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The Consciousness Journey of White People  
A Model for the South African Context 

 
 
 

• This model is a work in progress.  It is our best first attempt at creating a model for white identity development with a focus on South 
African specific examples and accessible language.  

• Like all models that attempt to describe a complex human experience using stages, categories and boxes, there are inevitable 
oversimplifications and generalisations. We encourage you, therefore, to use that which helps you understand your own journey and leave 
aside that which does not resonate.   

• It is normal to see yourself in several, or maybe even many, stages at the same time. As well, certain aspects of the stage may fit while 
others may not.  

• We have also tried to align with other models of white identity development. The stages we have presented here may be presented in a 
different order in other models. 

• People may move back and forth from stage to stage, but when revisiting an earlier stage, it will probably look different because of 
different experiences. 
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STUCK STAGES 
 

  
UNAPOLOGETIC RACIST 

 
DENIALIST 

 

Primary Defense 
mechanism 

Othering of Black People Deny, Defend, Dismiss, Diminish, Deflect 

Attitude about 
Racism 

Holds the following conscious views: 

• Consciously racist and convinced of white superiority 

• Racism is justifiable 

• No personal or collective responsibility for racism 

• Sees racism as mostly wrong but can justify it (e.g. 
because it also happened in other countries)   

• He /she believes all groups are guilty of some 
transgressions 

• Racism is no longer a problem; it is a thing of the past 

• Sees self as not racist and that everyone is equal 

• Believes reverse racism is the real problem now  

• Unaware of or denial of systemic racism 

• Denies or doesn’t understand white privilege 

My role in 
Dismantling 
Racism 

No role No role  

Attitude toward 
White People 

• Believes white people are superior, smarter, more 
capable and more honest 

 

• There are good white people and bad white people 

• Unconscious/unexpressed view that white people and 
the way they do things are superior 

• Unconscious/unexpressed view that white people 
could run the country better 

• Believes white people are being blamed for everything 
and are the new victims 

• Holds myth of white impartiality, neutrality, standing 
above the fray (e.g. white people are not responsible 
for the state of politics in SA) 
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STUCK STAGES 
 

  
UNAPOLOGETIC RACIST 

 
DENIALIST 

 • Attributes behaviour of a white person to the 
individual 

Attitude Toward 
Black People 

• Black people are inferior 

• Little accurate knowledge of the culture or experiences 
of other racial groups 

• Reliance on stereotypes and socialised messaging rather 
than learning through authentic interactions 

• Comfort with authoritarian relationships with black 
people 

• There are good black people and bad black people 

• Unconscious/unexpressed sense that black people and 
the way they do things are inferior 

• Expects black people to confront racism – seeing it as 
their issue to deal with  

• Often conflate opinions about black people with 
opinions about ANC government 

• Oblivious to or devalues different world views and 
lived experiences of black people 

• Doesn’t understand why the trauma from the past  
has not yet healed 

• Attributes behaviour of a black person to their race 

Possible 
Behaviour 

• Acts of overt racism 

• Don’t seek authentic, non-power-based relationships 
with black people 

• When confronted with examples of current day or own 
racism: denies, dismisses, diminishes, deflects1, gets 
angry 

• Denies the impact of history on the current day reality 

• Denial of political, economic, psychological and social 
significance of apartheid and on-going racism 

• Blames black people for their current situation 

• May be courteous and superficially friendly to 
everyone but social group is predominately white 

• Justifying and defending one’s behaviour, assets, 
position, opinions as deserved and hard-earned 

 
1 Zed Xaba ‘s 4 D’s framework describing white people’s responses when confronted with racism 
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STUCK STAGES 
 

  
UNAPOLOGETIC RACIST 

 
DENIALIST 

 Might say 
 

• Typical Hate Speech 

• “Where would this country be without whites?” 

• “Look what these blacks do when they go to the beach” 

• “Black people just think differently” 

• “They have a different culture” 
 
 

• “It’s time to move on” 

• “Now white people are disadvantaged” 

• “Not everything is about race” 

• “If we just stopped talking about race…” 

• “If everyone just treated everyone with respect, we’d 
be fine” 

• “Whites have contributed a lot to this country” 

•  “I’ve worked hard for everything I have” “I have 
earned everything I have.  I deserve everything I have” 

• “What do blacks want from us?” 

• “It’s not my fault! I’m tired of being made to feel 
guilty” 

•  “I’m not racist, but...” 

• “The ANC government is the problem, not racism.  
Racism is used by the government to distract us from 
their inability to deliver to their own people” 

• “The health system worked better under apartheid” 

• “Isn’t all this talk of racism just political correctness?” 

• “Blacks . . . ”  

• “They. . . “ 
 

Predominant 
feelings 

Anger, Fear, Hate (toward black people); Contracted Anger, Fear (toward black people); 
Despair, Hopelessness, Frustration, Contracted 
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 1, 2) 

  
GOOD WHITE LIBERAL (1) 

 
AWAKE AND ANXIOUS (2) 

Defense 
Mechanism 

Colourblindness Paralysis 

Attitude about 
Racism 

• Racism is a problem but does not see self as racist  

• Racism is seen as individual acts of hatred (e.g. 
unaware of pervasiveness of systemic racism)  

•  Unaware of own internalised superiority/ 
unconscious bias 

• May see class rather than race, e.g. may believe class 
is the real problem now 

• Unaware of their impact on black people  

• Believes racism will stop being a problem if we stop 
talking about it 

• Denial or disregard for black or indigenous knowledge, 
attitudes and skills 

• Racism is seen as a problem  

• Newly awakened to the complexity of racism, including 
systemic racism and how white privilege operates   

• May still be unaware of own internalised superiority/ 
unconscious bias   

• Longing for the answers  

• Afraid to appear racist  

• Does not know how to make it better 

My role in 
Dismantling 
Racism 

• Racism is bad  

• My role is to be respectful and courteous to everyone 
regardless of race  

• My role is to be colourblind  

• My role is to help black people who have less than me 

• Racism is awful and hurts black people  

• I used to think being colourblind was good and enough. 
Now I have no idea what my role is 

Attitude toward 
White People 

• There are good white people and bad white people  

• I am a good white person (GWP) 

•  There are good white people and bad white people  

• I am a good white person (GWP) 

Attitude Toward 
Black People 

• There are good black people and bad black people 

• Angry black people are rejected  

• Holds identity as a GWP, so is unaware of negative 
impact of his/her behaviour on black people 

• Not in touch with different world views and lived 

• There are good black people and bad black people 

• Believes he /she needs to put on a façade to relate to 
black people. 

• Is becoming aware of different world views and lived 
experiences of black people  
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 1, 2) 

  
GOOD WHITE LIBERAL (1) 

 
AWAKE AND ANXIOUS (2) 

experiences of black people  

Possible 
Behaviour 

• Claims colour blindness 

• Courteous to everyone 

• May be extra friendly to black people 

• Dysfunctional rescuing of black people 

• Blames bad white people for individual acts of racism 

• Justifies own goodness by credentialing2 

• Looks to black people to validate their goodness and 
care-take feelings 

• Because of belief that all that is needed is respect, 
politeness and kindness, may ‘tone police’ black 
people 3 

• Lacks resilience when confronted with complicity in 
the system or own racist behaviour (crying, denying, 
justifying) 

• Inadvertently makes racist comments because doesn’t 
see themselves as racist 

• Paralysis:  Afraid to act or speak for fear of making a 
mistake or appearing racist  

• May be extra friendly to black people 

• Looks to black people to educate them 

• Looks to black people to tell them what to do 

• Looks to black people to validate goodness and efforts 

• May want black people to care-take feelings 

• May ‘tone police’ black people.  

• Extreme consciousness cautiousness4 

• Lacks resilience when confronted with complicity in the 
system or own racist behaviour (crying, denying, 
justifying). 

• Reluctant to give feedback to black people for fear of 
appearing racist 

 

Might say 
 

• “Not all white people are racist” 

• “I just relate human to human” 

• “I don’t see race” 

• “How can there still be people like Penny Sparrow?”  

• “I treat everyone with respect” 

• “I consider my domestic worker part of the family” 

• “What am I supposed to do?” 

• “What do blacks want from us?” 

• “I don’t have any place here in South Africa anymore” 

• “I’m not racist” 

• “I know white privilege exists but it is not my fault”   

• “I thought I was not supposed to see race.  Now I am not 

 
2 I was in the struggle. I have a black partner/mixed race child. I work in the townships. Some/most of my friends are black. 
3 Tries to control how black people express their concerns and feelings about racism, e.g. “don’t be so angry”  
4 Holding back or second guessing thoughts and actions around black people for fear of making a mistake. 
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 1, 2) 

  
GOOD WHITE LIBERAL (1) 

 
AWAKE AND ANXIOUS (2) 

• “I do not come from a racist family” 

• “My parents taught me to treat everyone the same” 

• ‘I am not white…I am African” 

• “I opposed apartheid” 

• “I was in the struggle” 

so sure” 
 
 

Predominant 
feelings 

Complacency, Self righteousness, Sadness, Shame, Guilt, Fear 
of black anger 

Disorientation and shock, anxiety, shame, guilt, confusion about 
role, fear of black anger 
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 3, 4) 

  

AWAKE AND ACTIVE (3) 
 

AWAKE AND SUPERIOR (4) 

Primary defense 
mechanism 

Act good and be better than other whites Separate from white people  
 

Attitude about 
Racism 

• Racism is seen as a problem 

• Awakened to systemic and historical racism and how 
white privilege operates  

• Unaware of own internalised superiority/unconscious 
bias 

• Racism is seen as a serious and urgent problem 

• Understands the multiple layers of racism  

• Understands that addressing racism is about changing 
the way society is structured 

• May be aware of but finding it hard to accept own 
internalized superiority/ unconscious bias 

• Aggressive drive to differentiate self  

• Idealisation of the black other and stepping away from 
white identity  

• Appropriation of blackness (culture, voice) at times 

My role in 
dismantling 
racism 

• Racism hurts black people  

• As an ally to black people, I must make other white 
people “get it”  

• I seek to create something new by having positive 
relationships with black people 

• Racism hurts black people  

• My main role is to be an ally to my black friends, I must 
make other white people “get it” (often by shaming other 
white people) 

• I may choose to surround myself with more black people 
than white people 

Attitude toward 
White People 

• There are good white people and bad white people.  

• Sees self as a good white person  

• Feels that most white people suck 

• Feels lied to by other white people and angry towards 
white family and friends 

• Anger towards other white people 

• Fear of white people not waking up 

• Frustrated by, annoyed, impatient with other whites who 
do not get it 
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 3, 4) 

  

AWAKE AND ACTIVE (3) 
 

AWAKE AND SUPERIOR (4) 
• Sees self as more woke than most white people (this 

attitude may be a coping mechanism to deal with the 
pain of racism and not being able to yet face own 
internalised racism) 

• Understands whiteness as power 

Attitude Toward 
Black People 

• May have a sense that black people are overall more 
good than white people 

•  Holds identity as a GWP, so is unaware of negative 
impact of his/her behaviour on black people 

• Also holds view of black people as victims (needing to 
be rescued) 

 

• Black people are superior 

• In the face of black anger, he/she may uncritically agree 
with the anger and the right of black people to express it 
however they choose 

• Actively recognises and acknowledges indigenous 
knowledge, attitudes and skills 

• Black exceptionalism – may believe that anything a black 
person says is better and more true 

• Blanket endorsement of black people 

• Puts aside own thoughts and beliefs in favour of black 
people’s thoughts and beliefs 

Possible 
Behaviour 

• Active seeking of new knowledge and experiences to 
correct miseducation 

• Recognises how much work there is to do and seeks 
out ways to be involved 

• Seeks out relationships with black people; may be 
extra friendly to black people 

• Begins to call out other “less woke” white people 

• May start using a “get out jail free” card (e.g. I have a 
black partner, an adopted black child, a mixed race 
child; I work in the townships; I was in the struggle) 

• Questions legitimacy of own viewpoints and values 

• Actively seeks new knowledge and experiences to correct 
miseducation 

• Active questioning of prior assumptions 

• Prefers company of black people 

• Calls out and schools other white people  

• Justifies own superiority to other white people by 
credentialing and one-upping 

• Positions superior understanding when in the company 
of other white people 

• Questions legitimacy to exist 

• Consciousness cautiousness 
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GOOD WHITE PERSON (GWP) 
(variations 3, 4) 

  

AWAKE AND ACTIVE (3) 
 

AWAKE AND SUPERIOR (4) 
black people’s viewpoints over their own 

• Looks to black people to validate goodness and efforts 

• May want black people to care-take feelings 

• Justifies own goodness by credentialing 

• Still displays white fragility but developing resilience 

• Consciousness cautiousness 

• Appropriation of blackness (culture, voice) at times. 

• May deny and suppress feelings associated with 
emerging understanding of own whiteness because they 
are too painful 

 

Might say 
 

• “I don’t know how to make other white people get it” 

• “I no longer can tolerate being around other white 
people who don’t get it” 

• “I hate white people” 

• “I hate that I’m white” 

• “We have to fight the system!!” 

Predominant 
feelings 

Anger at miseducation, system and other whites; confusion 
about role; self righteousness; excited about being part of the 
solution; alleviation of guilt through action 

Anger at other whites; shame and deep pain masked by anger; 
loneliness and isolation; not belonging; self- righteousness 
(sense of being on the side of what is right); self-hatred for being 
part of an oppressive system. 
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BEYOND THE GOOD WHITE PERSON IDENTITY 

   

  
AUTHENTIC WHITE PERSON 

(Consciously Competent) 

 
WHOLE WHITE PERSON 

(Unconsciously Competent) 
This phase is still emerging in our own consciousness and is therefore not 

defined here… 

Operating 
Paradigm 
 

Be Brave, Not Perfect; Be Bold, Be Humble 
Characterised by active striving for development of attitudes, skills 
and behaviours listed below (conscious competence) 

Characterised by integration of attitudes, skills and 
behaviours from previous stage (Unconscious 
competence) 

Attitude about 
Racism 

• Sees racism and the system of white superiority as a 
serious and urgent problem  

• Understands the multiple layers of racism  

• Aware of and constantly moving toward acceptance of 
own internalised superiority/unconscious bias 

• Understands that the system of white superiority is also 
harmful to white people because of the pain of 
disconnection (from ourselves and others – loss of our 
humanity) 

• Acceptance that this is a journey that will last our whole 
life 

• Able to hold the complexity of the issues with openness 
and expansiveness 

Understands how to love oneself and be whole, as a 
white person in a white supremacist society 
 

My role in 
dismantling 
racism 

• Realises that racism hurts black people and also hurts 
white people in very different ways  

• Sees primary role to call other white people into 
understanding, and call out and dismantle the system   

• Is able to create authentic relationships with black people 
while knowing we are in a system which is designed to 
keep us disconnected  
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BEYOND THE GOOD WHITE PERSON IDENTITY 

   

  
AUTHENTIC WHITE PERSON 

(Consciously Competent) 

 
WHOLE WHITE PERSON 

(Unconsciously Competent) 
This phase is still emerging in our own consciousness and is therefore not 

defined here… 

• Constantly challenges bedrock assumptions (in a constant 
process of learning and unlearning) 

• Is becoming comfortable with the dynamic tensions, 
uncertainty, ambiguity, non-closure, non-clarity and 
discomfort in the work 

• Acts decisively in the face of racism and is willing to be 
challenged on this action and be self-critical and self-
reflective 

Attitude toward 
White People 

• All white people have internalised superiority and 
unconscious bias. White people are at different stages of 
consciousness  

• Recognises that notions of good and bad white people are 
not helpful (they only serve to further 
separate/disconnect) 

• Compassion for self and others 

• As a white South African can hold the dynamic tension 
between belonging (through birth right) and not belonging 
(due to continued privilege and history of extreme pain 
inflicted on black people in order to be here now) 

 

Attitude Toward 
Black People 

• Black people are neither better nor worse human beings 
than white people. Black people are also at different 
stages of consciousness  

• Ability to be in the presence of black anger and also hold 
self with compassion   
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BEYOND THE GOOD WHITE PERSON IDENTITY 

   

  
AUTHENTIC WHITE PERSON 

(Consciously Competent) 

 
WHOLE WHITE PERSON 

(Unconsciously Competent) 
This phase is still emerging in our own consciousness and is therefore not 

defined here… 

• Able to build equal authentic self-reflective relationships 
with black people 

Possible 
Behaviour 

• Actively seeks new knowledge and experiences to correct 
miseducation 

• Active questioning of prior assumptions and illumination of 
blindspots 

• Actively seeks relationships with other white people 
grappling with these issues 

• Builds resources to self-validate; able to hold own 
goodness as a person 

• Seeks validation, encouragement, support and 
accountability from other white people at similar stage in 
the journey 

• Expands capacity for generative conversations with other 
white people at different stages in the journey 

• Expands capacity for compassion toward self and others 

• Prioritises development of resilience for the work 

• Adopts expansive, open, curious stance of discovery 

• Seeks to expand capacity to have authentic relationships 
with black people  

• Seeks to expand capacity for generative conversations with 
other white people  

• Adopts Be Brave, Not Perfect and Be Bold, Be Humble 
stance in the work 
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BEYOND THE GOOD WHITE PERSON IDENTITY 

   

  
AUTHENTIC WHITE PERSON 

(Consciously Competent) 

 
WHOLE WHITE PERSON 

(Unconsciously Competent) 
This phase is still emerging in our own consciousness and is therefore not 

defined here… 

• Stays centered in the face of dynamic tensions5, ambiguity, 
uncertainty, non-closure, non-clarity, non-resolution in the 
work 

• Seeks to understand impact of behaviour on black people 

• Ability to not take on black people’s stuff  

• Holds multiple aspects of own identity and able to see 
multiple aspects of other people  

Might say 
 

•  “I heard you say…” 

• “Help me see how you understand it to be” 

• “What has led you to see it this way?” 

• “Why is this important to you?” 

• “What do you think I’m missing?” 

• “I wonder…” 
▪ “Let me share my perspective (my concerns and my 

thinking about them)...” 
▪ “Let me share my experiences that have shaped how I see 

things...” 
▪ “This is what is most important to me...” 

• “This is what I am feeling (these are the feelings that it 
brings up for me)...” 

 
 
 

Predominant 
feelings 

Compassion, love, forgiveness???, generative shame, openness, 
receptivity, curiosity, discovery. 

 

 
5 Such as holding both being an individual and a member of a racial group; be able to be vulnerable and resilient.  
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