember when your paradigm for understanding racism 
shifted from being about evil racists with pointy white hats, to being 
about policies and organizations that on a surface level have nothing to 
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do with race? Was it a class you took, a thoughtful friend you stayed up 
late talking to, or a person you follow on social media? In my inter-
views, I found that many students point to various online sources that 
complicated and deepened how they think about and discuss racism. 
More and more people are exposed to this informal, online knowledge 
production and dissemination that has powerful consequences for our 
understandings of racism in the digital age.

There are other terms that are increasing in usage that are also 
designed to expose and teach about the ways racism works. Some of 
these have become so common they can be thought of as buzzwords. As 
with all buzzwords, they run the risk of being overused to the point their 
meanings can be watered down or become meaningless. An unfortu-
nate example of this is the term woke, which once was a smart way of 
conceptualizing racial, social, and political consciousness, but today is 
more often used pejoratively by conservative voices criticizing the “woke 
crowd,” those they perceive to be progressive on issues around race, gen-
der, or orientation. But on the way to overuse lies a sweet spot, when the 
language is buzzing just enough to indicate a change in the base level of 
racial consciousness, as more people develop a vocabulary that makes it 
easier for them to understand and articulate the ways that racism works.

One example is the term microaggression, seen in figure E. In a 2020 
paper, my colleagues and I did an in-depth qualitative analysis of how 
the term microaggression was being used on Twitter. One-third of the 
usages were anti-microaggression—people who thought microaggres-
sions were not real or the term overused.14 This means that the term is 
not just being used amongst like-minded, antiracist folks. This wide-
spread adoption of the term, even among the opposition, means that 
the world is becoming more aware of, and talking about, the types of 
subtle experiences that support the continuation of racial oppression 
but typically go unnoticed or unchallenged.

Another buzzword is White privilege, which refers to unearned ben-
efits Whites receive based on their Whiteness. Privilege, including not 
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just White privilege, but also male, straight, cis, class, ability, citizen-
ship, and religious privilege, can be difficult concepts to teach.15 And it 
is possible (and common) to intellectually understand privilege as a 
concept but have a hard time grasping one’s own privileges. Many of 
my students, and my interviewees, have discussed being exposed in 
online spaces to ways of thinking about privileges they didn’t realize 
they had. The increased discussion of privilege (seen in figure F) can 
have an impact on people’s ability to understand the way racism influ-
ences their lived experiences.

Another term that has increased in usage is cultural appropriation, 
which describes the assimilation of cultural symbols, practices, or 
resources of a nondominant group, by a dominant group.16 It is this 
power dynamic that separates cultural appropriation from cultural 
exchange. Those who are having their culture appropriated have tradi-
tionally lacked the power to speak out against it, while those who engage 
in cultural appropriation often have the power to benefit or profit off it 
without consequence. But through social media, challenges and cri-
tiques to various forms of cultural appropriation have become more and 
more common. While the overall mentions of cultural appropriation 
increase over time, there are more visible single-instant spikes in usage 
for this term, seen in figure G, which may be explained by instances 
when celebrities engaged in very public forms of cultural appropriation.

The most convincing explanations for how online spaces came to be 
characterized by increased attention to issues of racial inequities start 
with Black women, a point Feminista Jones and Catherine Knight 
Steele make strongly in their books.17 And for the Black women who 
have been driving Twitter culture, as it relates to critical challenges of 
racism, sexism, and homophobia, racism has never been just about 
race. For example, scholar Moya Bailey coined the term “misogynoir” 
on Twitter to refer to the specific brand of racism that is unique to 
Black women.18 Bailey’s book explores how Black women resist misog-
ynoir in online spaces. It is clear that one of the defining characteristics 
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of digital resistance is its intersectional concern with not only racism 
but also other forms of domination.

Perhaps the most powerful example of a buzzword that points toward 
a more critical way of analyzing racism is intersectionality, a term created 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw to explain the ways racism intersects with other 
forms of marginalization, including gender, sexual orientation, class, 
ability, or religion, to create distinctive forms of oppression.19 Black fem-
inist thought has long recognized the inescapable connection between 
racism and other forms of oppression. For example, in 1977 the Com-
bahee River Collective, a radical Black feminist collective, wrote, “If 
Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have 
to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all the 
systems of oppression.”20 The quote from Audre Lorde at the beginning 
of this chapter speaks directly to this mandate that the freedom struggle 
be inclusive, not segmented; our fates are tied.

Figure H shows increases in mentions of the term intersectional or 
intersectionality over time. As racism is discussed more broadly, it is 
increasingly done with an intersectional lens, ensuring that we are not 
fighting racism in a way that only benefits straight Black men. Figures 
I and J show similar patterns for searches for the patriarchy, and hetero-
patriarchy. While not all feminist thought includes the struggles of 
Black women and women of Color—in fact, Black women on Twitter 
have been instrumental in identifying “White feminists,” or those who 
claim to support all women but are primarily concerned with issues 
unique to White women, ignoring injustices particular to women of 
Color—still, this increase in mentions of feminism is indicative of the 
normalization of this critical framework challenging the power struc-
tures that privilege men over women.

Civil rights movement leaders who are taught in schools are gener-
ally straight, Black men: Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X  
being the most prominent (Rosa Parks is taught but is not often framed 
as a leader). But as I briefly mention in chapter 6, Ella Baker, a  
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Black woman, and Bayard Rustin, a gay Black man, were two of the 
most important figures of the civil rights movement, with Rustin  
being one of the architects of the nonviolent protest strategy and writ-
ing some of King’s best known speeches, and Baker doing the organiz-
ing work for decades that built the scaffolding needed to make the 
movement successful.21 The BLM network, on the other hand, “centers 
those who have been marginalized within Black liberation move-
ments.”22 Women and queer folks no longer need to take a back seat 
to straight men in leadership, and the analysis of and strategizing 
against anti-Black police violence is expected to be intersectional from 
the jump.

Some mentions of race-related terms seem to coincide with Trump’s 
time in office between 2016 and 2020. For example, mentions of dog 
whistle (figure K) do not increase gradually between 2011 and 2016, like 
many of the other search terms, but instead seem to jump in 2016, with 
12,856 tweets in June, followed by 29,658 in July and 37,063 in August 
(the months after Trump won the Republican nomination for presi-
dent). Just as a dog whistle sounds at a frequency that is audible to dogs 
but not humans, dog-whistle politics refers to politicians using lan-
guage designed to communicate with a specific group of constituents 
without alienating other voters.23 More people pointing to dog-whistle 
politics can be the result of general increases in racial consciousness 
indicated by other charts, but likely also comes in response to Trump’s 
campaign and administration: Trump’s racist dog whistle operates at a 
different frequency than those of most Republicans. Whereas the tradi-
tional conservative dog whistle is designed to avoid detection, masking 
racist policies behind fiscal or value concerns, Trump seemed to choose 
to use a “regular” whistle, audible to humans and so loud it can give 
people a headache. His policies are harder to be explained as being 
driven by fiscal conservatism, instead of racism.

Similarly, in figure L we see that mentions of vote(r) suppression began 
to increase around 2016, with the monthly average mentions increasing 
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from 10,166 in 2015, to 87,083 in 2016, and up to 1.2 million monthly men-
tions in 2021. The 2021 increase came at the same time conservatives 
around the country enacted voter repression policies to reduce Black 
and Latinx voter turnout, which some believe is the only way to keep 
the Republican Party viable.24 I first learned about this recent voter sup-
pression push through an Instagram post, which was itself a screenshot 
of a Twitter post. These posts prompted me to do further research. Fol-
lowing activists on social media can make it easier to keep track of jus-
tice-related issues, especially those not being reported by mainstream 
media. The chart in figure L represents on a large scale what many of 
us have been experiencing on our personal social media feeds.

The most striking trends, in my view, are seen when examining 
mentions of more radical terms on social media, things such as prison 
abolition or reparations. Books like Angela Davis’s Are Prisons Obsolete?, 
Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow, and Reuben Miller’s Halfway 
Home, have brought into public consciousness the realities of the crimi-
nal justice system, its racist nature, and its impact on the lives of incar-
cerated and formerly incarcerated folks.25 There are many schools of 
reform, with some calling for shorter sentences and more programs to 
prevent prison re-entry, and others demanding the release of those 
incarcerated for drug offenses, especially now that weed can be bought 
and sold legally. White people, including the billionaire governor of 
Illinois, J. B. Pritzker, are getting rich off weed, while far too many 
Black people are still locked up because of it.

Prison abolitionists question the very logic of carceral systems—
from prisons to courts to the police.26 This is a political ideology that is 
often seen as being far-left, and can make many left-central–leaning 
proponents of prison reform uncomfortable. Prison abolitionists are 
intentional with the language they use to describe the prison-industrial 
complex in order to challenge dominant ways of viewing punishment, 
and they encourage us to imagine a world where jails are neither seen 
as justice, nor needed.
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I believe the gradual increase in mentions of abolition we see in  
figure M, with increases between 2013 and 2021, is connected to the 
Movement for Black Lives. Figure M shows an explosion in the use of 
abolition in 2020, with tweets mentioning abolition jumping from 
42,066 in April, to 109,219 in May, to 1,154,777 in June. This explosion 
takes place at the height of the uprisings protesting anti-Black violence: 
on June 6, 2020, 500,000 people took to the streets at over 500 sites in the 
United States.27 Many leaders and activists associated with the upris-
ings against anti-Black police violence utilize an abolitionist frame-
work, suggesting that police reform efforts have failed and demanding 
a reimagining of what public safety looks like in a world without police. 
Even as in-person protests slowed down towards the end of 2020 and 
beginning of 2021, the mentions of abolition on Twitter increased.

Similarly, figure N shows tweets with the terms defund or abolish 
police. Big cities often spend a disproportionate amount of their budg-
ets on police departments, including a quarter of the city’s budget 
going towards police in Los Angeles and Baltimore, a third in Houston 
and Chicago, and over 40 percent in Oakland and Milwaukee.28 The 
call to defund the police, reinvesting the money in programs that 
would reduce the social problems that often precede involvement with 
the criminal justice system, including poverty, food scarcity, mental ill-
ness, or joblessness, originated as an abolitionist demand during the 
Ferguson protests.29 An example of a program associated with this 
demand would be an alternate means of emergency response, like 
sending trained mental health professionals to help someone having a 
mental health crisis instead of the police. A social worker trained in 
anticarceral methods would respond differently to this crisis than a 
police officer would, seeking to get the person the help they need, 
rather than handcuffing or beating them or sending them to jail when 
they really are in need of assistance.30 Groups like #8ToAbolition con-
tinue to organize for “measures that reduce the scale, scope, power, 
authority, and legitimacy of criminalizing institutions,” with the ulti-
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mate goal being the elimination of the police institution.31 Other sup-
porters of defunding the police may want to see a reduction and 
redistribution of police budgets coupled with police reforms, but do not 
go as far as demanding abolition.

We find similar patterns when we search on Twitter for the term 
abolish ICE, as seen in figure O. ICE refers to the Immigration, Custody, 
and Enforcement Agency, a division of the Department of Homeland 
Security. The #AbolishICE hashtag came into prominence in 2018, 
when the separations of migrant families at the southern border of the 
US, and children in cages, made national headlines.32 Left-leaning activ-
ists responded to these images not by simply suggesting an ICE policy 
change, but by demanding the entire organization be abolished, given 
its history of abuse and terror that long preceded the Trump adminis-
tration.33 This hashtag comes from an anticarceral, abolitionist 
approach to thinking about immigration reform that critiques not just 
Trump but also Obama, Clinton, and Bush before him. I believe it was 
easier for the media and the public to be outraged at Trump’s family 
separation policy, because of (1) widely spread and distasteful images of 
children in cages, and (2) Trump’s history of racist remarks towards the 
Latinx community, which made the connection between his policies 
and bias more obvious. But the calls for abolishing ICE recognize that 
the origins of the mistreatment of people of Color at the border do not 
begin with Trump, and is something both liberals and conservatives 
have been guilty of in the name of protecting the border (language that 
we discuss as part of the Latino threat narrative in chapter 2).

Another radical form of antiracism can be seen in figure P, in the 
term reparations. Reparations are defined by the Movement for Black 
Lives as the “act or process of making amends for a wrong,” or restor-
ing a group injured by human rights violations based on race (or 
another form of identity).34 Some examples of reparations include the 
billions of dollars Germany has paid Israel in reparations for the Holo-
caust, and money the United States has paid to Japanese Americans 
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who were placed in internment camps during the Second World War.35 
In America, this discussion typically centers around reparations for 
slavery. Freedwomen and freedmen were meant to be given repara-
tions in the form of 40 acres and a mule (which would have allowed 
them to make an agrarian living), but this was rarely done. Instead, 
many freedwomen and freedmen were forced into sharecropping, a 
form of labor and economic exploitation.

In the Unites States, reparations for slavery can seem like a pipe 
dream. Giving reparations implies that there is some contemporary 
culpability for historical injustices, something that flies in the face of 
rugged American individualism, which includes the notion that we are 
each responsible for our own choices, and a minimization of the effects 
of historical wrongs on our current circumstances. As an example of 
this, scholar Robert Patterson notes that one of the biggest jobs for 
activists fighting for reparations is to explicitly connect government 
actions during slavery, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow to the current 
social and economic realities in the Black community—something that 
is difficult because conservatives and centrists prefer to ignore the his-
tory of racial oppression and have a hard time admitting its contempo-
rary relevance.36

But figure P shows that online discussions of reparations have been 
increasing, including an initial jump in 2014, followed by five years of 
gradual increases, and an explosion in 2019 that has remained relatively 
constant through 2021. At the same time that Twitter discourse of repa-
rations has been increasing, we have seen at least eleven mayors across 
the United States engage in what we might call proof-of-concept repa-
rations efforts, using local policies and funds to engage in experimental 
efforts at giving reparations to Black people living in communities that 
have benefitted from slavery and have engaged in discrimination 
against Black residents.37

We can’t causally point to Twitter as the sole reason reparations are 
taking hold. Activists had been demanding reparations long before 
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Twitter commanded the interests of politicians and the mainstream 
media. And the local activists and policy-makers that pushed for repa-
rations in Illinois, North Carolina, California, or Colorado may not 
have been on Twitter. But the more a topic is discussed on social media, 
the more it is normalized, the more it makes the news—the more pol-
icy changes such as reparations become palatable for voters and policy 
makers. And because politicians pay attention to things that trend on 
social media, they may seek to adopt policies that ingratiate themselves 
with the Twitter users behind the trending issues.

I’ve always believed that giving reparations to Black people was just. 
Not just reparations for slavery, but also for the centuries of laws and 
policies that limited our life chances and built the structures that make 
it so hard to escape poverty today, from Jim Crow laws to redlining 
and the willful creation of the ghetto; and for the discriminatory poli-
cies that kept Black folks from benefitting from government programs 
that helped White Americans build wealth, like the G.I. Bill of Rights 
(1944) that subsidized home ownership for White veterans but excluded 
Black veterans.38 But I never imagined reparations becoming real. If I 
have a hard time convincing my ostensibly nonracist White friends 
that Black people deserve reparations, how could we possibly convince 
the world or people in power? Social media discussions have been con-
tributing to this “imagination” work, helping people envision a differ-
ent world where Black people and people of Color are valued, and 
society is accountable for the past wrongs that shape our contemporary 
realities. This increase in discourse doesn’t mean reparations will 
become a reality for Black people on a national level anytime soon. Yet 
the increased discourse—as well as the proofs of concept and activist 
victories around the country—let us know that reparations are no 
longer laughable, the way Jerry describes the reaction to his talking 
about reparations in chapter 3.

In June of 2021, President Joe Biden made Juneteenth a national holi-
day. Juneteenth is a day that celebrates the Union army reaching Texas 
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several months after Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered 
and the end of the Civil War, and declaring that all slaves were free. 
Frederick Douglass’s famous speech, “The Meaning of the Fourth of 
July for the Negro,” explored the contradiction of Independence Day, 
as on July 4, 1776, only White folks were free, and Black folks were still 
enslaved.39 The celebration of Juneteenth acknowledges the contradic-
tion of Independence Day and highlights the way the fight for freedom 
extends beyond the Revolutionary War, or even the Emancipation 
Proclamation.

Growing up, each year my extended family celebrated Kwanzaa, a 
holiday that recognizes Black history and African heritage. Despite this 
commitment to celebrating Black heritage and culture, I did not hear of 
Juneteenth until I was an adult. In figure Q we can see bumps in con-
versation about Juneteenth each year that increase in size across time, 
from 63,107 in June of 2016, to 204,129 in June of 2017, to over 6.3 million 
in June of 2020 (in the midst of the uprisings), and 4.1 million in June of 
2021, when Biden made the holiday official. Twitter can put things like 
reparations, or Juneteenth, on the radar, which can influence the types 
of policies politicians and folks in power pursue. It’s not only Twitter, of 
course. Activists like Opal Lee have organized in-person demonstra-
tions and events to spread the word about the holiday for years.40 But 
online rhetoric and discourse shapes the discussions that are had from 
traditional media to Capitol Hill. In the case of Juneteenth, face-to-face 
activists and online users both contributed to speaking and marching 
this holiday into existence.

At the same time justice-oriented topics trend on social media, these 
platforms can also be used to spread hate. Figures R and S show that 
usage of #BlackLivesMatter (BLM) and #AllLivesMatter (ALM) have 
both been increasing in popularity over the past decade (although BLM 
has been used nine times more than ALM, or around 92 million more 
times than ALM over this time period). Seeing people tweet or talk 
about ALM can be disheartening, and it is difficult to discern whether 
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those behind these messages are open racists using ALM as cover or 
confused citizens who need to be schooled on what BLM is.

But, when either All Lives Matter or Black Lives Matter trend, both 
trends challenge the dominant narrative in different ways. The domi-
nant mode of understanding racism suggests that racism is an individ-
ual-level problem that largely died off after the civil rights movement. 
BLM tweets challenge this narrative by highlighting the depth of rac-
ism in US structures and institutions (not just the police). At the same 
time, the ugliness and ignorance associated with ALM proves that rac-
ism is not dead. As the naming of contemporary expressions of racism 
increases, so does the collective capacity to recognize racism in its myr-
iad forms, even the forms of racism largely hidden from mainstream 
eyes. Similarly, but perhaps counterintuitively, online racism also alerts 
online users to the widespread continuation of old-school style  
racism—a phenomena discussed at length in chapter 4—which can put 
them on alert for racism from unexpected sources.

Sometimes these long-term shifts in online racial discourse are bol-
stered or jump-started by more short-term, viral responses to racism or 
race-related issues. For instance, the hashtags #StopAsianHate and 
#StopAAPIHate were used over 4.7 million times between their incep-
tion in March 2020 and June 2021. These hashtags brought attention to 
disturbing increases in anti-Asian hate crimes between 2019 and 2022. 
Some of my Asian friends and colleagues shared the ways they and 
their family and friends were on the receiving end of verbal attacks, 
from being called “corona,” to being treated rudely in ways that were 
not typical for them before the pandemic. As I briefly mention in the 
last chapter, this type of anti-Asian bias appeared to be sanctioned at 
the highest levels: because the COVID-19 virus first hit the news as an 
outbreak in Wuhan, China, then-President Trump insisted on refer-
ring to the virus as the “Chinese virus,” going as far as to cross out 
“corona” and write in “Chinese” on a speech that had been prepared  
for him.41
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Things seemed to come to a head in early 2021 when a number of 
attacks on the AAPI community made the news, from the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area to New York City, followed by a mass shooting at an 
Atlanta massage parlor. While some mainstream news outlets found 
nonracial rationales for the murders (including religion, mental health, 
and stress), social media users challenged these dominant narratives 
and insisted that anti-Asian racism be recognized and named.

I also remember that for a time, most of the media images and vid-
eos of anti-Asian violence seemed to be perpetrated by Black folks.42 If 
mainstream media were to be believed, it appeared the increase in anti-
Asian violence was being driven by the Black community. Black activ-
ists around the country spoke out against this violence right away, and 
many Black people began to ask hard questions about what might be 
going on in the community. But research has shown that around 75 
percent of anti-Asian hate crimes are perpetuated by White people.43 
Despite this media misrepresentation, the public examples of anti-
Asian violence at the hands of Black people led to activists from both 
communities working together to rally against these acts of violence 
and come up with solutions.44 Online discussions put anti-Asian vio-
lence into historical context, detailing the history and contemporary 
realities of Asian-Black relations, using White supremacy as a frame 
through which to understand both anti-Asian attitudes and actions in 
the Black community, as well as anti-Black attitudes and actions in the 
Asian community, and challenge the idea that the best solution would 
be increasing police patrols (which could be seen as increasing anti-
Black state violence in order to combat anti-Asian violence).

One example of online users thinking critically about these events 
and anti-Asian attitudes more broadly is the increased discussion online 
of the term model minority myth, seen in figure T. The model minority 
myth refers to the way Asian Americans are seen as the model minor-
ity: well-behaved, high-achieving, and self-sufficient, often in contrast 
to stereotypes of other minoritized groups, like Black, Latinx, and 
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Indigenous folks as being criminal, low-achieving, and dependent.45 
While in some situations this myth may seem to benefit Asians, a criti-
cal analysis of the myth finds that it perpetuates stereotypes of Asians 
as foreigners, which in turn normalizes the type of anti-Asian senti-
ment that was often ignored prior to 2020. Usage of the term model 
minority myth jumped from 5,033 in April of 2020 to 39,872 in May of 
2020 and 41,157 in June of 2020. Mentions died down during the second 
half of 2020, but peaked in March of 2021, the month of the anti-Asian 
mass shooting in Atlanta, with 57,316 mentions. The model minority 
myth is an academic concept that has been increasingly used in online 
spaces to boost public understanding of the ways anti-Asian bias, a 
product of White supremacy, operates in the United States, from pre-
sumably benign stereotypes to horrific acts of violence.

In 2021, Palestine went viral. Social media was filled with videos 
depicting several Palestinian families being evicted from their homes 
in the Sheik Jarrah neighborhood in East Palestine, protests in response 
to these forced evictions, as well as Israeli aggression towards protes-
tors and residents, including shooting tear gas, rubber bullets, and bul-
lets into a mosque and beating worshippers.46 These videos were, for 
many, an introduction to “settler” politics in Palestine. In one viral 
video, a Palestinian woman pleads with a settler named Jacob, saying, 
“you are stealing my house.” His response was to say, “And if I don’t 
steal it, someone else is gonna steal it,” as if this absolved him of all 
guilt.47 Other videos included explanations, putting into layman’s 
terms the types of evictions that have been going on for decades in Pal-
estine: as Israeli courts determine that Palestinians are staying on land 
that belonged to Israelis before 1948, now, more than seventy years 
later, Palestinians are being forced to leave family homes they have 
lived in for generations.

Figure U shows mentions of the word Palestine on Twitter between 
2011 and 2021. There are small bumps in usage of the term over time, 
corresponding to moments when conflict in Palestine/Israel was mak-
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ing international headlines, including the 2014 Gaza War. But in May of 
2021, we see a huge increase, with a little over 300,000 tweets in April of 
2021, but over 18 million in May of 2021. This is both unique and signifi-
cant, given the hesitance many folks feel about speaking up about 
injustices in Palestine. Historically, speech in support of Palestine has 
often been labelled antisemitic, and there are numerous examples of 
Black activists, artists, and scholars whose careers were harmed 
because they were accused of antisemitism as a result of their support 
of Palestinian freedom or their critiques of the Israeli occupation.48

For example, when scholar and former CNN correspondent Mark 
Lamont Hill gave a speech in support of Palestine, there was a media 
firestorm and he not only lost his job at CNN, but there was talk about 
him potentially losing his position as a tenured professor at Temple 
University.49 And legendary activist Angela Davis had an award from 
the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute (temporarily) revoked as a result 
of criticism of a boycott of Israel she supported.50 In his book, Vibrate 
Higher, rapper Talib Kweli talks about his shows in Germany being can-
celled after he attended an event supporting Palestine.51 Despite cogent 
arguments that insist criticizing Israeli policy is not antisemitic, and 
that explain why we cannot conflate “a diverse religion with the poli-
tics and policies of a single country,” speaking up for Palestine can have 
consequences that may scare away some supporters.52

In 2021, activists chose to call out this fear. In addition to heart-
wrenching videos, images, and interviews, my personal social media 
feeds were filled with messages from activists encouraging others to 
repost the videos that weren’t making the news. Many of these posts 
suggested that being silent about what was happening in Palestine was 
being complicit in the oppression of Palestinian peoples. These infor-
mal prompts or pushes from activists may have helped accelerate the 
rate at which news from Palestine was being reposted.

Perhaps these activists were too effective. Activists and people 
reposting activist and primary source content began to report that 
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Figure U. Monthly Mentions of Palestine on Twitter, 2011–2021
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Figure R. Monthly Mentions of Black Lives Matter on Twitter, 2011–2021
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their posts were being blocked and removed by Facebook.53 One of my 
friends, who had posted more than twenty videos from on the ground 
in Palestine to her social media stories, posted a screenshot of a mes-
sage from Instagram saying that she would no longer be allowed to 
post on the subject. It seemed that as Palestine was going viral, social 
media companies were limiting the spread of images, videos, and com-
mentary regarding what was going on in Palestine. Of course, these 
companies denied the banning was intentional and blamed malfunc-
tioning algorithms.54 Whether or not you choose to believe their expla-
nations, this is an important reminder that though social media can be 
used to bypass traditional media gatekeepers in promoting issues of 
racial justice the powers that be do not want the public to hear about, 
social media companies have also become gatekeepers themselves.

fiNisHiNG THe PUZZLe

The longest I’ve ever gone without seeing another person of Color was 
the week I spent in Maine working to finish this book. I was in a cabin 
that was twenty minutes away from the nearest grocery store and cof-
fee shop, way out in the sticks. It was a wonderful week in January, and 
besides arriving at the start of a snowstorm,55 sliding backwards down 
the snowy hill my AirBnb sat atop,56 and being worried that I would 
run out of logs to burn,57 it was a wonderful trip. Every day I wrote by 
the fireplace and took breaks in the outdoor hot tub, surrounded by a 
snowy forest with a frozen lake visible in the distance. The second day 
a truck came by and plowed away most of the snow in the driveway 
and on the hill, and I (bravely, I thought) ventured into town to get 
some groceries and a latte.

As I drove, I noticed a Confederate flag hanging near another flag 
that I didn’t recognize. Because I associate the Confederate flag with 
racism, I wondered whether this other unknown flag was also advertis-
ing White supremacy. My AirBNB had a sliding deck door that didn’t 
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lock, which already felt uncomfortable for this native Chicagoan (I’ve 
always been amazed at my suburban or rural friends who don’t feel the 
need to lock their doors). But the combination of a broken lock and 
(potential) White supremacists in the area was too much for me, and I 
decided to do a Google search for White supremacist groups in Maine. 
To my relief, there weren’t many, but I did find myself on the website 
for a White supremacist organization with a local chapter. The group 
believed that because the United States was too diverse for Whites to 
maintain power via democracy, it was time to turn to fascism and take 
power by force.

I was initially surprised by this logic, because I had always associated 
White supremacist groups with hyperpatriotism and religious-level 
dedication to American freedoms. Fascism doesn’t fit with a religious-
level devotion to democracy. Then I noticed how this White suprema-
cist logic was remarkably consistent with the way conservatives have 
been enacting voting restrictions to keep Black voters from casting 
their ballots.58 Many conservatives believe that current demographic 
trends—with White people quickly becoming the numerical minor-
ity—will make it difficult for them to stay in power, and are therefore 
seeking to change the rules so that only people who think like them 
have access to the voting booth. But while Republicans are pretending 
to do this to prevent voter fraud, White supremacists are open with 
their desire to prevent Black people and people of Color from voting. 
As the logic of White supremacy becomes more visible, its connection 
to conservative efforts become clearer. This connection, such as what 
was seen with the January 2021 Capital riots, will weaken conservative 
efforts to maintain racist policies and practices without resistance.

THe fiNaL PieCe

As racism trends, hidden racist attitudes and mechanisms continue to 
be revealed. But activists and antiracists, empowered by online com-
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munication, are refusing to let racism go unchallenged. The hood has 
come off, and racism is showing (and being forced to show) its bared 
face—at scale—for the first time in over half a century. This brings us 
back to the intellectual puzzle I began with: what does racism online 
tell us about racism in the real world?

It reveals it, exposes it, and opens it up to the types of questions rac-
ists are able to avoid when they adopt more covert methods. Online 
racism contradicts the dominant narrative and the postracial myth. It 
levels the public discourse playing field, circumventing the rules that 
have been put in place to limit how much we know and talk about rac-
ism. It also reminds people who thought racism was in our rearview 
mirror how much it still hurts today.

But there’s another question, one I didn’t know to ask when I began 
this project. How does online resistance fit in with the fight against 
racism in the real world? The rhetoric has changed, and the fight 
against racism looks much different now. The enemy is clearer and our 
tools more precise. More people are familiar with the language we 
need to use to describe racism, from the subtle microaggressions that 
characterize everyday interactions to the structural racism that can 
invisibly constrain our life choices and chances. And people are more 
willing to challenge racism, in part because social media has changed 
the racial power dynamics that have long silenced Black folks and folks 
of Color.

In an interview with filmmaker Spike Lee, comedian Eddie Murphy 
tells a story about a conversation he had in his office with boxing leg-
end Mike Tyson and his then-promoter Don King.59 When the conver-
sation turned to White people, Eddie noted that the three of them 
began to whisper. Here were three of the most powerful Black public 
figures in the world, sitting in Eddie’s private office—not around any 
White folks—but they were worried about speaking about race out 
loud. This is illustrative of the perceived danger of speaking out against 
White supremacy, even in a private setting, even exclusively among 

Eschmann-When the Hood Comes Off.indd   213 28/01/23   8:15 PM



214 C H a p T E r  E I G H T

other Black folks, and even among individuals whose fame and finan-
cial success may insulate them from some forms of racism. For exam-
ple, we might expect a police officer who stops Eddie Murphy to let 
him off with a warning, once he sees it is a celebrity behind the wheel. 
Comedian Dave Chappelle tells of this exact type of special treatment; 
a White officer let him go because of his celebrity status. The story 
ends tragically: the officer who stopped Chappelle shot a Black child 
the very next day.60

Today, Black public figures probably feel a bit different when dis-
cussing racism. Celebrities, including athletes, may feel less pressure to 
keep their mouths shut—or shut up and dribble—to make themselves 
attractive to corporate sponsors. Social media can provide them with a 
voice that is not controlled by corporations, which some athletes have 
even used to critique the corporations that pay them. Today, Black ath-
letes speaking out against racism, or in support of the Movement for 
Black Lives, may receive more attention—and a bigger social media 
following—than those who are silent. Of course, there can still be con-
sequences for resistance. Notably, football player Colin Kaepernick lost 
his job in the NFL after kneeling during the national anthem to protest 
the persistence of anti-Black police violence in the United States. But 
Kaepernick has not only been part of the change—the discussion 
around the unjust backlash against Kaepernick has made it easier for 
other athletes to speak out without experiencing the same conse-
quences—but he has also benefitted in some ways from his protest, 
from receiving a Nike shoe with his likeness on it (something he was 
not on track to receive as an athlete), to being widely lauded for his 
activist work.

But social media is not just a tool for the rich and famous. Technol-
ogy has bolstered resistance against racism by emboldening Black folks 
and folks of Color and amplifying our critiques of racist practices, peo-
ple, and structures. Talking about racism at work can get you fired. But 
in addition to some folks of Color feeling more safe talking about rac-
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ism online, when racist acts hit the internet, racists are the ones who 
need fear getting fired. This is a shift in power. The charts in this sec-
tion reflect some of these promising changes in rhetoric. People are 
more comfortable talking about racism. This shift in language scares 
the opposition, which is why they are fighting so hard against theories 
about racism (like CRT) that name the mainstream institutions and 
policies that perpetuate racial oppression.

This is why interpersonal challenges to racism are so important. 
Those who are intentionally racist will say and do as much as they can 
get away with. And people who say or do racist things without realiz-
ing it won’t stop until we point out the ways in which the things they 
say are problematic. Every racist act or statement that goes unchal-
lenged makes the next racist act easier to get away with, because peo-
ple continue to believe those acts of racism are normal, harmless, and 
permanent. Challenging racism, on the other hand, keeps racism from 
reproducing. It creates norms and environments that are hostile to rac-
ist acts, attitudes, and practices. The more spaces we make antiracist, 
the harder it will be for racism to get comfortable in our homes, 
schools, or places of work. Speaking out against racism makes it more 
difficult to be racist, intentionally or unintentionally. Of course, not 
everyone has the energy to speak out against racism, and that’s okay. 
Maintaining your energy and mental health is itself a form of resist-
ance.61 But when people do speak up, it can be a powerful way of fight-
ing racism.

At the same time, we can’t overestimate the power of interpersonal 
challenges to racism. Interpersonal challenges should become a part of 
our everyday repertoires, but they can’t be the entirety of our resist-
ance. Our overarching goal remains changing the structures that limit 
the life chances of folks of Color. Some power structures have been the 
same for decades and appear to be immovable. But as social media 
shifts the public discourse, changes that once felt impossible can 
become realistic policy goals. We’ve seen several examples of ideas that 
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long seemed outlandish to many go viral and then be implemented in 
the early 2020s, from defunding the police and redirecting money 
towards social workers, to actual reparations for slavery. So when 
activists call for the impossible, such as abolishing prisons, don’t doubt 
them. Believe them, learn, and join the work!

We are seeing a fundamental shift in the way people understand rac-
ism in America, and it’s still in progress. We’ve been taught to think 
that race is a permanent, fixed, immutable characteristic. But it’s not. 
Race is dynamic, changing every day, and social media users are on the 
cutting edge of changing how we think about racial categories, racism, 
and injustice. As a race scholar, it’s hard to keep up. By the time I iden-
tify a new phenomenon for study, get approval to run the study from 
the university research ethics board (IRB), gather and analyze the data, 
write up the results, submit the paper for publication in a scholarly 
journal, and then years later the paper comes out, the “new” phenom-
enon I set out to study is no longer new. On social media, however, the 
dynamism of race and racism can often be seen in real time.

While we’ve thought about social media as a tool that can empower 
activists, social media companies are far from perfect. TikTok users 
have reported their content being flagged as inappropriate when dis-
cussing Black Lives Matter, and as we discuss earlier in the chapter, 
Instagram users reported their accounts being limited when they were 
posting about Palestine in early 2021.62 In 2021, Twitter implemented a 
bounty on coding bias in the app, encouraging hackers, researchers, 
and coders to find the ways their machine learning algorithms are 
inadvertently biased.63 We have to continue to apply pressure to the 
social media giants, lest we exchange one set of institutional gatekeep-
ers (traditional media) for another (social media).

Change is almost always scary, even when you expect a positive 
change. A world without racism would be dramatically different than 
the one we have now. We should expect the change to be resisted by 
both liberals and conservatives. We should expect calls for changes 
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that have more bark than bite, policies and symbols that are meant to 
placate protesters without offering any legitimate solutions to racism. 
And sometimes, we should expect change to hurt. This is hard. Get-
ting rid of racism sounds good to many, in theory. But fewer people are 
willing to stay committed if it costs them something. In the United 
States, we have been trained to think about things in individual 
terms—from rights to accomplishments to resources. We are all fight-
ing to have enough for ourselves and our families or communities to 
survive. Even when we have excess, it may not feel like enough. There’s 
no way around the reality that capitalism exerts control over what we 
think is possible (or desirable) in terms of racial justice. Activists, educa-
tors, and anyone who wishes to join the fight against racism are now 
faced with the task of directing these cultural changes and justice- 
oriented momentum towards the dismantling of the systems that ena-
ble racism, both overtly and covertly, even when such people are 
privileged enough to benefit from some of the existing power struc-
tures. There is power in the collective, and this process will be easier to 
accept when we consider the greater good to be as important (or more 
important) than private goods.

Other times we’ll experience setbacks concurrent with apparent vic-
tories. For example, at the same time as we witnessed some semblance 
of accountability with Police Officer Derrick Chauvin being sentenced 
for the murder of George Floyd in June 2021, there were organized 
attempts at pushing back against racial advancement, from rolling 
back voting rights to the coordinated attack against critical race theory. 
Trump lost the election in 2020, but conservatives packed the Supreme 
Court. There is no way to know how far the Supreme Court intends to 
set back our clocks of justice. For many people, this is a scary time. But 
those interested in upholding White (male) supremacy are scared, too, 
which is why they have to resort to dirty tactics like voter suppression. 
As more people challenge their methods and policies, making it more 
difficult for them to stay in power legitimately, they will increasingly 
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rely on these dirty tactics. This is not a reassuring thought, as it is not 
clear how far towards fascism they are willing to go to maintain con-
trol. But we should expect backlash to changes in racial power dynam-
ics and challenges to the racial status quo, and be prepared to fight, 
from the polls to the courts to the streets.

Highly publicized and visible incidents of racism being punished 
may be used to further the myth that we are all on the same side, and 
that unmasked racists are rare: bad apples, not evidence of a broken 
and biased system. We must celebrate symbolic victories without being 
satisfied by them. As we continue to highlight the incongruities 
between American ideals and the realities of racism, we stretch the glo-
bal imagination, introducing radical possibilities for reorganizing 
power and ridding our institutions and ideologies of racist cancers.

As racism continues to trend, we will have to contend with what it 
means for antiracism to be trendy. Corporations have an incentive to 
not be seen as racist. Whether or not antiracism is central to how an 
organization does business, it is now in its best interest to create antira-
cist programs, campaigns, and think carefully about the racist mes-
sages it may be inadvertently supporting in its ad campaigns. Some 
may not see this as being positive, as corporations appropriate terms 
and concepts from the resistance, or use antiracist terms and surface-
level campaigns to mask their racist and oppressive policies. It is my 
belief that while we need to continue to critique these entities, we also 
should not miss the opportunity to use this sociopolitical moment to 
create change within capitalist organizations and institutions that  
do not have an incentive to fight racism outside of this external 
pressure.

Sports fans are notoriously loyal. Many remain faithful to their 
teams through thick and thin, even when their teams are losing and 
management and ownership seem committed to driving the franchise 
into the ground. For this reason, many loyal fans look down on fair-
weather fans, or those who only join the fandom when their team is 
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doing well or having a good year—when being a fan is cool. Those 
aren’t true fans; they are just hopping on the bandwagon.

Because fighting racism is trending and seen as cool, we will 
undoubtedly continue to see more people hop on the resistance band-
wagon. Those of us who were fighting racism before it became trendy 
may be tempted to treat bandwagon antiracists the way ride-or-die 
sports fans treat their fair-weather counterparts. But we shouldn’t. Rac-
ism has been skillfully hidden in mainstream institutions and disguised 
in ways that can make it difficult even for well-meaning people to rec-
ognize it. It makes sense that most people can’t see it—or couldn’t, 
until its unmasking. But now that we have taken off the hood and rac-
ism is no longer secret, let’s not shame people for taking so long to see 
the truth. Let’s put them to work.
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i received a contract for this book in January 2020, a few 
months before the pandemic began. It was meant to be finished one 
year later, in January 2021. But I did not work on the book between 
March and November 2020. During that time I did my best to navi-
gate life in quarantine, working on being the best father and copar-
ent I could be, supporting my kids as they learned remotely, keeping 
the dishes clean, and making sure they got outside everyday after 
spending most of their time on Zoom with their classmates. The 
book was something that required more intellectual and emotional 
energy than I had during those first months of the pandemic. Even 
when my children were with their mother, and I had more time, the 
best I could manage was to keep up with collaborative projects, 
papers, teaching, and administrative duties.

When I reflect on this time, I am reminded of J. R. R. Tolkien’s 
words in the preface to his Lord of the Rings, as he explained the long 
intervals between beloved installments, saying, “I had many duties 
that I did not neglect, and many other interests as a learner and 
teacher that often absorbed me.” I am grateful to my editor, Naomi 
Schneider, and the University of California Press for allowing me 
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friend) who spent several months reading and being in conversation with me 
about this book. Working with Tamie was an intense and surreal experience. 
I’m not sure what the book would have been without our time working 
together. Tamie consistently challenged me to think about things in ways I had 
not considered. The revisions for this book were closer to a rewrite, and my 
work with Tamie was an instrumental part of the process as I found my voice.

I am also grateful for my grad school mentors, without whom this project 
would never have gotten off the ground. Dr. William Sites, one of the most 
effective instructors I have ever encountered, and someone I hope to see on the 
basketball court before I retire from intramural sports. Dr. Gina Miranda Sam-
uels, who gives an uncommon amount of time to students and student-led calls 
for change. I am part of the contingent of students who owes much to Gina. 
Dr. Cathy J. Cohen, who has shaped the way I think with her research, mentor-
ship, and activism. Dr. Waldo E. Johnson Jr., whose friendship and mentorship 
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extends beyond academia. I hope to model this style of relationship with stu-
dents. And Dr. Charles Payne, who I followed from sociology to social work, 
and who has helped guide me through enemy territory with wisdom and criti-
cal instruction. I, like many other students, aspire to follow the Payne model of 
bridging the gap between the ivory tower and the communities we claim to 
serve.

When I wasn’t writing at cafes in my home cities of Chicago, Boston, and 
New York, I wrote parts of this book in Carmel-by-the-Sea, Sedona, DC, Maine, 
and Lisbon. I also wrote a bit in Miami, and am greatly indebted to my dear 
friends David and Danielle who generously opened their home to me and 
allowed me to write on the porch, where the only distractions were the stray 
chicken that wandered into their yard by accident (and stayed for the blueber-
ries), and the mango tree that kept calling to me, demanding I make sure its 
fruits did not go to waste.

This book starts with a story of me playing video games. These days, when 
I play video games, it is usually Fortnite with my kids (which I take just as seri-
ously as I did Halo, back in the day, and am grateful that my kids give me this 
excuse to continue to be a gamer), or with The Black Justice League, a group of 
Black gamers (including my cousins CJ and David, of course, their little brother 
Joe, and my friend David, of Miami). I like to think we have institutionalized 
ways to avoid racism while gaming and have developed a community (or 
should I say, counterspace?) that extends beyond the internet.

And of course, I am grateful to the students in Los Angeles, Chicago, 
Atlanta, New York, and Boston who shared their time, experiences, and bril-
liance and without whom this book would have been neither possible nor 
interesting.

To the many students, faculty, friends, and family who have been my  
community—I thank you for investing in me. In the grand scheme of things, 
I’m new to academia, and this book is just the first act. But from where I’m sit-
ting, it feels like my life’s work. I’ve been thinking about and writing about 
these ideas for so long that it is a bit overwhelming to finally have them out in 
the world. Thank you for taking the time to read with me.
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All social media searches were conducted with the Brandwatch 
Consumer Research and social media analytics platform, which 
has its origins in academic research and provides full firehouse 
access to all undeleted tweets on Twitter, including past tweets.1 
Brandwatch allows for complex keyword searches and provides not 
only the numbers of tweets over time that match these searches, 
but can also give samples of tweets (either random, or based on 
some programmed characteristic) that can be used for more in-
depth analysis. In both chapters 6 and 8, I used Brandwatch to 
gather the social media data. The syntax I used for each search is 
below.

I use an abductive grounded theoretical approach for the quali-
tative analyses in chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7.2 This modified form of 
grounded theory puts the same emphasis on memoing and the con-
stant comparison between data and theory as does the original 
grounded theory, but does not seek to come to analysis free of  
any theoretical considerations.3 Instead, this approach requires 
researchers to focus on findings that are surprising in light of  

Appendix
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existing theories, and use these surprising findings to develop new theory. 
This focus on surprising findings was central to this book project, as detailed 
in chapter 1, where I discuss the ways the project shifted its initial focus on 
online racism and its effects to its emphasis on innovative forms of technology-
empowered resistance.

I conducted all interviews and focus groups in Chicago and Boston, but 
interviews and focus groups in Los Angeles were conducted by Pilar Haile-
Damato, interviews in New York were conducted by Sabriya Dillard, and inter-
views in Atlanta were conducted by Jamie Stepansky and Sabriya Dillard. Pilar, 
Sabriya and Jamie were graduate students who worked on the study and used 
it for their MSW theses, and I am so grateful to have been able to work with 
them! There were a total of 86 students interviewed for this study, including  
38 students in Chicago, 11 students in Los Angeles, 11 students in Atlanta, 10 stu-
dents in New York, and 16 students in Boston. Interview quotes were mini-
mally edited for readability, including removing excessive uses of the word 
“like” or “you know.”

For all qualitative analysis, I went through multiple rounds of thematic cod-
ing, including open coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding. For chap-
ters 3, 4, 5, and 7, I analyzed the data in the NVivo qualitative analysis program. 
For chapter 6, I analyzed the data in Microsoft Excel. Because large social 
media datasets from Brandwatch are downloaded in Excel format and include 
many data elements, including hyperlinks to each tweet, I found that analysis 
in Excel was more prudent than moving the data to NVivo. I created new col-
umns in the data to represent the multiple rounds of coding, including col-
umns for notes. Moreover, many tweets in chapter 6 required me to read 
around the tweet, taking context into account in order to fully understand its 
meaning. My analysis in chapter 6, therefore, includes the analysis of many 
tweets that are not in the dataset, but were adjacent to tweets in the dataset.

In keeping with Twitter API policy, I checked that none of the tweets I use 
in this dataset had been deleted as of the time of publication. As an additional 
measure of protection, and in keeping with my use of pseudonyms for inter-
view participants, I removed names of the account holders behind the tweet 
examples shown in chapter 6. I also removed mentions of other Twitter users 
in the tweets for privacy.
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In chapter 5 I referenced my “Online Racial Discussions Survey,” which asks 
questions about internet and social media usage, engagement in racial discus-
sions both in person and online, experiences with racism in person and online, 
political involvement, socio-demographic questions, and mental health out-
comes. The survey was piloted with Boston University students and an online 
panel of college students from Qualtrics in 2019, and conducted through You-
Gov with a representative sample (using active sampling and statistical weight-
ing) in 2021 and 2022. The sample includes 1,647 participants, 885 of whom were 
women, 742 men, 17 non-binary, and 3 another gender; 669 were White, 338 
Black, 346 Hispanic, 232 Asian, 4 Native American, 34 multiracial, 23 other, and 
1 Middle Eastern. Manuscripts from this research are being prepared for publi-
cation in peer-reviewed journals.

Statistical analyses were conducted in STATA and SAS. Tables 1 and 2 below 
show results of linear regression models that explore the effects of microag-
gressions on Kroenke, Spitzer, Williams, and Löwe’s screening scale for depres-
sion and anxiety and Elo, Leppänen and Jahkola’s single-item stress measure.4 
The types of microaggressions in Table 1, Table 3, and Table 4 include three 
subscales from a modified version of Keels, Durkee, and Hope’s School-Based 
Racial and Ethnic Microaggressions Scale (subscales include inferiority, expec-
tations of aggression, and stereotypical misrepresentations), and Table 1 also 
includes a single-item question that asks whether participants had experienced 
or witnessed microaggressions in the past year.5 The types of microaggressions 
in Table 2 include three subscales from The Online Microaggressions Scale, an 
original scale modified from Keels, Durkee, and Hope (subscales include infe-
riority, expectations of aggression, and stereotypical misrepresentations), and a 
single-item question that asks whether participants had experienced or wit-
nessed online microaggressions in the past year.

Other regressions were conducted to determine whether resisting racism 
moderated the effects of racism on mental health outcomes. Tables 3, 4, and 5 
show the moderation effect of three types of resistance, including the fre-
quency of responding to racism (Table 3), the frequency of witnessing a 
response to racism (Table 4), and whether a participant has posted online about 
an in-person incident of racism in the year preceding their participation in the 
survey (Table 5). These tables report the moderation effect (interaction term) 
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for eighteen statistical models, each of which also included the same covariates 
as the models in tables 1 and 2 (ie age, gender, income, time on social media, 
and education). These results suggest that increased resistance (as formulated 
above) reduces the harmful relationship between experiencing racism or 
microaggressions on mental health.
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table 3
Moderation effect: Frequency of responding to racism

 
Outcome

 
Microaggression 
subscales

White Non-white

Estimate p-value Estimate p-value

Depression/ 
anxiety

Inferiority 0.111 0.436 −0.156 0.021*
Aggression 0.039 0.789 −0.066 0.284
Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

0.046 0.722 −0.079 0.289

Stress Inferiority 0.303 0.126 −0.357 0.000***
Aggression 0.121 0.550 −0.192 0.033*

  Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

0.100 0.578 −0.333 0.002** 

table 4
Moderation effect: Frequency of witnessing responses to racism

 
Outcome

Microaggression  
subscales

White Non-white

Estimate p-value Estimate p-value

Depression/ 
anxiety

Inferiority −0.078 0.610 −0.188 0.012*
Aggression −0.126 0.466 −0.144 0.037*
Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

−0.095 0.506 −0.161 0.069

Stress Inferiority 0.015 0.945 −0.415 0.000***
Aggression 0.093 0.702 −0.194 0.055

  Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

−0.146 0.466 −0.353 0.005** 
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table 5
Moderation effect: Posts online about the experience

 
Outcome

Microaggression 
subscales

 
White

 
Non-white

Estimate p-value Estimate p-value

Depression/ 
  anxiety

Inferiority −0.091 0.859 −0.695 0.006**
Aggression −0.279 0.694 −0.633 0.004**
Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

0.038 0.934 −0.976 0.000***

Stress Inferiority −0.333 0.650 −0.458 0.237
Aggression −0.852 0.404 −0.670 0.052

  Stereotypical  
 misrepresentations

−0.461 0.485 −0.827 0.034* 
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 Chapter 6: Double-sided Consciousness
• Figure 1

 Syntax: Wypipo
 Chapter 8: Racism is Trending

• Figure 2. Total Tweets on Twitter by Month, 2011–2021
 Syntax: site: Twitter.com

• Figure 3. Monthly Mentions of Racism or Racist on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: racism OR racist

• Figure 4. Monthly Mentions of Structural, Systemic, or Institutional 
Racism on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: (racism AND (structural OR institutional OR systemic)) OR 

(racist AND (structures OR institutions OR systems))
• Figure E. Monthly Mentions of Microaggressions on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: (microaggression OR microaggressions OR microaggressive 
OR micro-aggression OR micro-aggressions OR micro-aggressive 
OR “micro aggression” OR “micro aggressions” OR “micro 
aggressive”)

• Figure F. Monthly Mentions of White Privilege on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: “white privilege” OR whiteprivilege

• Figure G. Monthly Mentions of Cultural Appropriation on Twitter, 
2011–2021
 Syntax: ((culture OR cultural) AND (appropriate OR appropriating 

OR appropriation OR appropriated)) OR culturalappropriation
• Figure H. Monthly Mentions of Intersectionality on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: intersectionality OR intersectional
• Figure I. Monthly Mentions of Patriarchy on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: patriarchal OR patriarchy OR patriarchies
• Figure J. Monthly Mentions of Heteropatriarchy on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: heteropatriarchal OR heteropatriarchy OR heteropatriarchies 
OR “hetero patriarchal” OR “hetero patriarchy” OR “hetero 
patriarchies”

• Figure K. Monthly Mentions of Dog Whistle on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: dogwhistle OR “dog whistle”
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• Figure L. Monthly Mentions of Vote Suppression on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: (vote OR voter OR voting OR voters) AND (repression OR 

repress OR repressed OR suppression OR suppress OR suppressed)
• Figure M. Monthly Mentions of Abolition on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: abolition OR abolitionist
• Figure N. Monthly Mentions of Defund/Abolish Police on Twitter, 

2011–2021
 Syntax: Police AND (defund OR abolish)

• Figure O. Monthly Mentions of Abolish ICE on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: ICE AND (defund OR abolish OR shutdown)

• Figure P. Monthly Mentions of Reparations on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: reparation OR reparations

• Figure Q. Monthly Mentions of Juneteenth on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: Juneteenth

• Figure R. Monthly Mentions of Black Lives Matter on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: Blacklivesmatter OR “Black lives matter”

• Figure S. Monthly Mentions of All Lives Matter on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: alllivesmatter OR “all lives matter”

• Figure T. Monthly Mentions of Model Minority on Twitter, 2011–2021
 Syntax: modelminoritymyth OR “model minority” OR modelminority 

OR “model minority myth” OR “model minorities” OR modelminorities
• Figure U. Monthly Mentions of Palestine on Twitter, 2011–2021

 Syntax: Palestine
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