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The Work for White People – Emerging Practices 
 

We believe that a key role white people need to play in dismantling racism in South Africa is to 
engage constructively and effectively with other white people. 
 
We have developed the following lists to help us remain conscious of our different roles when we 
engage with white people and Black people.  
  
Engaging with Other White People 
 

• Recognise that white people are responsible for constructing Racism (including the systems and 
structures that support it); and that it is our responsibility to dismantle it.  
 

• Forgive ourselves and other white people -- so that the burden is not (only) on Black people to 
continue to forgive us. 
 

• Understand that, precisely because of the institutionalized nature of racism, white people are 
more inclined to “see” and “hear” other white people.  And, as such, recognise our potential as 
allies to Black people. 
 

• Do NOT speak on behalf of Black People.  Rather, speak as allies to Black people – emphasise 
that we are working towards the same goal as Black people.   
 

• Raise awareness within the white community about our privilege, how we use it and how it 
impacts on others (making the unconscious conscious). 
 

• Model the courage and vulnerability it takes to do this work, using our own examples and 
stories of white privilege and internalised white superiority (where we have thought or behaved 
in a racist manner, both consciously and unconscious). 
 

• Bring compassion and humility to this work with other white people, recognising that becoming 
conscious of one’s white privilege and internalised superiority (racism) is a long and painful 
journey.    
 

• Meet people “where they are at” on their journey – understanding that we may be frustrated 
and triggered in the process.  
 

• Find ways to have conversations about white privilege and internalised white superiority in a 
manner that engages people – allowing them to feel respected and heard – rather than 
alienating them.   
 

• Challenge people’s attitudes and behaviour – and bring awareness to the impact of their 
behaviour – rather than attacking the person (their character) or making assumptions about 
their intentions.   
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• Recognise and “control” one’s own sense of urgency for other people to “get it.” 
 

• Focus on what WE have lost, and continue to lose, as white people by holding on to our white 
privilege and white superiority – the loss of connection to others, aspects of our humanity, etc. 
– and focus on what WE ALL have to gain by dismantling racism. 
 

• At the same time, recognise the real fears that people may have around losing their power and 
privilege (benefits and access to resources). 
 

• Direct our anger and frustration at the system we have been born into and live in, rather than at 
other people.  Seek to hold compassion and hope (not anger) for those who are not yet able to 
see their role in perpetuating racism.  (Ultimately we are all “victims” of the system in the way 
that we have been taught subtly and not so subtly that we are superior.) 
 

• Notice when we are setting ourselves up as the “good white person” or “all-knowing non-racist” 
– and how this gets in the way of our own growth and further separates us from other white 
people. 

 
Engaging with Black People 

 
• Lose the need to be seen first as an individual – as if our race isn’t relevant.  (Black people don’t 

have this privilege!)  We are responsible for recognising our own individuality; others are not.  
  

• Take responsibility for seeing how our whiteness has shaped us and our interactions with 
others.  (Black people are not responsible for teaching us this or helping us to see this!  
However, our experience is that they are very willing to support us in becoming more conscious 
of it!) 
 

• Build the capacity to be in the presence of Black rage - to “stay in the fire.” Other people’s anger 
naturally triggers fear in us; but we can remind ourselves that we are not in actual danger, we 
are safe.  We don’t need to defend ourselves or our race; we can listen openly and 
empathetically.  (Being uncomfortable vs. being unsafe; we often confuse the two.) 
 

• Seek first to understand before being understood – this demonstrates trustworthiness and 
contributes to building trust and respect.  (Also relevant in our work with white people.) 
 

• Stay in possibility, openness and receptivity.  Listen, absorb, digest, and also test what you are 
hearing against your own inner knowing and wisdom:  Our first responsibility is to stop, be quiet 
and listen to what Black people are saying. But we also need to recognise that some of what 
Black people may say in their rage and anger may be their stuff and we need to be able to 
reflect (individually and with others) and responsibly discern what is ours to take/learn and what 
is not. This also takes recognising when we are being defensive.  (Also relevant in our work with 
white people.) 
 

• Notice when we are setting ourselves up as the “good white person” and how this plays out in 
our relationships with Black people – how we want them to see us as good white people and 
how this gets in the way of doing the real (harder) work.  (How it gets in the way of being 
authentic allies for racial justice.) 
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Who are we? 
We are a small group of white people who regularly come together to serve as a support and learning 

community for one another in our work to: 

a. Continue to deepen our understanding of how to own, accept and make conscious decisions 

about how to use our white privilege to play a constructive role in our country. 

b. Continue to recognise and confront racism in ourselves. 

c. Recognise and challenge racism in our interactions with others. 

d. Increase our skills in effectively engaging other white people in conversations about white 

privilege and racism with the goal of increasing the number of white people who are actively 

confronting these issues. 
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