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Interrupting Whiteness in Social Justice Work: RCT 
Offers Us a Path 
Alicia Wargo, Ph.D. and Harriet L. Schwartz, Ph.D.  
 

Abstract 

Interrogating the effect of whiteness on how 
White people form and participate in 
relationships is an often unexamined, yet 
critical, conversation in social justice work. 
As two White scholar-practitioners, we use 
the lens of Relational Cultural Theory (RCT) 
to engage this dialogue. This paper examines 
how lived experiences of identity, race, and 
power affect the ability of White people to 
form growth-fostering relationships. We 
explore principles of RCT to interrogate the 
socialization of whiteness on the 
internalized images of the White racialized 
self (Leonardo, 2009; Yancy, 2004) and its 
impact on the capability of White people to 
sustain mutually empowering relationships 
(Walker, 2020), a critical component of 
multiracial coalition building for social 
change. Drawing on anecdotes from our 
work as social justice advocates and 
facilitators, we illustrate how whiteness 
functions as a relational barrier, hindering 
the formation of both intra- and cross-racial 
relationships. Our intention in writing this 
paper is not to offer a solution for escaping 
the inheritance of four hundred years of 
whiteness (Kendi, 2019), but to explore the 
potential of showing up differently as White 
people in social justice spaces, so that we 
can be more effective in collective resistance 
to racism and oppression as a path toward a 

reimagined future. We suggest White 
accountability spaces as sites for investing in 
intra-racial relationships, preparing White 
people to develop the knowledge and skills 
to interrupt whiteness as they attempt to 
participate more fully in cross-racial 
movement building. The paper concludes by 
offering three active states for White people 
to embody to be more impactful as co-
conspirators (Love, 2019) in social justice 
work. 

Key words: social justice work, whiteness, 
growth-fostering relationships, relational 
barriers, Relational Cultural Theory 

Introduction 

I arrive at an elongated table, set for 
fourteen women, most of whom are 
meeting this evening for the first time. 
Recognizing no one, I peer at faces plastered 
with wide smiles, some averting my gaze. 

I’m Alicia. Nice to meet you. 

The rain outside echoes the mariachi music, 
tapping the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

I listen. 

The clanking impacts my capacity to engage 
much beyond my immediate table partners: 
three White women (including myself), two 
of us middle-aged, and one who describes 
herself as an “older feminist.” The Asian 
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American woman seated directly across 
from me nods her head in agreement. 

I’m not sure what you mean by “older,” but I 
consider myself older, too.  

The four of us trade stories of ourselves. 
Carefully. 

As 8:30 draws near, a tres leches cake and 
chocolate brioche appear, accompanied by 
multiple spoons, opportunities for more 
sharing.  

One of the White women directs a question 
to me. 

Since we are being open here, can I ask you a 
question about equity work? 

My head shakes yes.  

Do you think equity work has gone too far? 

I tilt my head. What do you mean by that? 

She draws in a breath. Well, I lead a lot of 
meetings with my team, and we often talk 
about strategies for engaging stakeholders, 
fundraising, that sort of thing. I feel like it’s 
always being pointed out to me by things 
that I am doing wrong…my biases. I know I 
have them, but I can’t say anything without 
there being some sort of equity issue with 
any idea I bring up. It just feels like things 
have gone too far. 

I ask her to say more. 

Some of the White women on my team… 
they always correct me no matter what I say. 
They never let anything go. It’s like I am 
dealing with the equity police. 

The older White feminist emphatically nods 
in agreement. I know exactly what you are 
talking about. This also happens to me. 

The Asian American woman’s lips part. Yes, 
I’ve heard some of my clients talk of the 
equity police. Her eyes meet mine. 

I pause. 

I think two things can be true at once. As 
White women, we need to get better at being 
open to hearing feedback on our blind spots, 
especially when it comes to race. We are 
conditioned to feel like any amount of 
criticism is an attack on our character. At the 
same time, we love to correct each other 
publicly, often in unproductive ways, that are 
about making us seem better than other 
people. White women love to position 
ourselves as the equity police. 

As I speak, I notice the two Black women at 
the end of the table have stopped talking to 
each other and are observing this exchange. 

The Asian American woman’s eyes reach 
mine again. She speaks slowly. 

Well, we need you to do it. To be the equity 
police. Because we can’t. 

It’s not safe for us. 

__________________________________ 

On the cab ride home, I reflect on the 
evening’s conversation. Another experience 
from six weeks earlier illuminates my mind. 
At a higher education conference focused on 
social justice, there was a standing-room-
only session featuring Loretta Ross, author 
of Calling In: How to Start Making Change 
with Those You’d Rather Cancel. 

For nearly an hour, Ross bestowed 
anecdotes from her incredible life 
experiences as a Black scholar, activist, and 
reproductive justice advocate, sharing 
tangible ways to center human connection 
amid divisive points of view. At one point, 
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noticing the time, she opened the floor for 
questions. 

A White woman from the back of the room 
raised her hand to request the mic. 

I know it is my job, as a White person, to deal 
with my fellow White people. But honestly, I 
find it so hard to be around other White 
people most of the time. So many of them 
are racist, and I just can’t stand it. Especially 
now, with all that is happening in the world, 
I don’t want to even look at them, let alone 
speak to them. How can they be doing this? 
Do you have any advice on what I should do? 

Loretta broke into a broad grin. Placing an 
index finger on her chest, she offered, 

Well, your first job is not to make it harder 
for us. You are much more likely to have 
access to and relationships with these White 
people than me. They might be in your 
family, or they might be your neighbors. And, 
if you begin by telling them how racist they 
are, you aren’t likely to get anywhere. 

Start from what you have in common. 

The woman shook her head back and forth. 

I really don’t have much in common with 
these people. 

Loretta smiles wider. 

Oh, you might have more in common with 
them than you think. 

A smattering of heads in the room bob up 
and down in agreement. 

It’s important to begin with what connects 
you to this person. I’m from the South, so I 
like to start with a conversation about food. 
Is there a food you both like? I can talk to 
almost anyone about grits. 

So, if you don’t know where to start, 

Start with grits. 

__________________________________ 

At this moment in time, we, along with many 
White people we know, are asking ourselves 
how to show up more effectively in social 
justice work. We vacillate between states of 
helplessness and urgency, paralysis and 
overstimulation. None of these modes is 
useful for becoming co-agents of change. 

The vignettes above capture some of the 
patterns that well-intentioned White 
individuals exhibit when considering how to 
effect social change, manifesting (re)actions 
of whiteness. These anecdotes encapsulate 
dichotomies we have observed both during 
our interactions with other White people 
and in narratives we echo within ourselves. 
We are often unsure of what to do to 
address racial inequities, yet we perceive 
criticism of this behavior as going too far. 
We know that our job is to work with other 
White people, but we resist doing so. We 
cling to the belief that we are special and 
different from the other, racist White people, 
conveniently denying that whiteness is a 
part of us, too. 

Yet, for White people, a participatory 
resistance to racism that only directs 
outward, solely dependent upon regulating 
the behavior of other White people, 
prohibits us from co-creating authentic 
intra- and cross-relationships that are 
essential for our productive participation in 
social justice work (Wargo, 2025). We often 
fail to scrutinize ourselves before performing 
external surveillance on others. This does 
not mean we can’t call out racist behavior 
when it happens, or call in (Ross, 2025) our 
fellow White people when they (we) 
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inevitably cause racial harm. We must do 
both in the context of our relationships with 
other White people. Especially, as Loretta 
Ross (2025) invites us to do, with those we 
would rather avoid. 

Why Now. Why us. Why RCT. 

We have inherited a 
legacy of systemic 
racism that has 
continually 
operated since the 
inception of the 
United States 
(Hannah-Jones, 
2021; Kendi, 2019). 
While many White 
Americans seem shocked or outraged at the 
overt, unapologetic oppression happening 
on a systemic level, this moment of 
repression, of censorship, of 
dehumanization, of violence, is not new.  

It is only new to White people.  

Again. 

Throughout U.S. history, we have cycled 
through waves of White Americans waking 
up to their whiteness to become inspired to 
fight racism, only to have those same White 
people retreat when glimmers of progress 
towards addressing racial inequities appear. 
It is far too easy for social justice-oriented 
White people to equate even small amounts 
of racial progress with the eradication of 
racial inequality. 

Until something egregious happens, we are 
uncertain of how to (re)act.  

Again. 

 When the fragility of seeming advancement 
is revealed, White people rediscover the 
racism on which we rest. It is the protection 
of whiteness, as seen in the opening 
vignettes of this paper, for well-intentioned 
White individuals to position everyone but 
themselves as the problem for the relapse. 
We, as authors of this paper, invite others 

striving to do better 
as White people to sit 
in the discomfort 
(Singleton, 2015) of 
our complicity in 
how we found 
ourselves, yet again, 
in this moment of 

impotent 
indignation. 

Since the abolitionist movement, there have 
been White individuals who have been 
resistors, allies, and co-conspirators (Love, 
2019) against racist policies and other forms 
of oppressive practices in the United States. 
Yet the effective participation of White 
people in social justice movements has been 
precarious at best and obstructive at worst.  

We engage Relational Cultural Theory (RCT), 
a theory of human growth and development, 
as a promising guide for us in this moment. 
And, for the months and years that lie ahead. 
As two White scholar-practitioners, we 
explore how RCT can help us interrogate the 
socialization of our whiteness on the 
internalized images of our White racialized 
selves (Leonardo, 2009; Yancy, 2004) and its 
impact on our ability to form and sustain 
growth-fostering relationships (Walker, 
2020), a critical component of social justice 
work.  

We see RCT as a path towards changing 
ourselves and our relationships. 

It is far too easy for social justice-
oriented White people to equate 

even small amounts of racial 
progress with the eradication of 

racial inequality. 
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“Growth is one of the–perhaps the–most 
important, exciting qualities of being 
human” (Miller, 1986, p.40). This growth 
often happens during authentic interactions 
in connection with other people (Miller, 
1986; Miller & Stiver, 1998). When authentic 
interactions are sustained over time in ways 
that allow each person to develop because 
of their continued connection, they become 
growth-fostering relationships (Miller & 
Stiver, 1998). In growth-fostering 
relationships, both are enlarged by this 
creation. Something new exists, built by 
both of them,” (Miller & Stiver, 1998, p. 38).  

As a foundational concept of RCT, growth-
fostering relationships are based on 
mutuality, where both people are attuned to 
each other’s needs, emotions, and lived 
experiences, as they share their own (Miller 
& Stiver, 1998). In mutually empowering, 
growth-fostering relationships, each person 
(or everyone in the group) affects and is 
affected by the shared connection they have 
with each other (Miller & Stiver, 1998). In 
this paper, we examine how awareness of 
one’s own and others lived experiences of 
identity, race, and power affects White 
people's ability to form these mutually 
empowering, growth-fostering 
relationships. 

As two cisgender, White women, we believe 
that an effective way to disrupt whiteness is 
to openly discuss its influence (Ahmed, 
2007) on our lived experiences as White 
scholars and practitioners (Wargo, 2025). 
While aspects of our divergent social 
identities allow for different experiences in 
our lives and work, we intentionally 
concentrate on our experiences of 
whiteness as individuals occupying a White 
identity. We center our whiteness to counter 
the ways that it often remains unnamed 

(Frankenberg, 1993) when White people 
occupy social justice spaces focused on 
dismantling racism. 

The parameters of our perspectives as White 
scholar-practitioners provide both insight 
and limitations to our work. We hold this 
tension throughout our writing. As such, we 
include the voices and influences of scholars 
from the Global Majority alongside those of 
White authors. It is critical for us to “be 
grounded in a commitment to addressing 
and dismantling white supremacy, anti-
Blackness, anti-Indigeneity, and other forms 
of racial oppression” (Foste & Tevis, 2022, p. 
5). We concur with the recommendations 
shared in the opening vignettes of this paper 
from two women of the Global Majority: 
Much of the work of challenging whiteness 
is ours to do. 

The time to do this work is always now. 

Together.    

Beginning with Whiteness 

Working towards social equality involves a 
sustained commitment to identifying, 
confronting, and transforming the structural 
and interpersonal conditions that reproduce 
systemic inequalities. Understanding how 
whiteness affects social justice movements 
requires both structural and relational 
analysis, beginning with recognizing that 
racial identity shapes lived experiences 
within the existing, hierarchical system of 
racial caste in the United States (Wilkerson, 
2020). Reflecting on how whiteness can 
impact unified, collective action is essential 
for White people, who sit at the top of this 
intentionally constructed racial hierarchy 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Walker, 2020). 
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Naming Whiteness 

Given the current sociopolitical climate, 
which calls for multiracial and cross-identity 
coalition building, White people are often 
tempted to avoid naming race as a construct 
that shapes our capacity to form meaningful 
relationships. A common but misguided 
assumption suggests that explicitly 
identifying whiteness and the historical 
impact of racism as a factor creates division 
among racial 
groups engaged in 
collective activism 
(Singleton, 2015). 
However, because 
systemic racism is a 
foundational 
structure through 
which many forms 
of oppression are 
organized (Essed, 
2002; Singleton, 
2015), centering 
the examination of 
racial identity and its effect on how White 
people show up to participate in social 
justice movement work is crucial. Genuine 
cross-racial coalition building requires that 
White individuals intentionally interrogate 
the presence of whiteness in the spaces they 
inhabit and the relationships they attempt to 
form within those spaces. This process of 
ongoing examination requires sustained 
reflection on how whiteness shapes 
assumptions, interpersonal behavior, and 
participation in collective movements. 

As there can be multiple interpretations of 
the meaning of whiteness, we share our 
current working definition of this term. We 
intentionally use the language of working 
definition because, as two White-bodied 
individuals, our understanding of whiteness 
continues to evolve (Wargo, 2025). This 

working definition is influenced by the work 
of Glenn Singleton (2015), who frames 
whiteness as a color, a culture, and a 
consciousness that privileges those who 
embody the White racial identity. It refers to 
the normalization of the White racial 
identity, making the physical characteristics, 
culture, customs, and beliefs of White 
people the standard to which all other 
groups are compared, marginalizing non-

White groups as 
inferior (DuBois, 
1920; Liu, 2022). This 
working definition 
guides our shared 
understanding of how 
whiteness operates 
as an agent of 
disconnection in 
relationships, as will 
be discussed 
throughout this 
document. 

Interrogating Whiteness 

For White people to meaningfully engage in 
the work of interrupting whiteness, they 
must “first interrogate themselves and not 
deflect their racial understandings by 
focusing solely on how people of Color are 
impacted by race” (Matias, 2016, p.104). 
Because White individuals are socialized to 
believe that race is something belonging to 
other people and not themselves 
(Frankenberg, 1993), this process of 
examination is often uncomfortable. Yet 
genuine societal transformation requires 
that White individuals embrace this 
discomfort (Applebaum, 2017; Singleton, 
2015) and position whiteness at “the center 
of critique and transformation” (Leonardo, 
2009, p.91). While contemporary antiracist 
scholarship focuses on whiteness as a 
structural advantage (Frankenberg, 2013; 

Genuine cross-racial coalition 
building requires that White 

individuals intentionally 
interrogate the presence of 

whiteness in the spaces they 
inhabit and the relationships they 

attempt to form within those 
spaces. 
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Kendi, 2019; McIntosh, 1989), and a learned 
socialization (Ahmed, 2007: DiAngelo, 2018; 
Jones & Okun, 2021), we explore the 
principles of RCT to offer possibilities for 
engaging the relational process of 
interrupting whiteness within the White 
racialized self, in intra- and cross-
relationships, and in the context of larger 
social justice movements. We do this by 
centering the role of relationships in this 
work. 

Introduction to Relational 
Cultural Theory 
For readers new to RCT, we offer a brief 
overview. In the late 1970s, following the 
publication of her book Toward a New 
Psychology of Women (1976), Jean Baker 
Miller invited three other women, Judith 
Jordan, Irene Stiver, and Janet Surrey, to her 
home near Boston, Massachusetts, to 
engage in regular conversations about their 
experiences and professional practices 
(Miller was a psychiatrist and the others 
were psychologists, all four women were 
White). Through these ongoing 
conversations, these women developed 
what would become Relational-Cultural 
Theory (RCT), a framework emphasizing the 
role of relationships in human development, 
as an alternative to the Western male-
dominated psychological models of the time, 
which held separation and individualism as 
markers of adult development. According to 
Jordan, “It started with a group of four 
women saying this theory isn’t speaking for 
me” (Schwartz, 2021). In contrast, Miller and 
her colleagues believed the goal of 
development throughout the lifespan is 
relational capacity and competency, and 
that trauma, isolation, and other sources of 
detrimental disconnection are at the root of 

most human suffering (Jordan, 2004; Miller 
& Stiver 1998; Walker 2020). 

In 1981, Jean Baker Miller felt it was time to 
take the work out into the world, so the 
group began presenting at conferences and 
elsewhere. Their ideas resonated with many 
practitioners and concurrently were 
dismissed by others and the mental health 
establishment (Schwartz, 2021). Early in the 
work, they also faced criticism that, as a 
group of White women, they had made 
assumptions of “speaking for all women,” 
leaving out the voices and perspectives of 
women of color (Schwartz, 2021). According 
to Jordan, “We were repeating the same 
error that we said men had done…it was a 
very painful and very necessary point in our 
history” (Schwartz, 2021). In response to this 
criticism, the scholars changed the name of 
what was then called “Relational Theory” to 
“Relational-Cultural Theory,” thus centering 
the essential role of identity and cultural 
context when seeking to understand 
relationships and relational practice. They 
also worked to engage scholars and 
practitioners from a variety of racial, 
socioeconomic, and sexual orientation 
identities in the ongoing work of developing 
the emerging theory. One of the most 
impactful scholar-practitioners expanding 
the original ideas of RCT is Maureen Walker 
(2001, 2004, 2008, 2020), who applies the 
tenets of RCT to the role of race in forming 
and sustaining relationships and to the 
damage caused by oppressive systems and 
cultures. Walker’s writings have a significant 
influence on our thinking and writing of this 
paper. 

We are struck by the timeliness and 
relevance of the original thinking that RCT 
scholars offered several decades ago. As we 
write, we honor the fifty years of Works in 
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Progress, journal articles, conference 
presentations, and books, stemming from 
connected conversations between a group 
of women in Jean Baker-Miller’s living room. 

Reminding us that relationships matter. 

For everyone’s development. 

Key Concepts 

In this section, we 
introduce relevant 
key concepts as 
understood in the 
RCT context for 
those unfamiliar 
with the theory. 
Throughout this 
paper, we draw on and expand the relevance 
of these ideas as they relate to the 
participation of White people in social justice 
movements. 

Power 

Writing in the mid-1970s, laying the 
foundation for what would become RCT, 
Miller challenged western convictions 
regarding power, a framework she described 
as “power for oneself and power over 
others” (1986, p. 116). Seeing the harm in 
the power-over dogma, she instead 
proposed a power-with ethos. RCT insists 
that power is not zero-sum; power shared is 
not power lost. Rather than viewing power 
as a tool for control, we can embrace power 
as the “capacity to produce a change” 
(Miller, 1986, p. 198). 

Cultural Context 

Identity, interactions, and relationships can 
only be understood in the context of the 
culture in which they exist. We all move 
through our days and lives exposed to a 
range of messages, barriers, and access 

based on our perceived identities and the 
degree of value as well as 
inclusion/exclusion, communicated through 
interactions, policies, and systems regarding 
these identities (Jordan, 2024; Walker, 
2019). 

Controlling Images 

Dominant groups create and reify narratives 
and other messages 
that devalue groups 
they seek to control. 
These constructs are 
meant to justify the 
dominant group’s 
mistreatment and 
exclusion of others. 
The current U.S. 

administration’s rhetoric regarding 
immigrants and related ICE raids provides a 
painful example of the use of controlling 
images. Patricia Hill Collins (1999), who 
introduced this concept, was not working in 
the RCT space. However, her work aligns 
with and adds to the RCT centering of culture 
in understanding the human condition. 

Relational Images 

We form images of relationships and roles 
based on experience (Jordan, 2024). For 
example, consider an adult who was 
constantly shamed as a curious child. A 
typically inquisitive child, she would ask her 
parents questions such as “why do birds fly” 
or “what happens when people die,” and her 
parents consistently responded with “that’s 
a silly question.” She may form a relational 
image that people with authority shame her 
when she asks questions and carry this 
image into adulthood. As a result of this 
relational image, she tends to remain quiet 
in staff meetings and relevant to this article, 
is reluctant to ask questions at an anti-
racism training session. Her protective 

We are struck by the timeliness 
and relevance of the original 

thinking that RCT scholars offered 
several decades ago.  
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strategy is then misunderstood as a lack of 
engagement. Relational images can also be 
constituted or reinforced by controlling 
images. For example, if the fictional adult in 
this example has absorbed cultural 
messages that women are perceived as 
difficult when they question others, this 
controlling image will further reinforce her 
reluctance to speak. 

Vulnerability 

From an RCT perspective, vulnerability is a 
catalyst for growth. To be open to growth, 
one must acknowledge one’s own 
knowledge and awareness gaps and be 
willing to be influenced by and learn from 
others. In particular, Jordan (2024) describes 
supported vulnerability as “… a feeling that 
one’s vulnerability will not be taken 
advantage of or violated” (p. 75). 

Whiteness Works as a Barrier to 
Forming Growth-Fostering 
Relationships 
In the following sections, we identify how 
whiteness works as a barrier for White 
people seeking to engage effectively in social 
justice work, including those new to the 
effort and those with decades of 
involvement in social movements. These 
barriers include power-over culture, 
narratives of whiteness, and whiteness as a 
source of disconnection. While we 
acknowledge these barriers, we also draw on 
RCT to help us create a path forward. 

Whiteness is a Power-Over Culture 

From the beginning of their work, RCT 
scholars have emphasized that relationships 
are cultivated within a cultural context that 
impacts their development. The founders of 
RCT recognized that in the United States, 

relationships emerge within a patriarchal 
social structure in which power is defined as 
singular, White, male, and rooted in control 
and domination over others (Miller, 1986). 
Because this cultural framework does not 
foster the mutual empowerment of all 
individuals, barriers to creating growth-
fostering relationships exist (Miller & Stiver, 
1998). A primary barrier is one’s conception 
of and relationship to power (Miller, 1986; 
Walker, 2001, 2020). 

Within this context, U.S. culture projects 
that for one group to thrive, it must 
dominate or maintain power-over another 
group (Miller, 1986). Power is viewed as 
finite, entitled to by some, but not accessible 
to others (Walker, 2004). Within a systemic 
scarcity model of power, identity is a 
defining factor of perceived wort hand 
experiences of belonging, access, and social 
mobility (McGhee, 2021). Describing the 
effect of identity and social stratification, 
Schwartz (2019, p. 20) wrote: “identity 
means that some people start from a place 
of subordination that very well may tell them 
that they do not belong and do not have a 
right to the empowering relationships 
available to the dominant class.” 

White-bodied individuals, especially White-
bodied individuals holding intersecting 
dominant identities such as being 
heterosexual, cis gender, or male, embody a 
tacit belief that they belong and have a right 
to be in relationships with anyone they wish, 
by virtue of their identity. This internalized 
right to belonging often manifests as a 
power-over dynamic that White individuals 
must be cognizant of when attempting to 
form cross-identity relationships in our 
cultural context of racialized hierarchy 
(Walker 2004, 2020). 
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RCT as a Path: Power-With is a 
Foundation for Social Change 

RCT offers an alternative to a scarcity-based, 
hierarchical view of power by introducing 
the concept of power-with, rooted in 
mutuality, empathy, and shared growth 
(Miller & Stiver, 1998; Jordan, 2004, 2024). 
Rather than viewing power as a limited 
resource belonging to an entitled few, RCT 
reframes power-with as a capacity that 
grows when we connect more fully with 
others. This reconceptualization challenges 
dominant, White, patriarchal norms of 
control and subordination, instead locating 
power as participatory and focused on the 
well-being of the community. 

Because social justice work is not an 
individual, heroic action against systemic 
oppression, it cannot succeed if it replicates 
a power-over culture. While the RCT 
founders critiqued power-over structures 
through the lens of patriarchal oppression, 
we build on the work of Maureen Walker 
(2001, 2004, 2020) in equating whiteness 
and racism with their institutionalization. To 
undo this systemic legacy, we must begin to 
“reimagine a society where racial hierarchies 
do not exist, with the goal that all people, 
particularly Black individuals and People of 
the Global Majority, have the resources, 
power, and opportunities to thrive” (Race 
Forward website, n.d., “Racial Justice” 
section). 

To activate this reimagining, we must 
recognize that dismantling unequal, 
disproportionate power structures require 
embracing RCT’s alternative vision of power 
as a force for change. This vision aligns with 
the purpose of social justice movements, 
which require people to move together in 
relationships towards a collective goal. 
According to Walker (2001), “power is a 

fundamental energy of everyday living” (p.1) 
that should be accessible to everyone. In 
RCT’s model of power-with, power is 
dynamic and expansive, not static and fixed. 
Power is generated through exchanges 
between people, created in collaboration 
with others rather than being gatekept and 
controlled. Power expands through 
relationships rather than being constrained 
by them. 

Prioritizing growth-fostering relationships as 
a collective source of power is critical for 
multiracial movement building. 
Transformative change can only happen 
when mutual empowerment is the 
foundation of these relationships. This 
prioritization serves as an act of resistance to 
the power-over dynamic embedded in both 
patriarchy and whiteness. When people can 
disrupt these hierarchical systems to work in 
genuine solidarity with each other, they 
experience collective energy, a heightened 
awareness of power dynamics, and an 
increased capacity to navigate conflict while 
maintaining a unified focus on dismantling 
oppressive systems. 

Yet individuals do not enter growth-
fostering relationships from a position of 
neutrality. Each person’s lived experience of 
identity, influenced by their location within a 
structured system of racial hierarchy, affects 
the potential for mutual empowerment to 
emerge from relationships in social justice 
spaces (Walker, 2020). In the following 
section, we examine how a learned White 
identity narrative obstructs the conditions 
necessary for mutually empowered, growth-
fostering relationships to develop. 
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The White Identity Narrative 
Impedes Growth-Fostering 
Relationships 

In the United States, White people are 
implicitly and explicitly taught to believe that 
they are inherently superior to and deserve 
more than other racial groups. This belief is 
sustained by a false historical narrative that 
centers on an individual, heroic White 
accomplishment (Feagin, 2013). This 
fictitious history erases centuries of 
contributions from Black people and People 
of the Global Majority, leading White people 
to possess an inflated and inaccurate sense 
of worth. Because White people have 
learned to view power as a zero-sum game 
(McGhee, 2021), they often equate 
mutuality in relationships with a loss of self. 
Power is perceived as something to be given 
to others, rather than being cultivated within 
a community. This habituated belief 
“constrains the capacity for authenticity and 
undermines the desire for connection” 
(Walker, 2004, p.93). 

Mutually empowering, growth-fostering 
relationships fundamentally threaten the 
maintenance of a White racialized identity 
constructed to preserve power over others. 
Internalized images of an inflated sense of 
superiority (Walker, 2002, 2004; Morrison, 
1992) stunt the capacity of White people to 
engage authentically in growth-fostering 
relationships. 

Whiteness Obstructs the Centrality 
of Connection 

Mutuality as a practice challenges systemic 
whiteness, which is intentionally 
(re)designed to keep us out of relationship 
with each other. As discussed above, RCT 
scholars propose that growth-fostering 
relationships can be a generative source of 

collective empowerment for all people 
(Jordan, 2024; Miller & Stiver, 1998; Walker, 
2020). Jordan reminds us that this was a 
revolutionary idea in 1976, as it challenged 
the dominant, patriarchal norms of 
psychological development prevalent at the 
time (Schwartz, 2021). Because whiteness 
feeds on individual accomplishment as the 
ultimate source of power, positioning 
relationships at the center of possibility for 
an empowered society remains radical in 
2026. 

Embracing the centrality of connection 
challenges the power-over structures that 
both patriarchy and whiteness perpetuate. 
Coalition-building that resists these 
dynamics does not automatically happen 
because well-intentioned, like-minded 
individuals gather. Because White people 
carry an inherited history of racial 
supremacy into every space they inhabit 
(Ahmed, 2007; Menakem, 2017), to 
participate effectively in social justice 
movements, they must first understand how 
they project images of power rooted in their 
whiteness, as these projections metastasize 
into gestures, words, and actions that seek 
to dominate and control, they function as 
barriers to creating connections with others. 

Whiteness Perpetuates 
Relational Barriers of 
Disconnection  
As two White women scholar-practitioners, 
we realize that exploring the effect of 
whiteness for White people in their 
relationships is a difficult, often unexamined 
conversation in social justice work. As 
Walker (2004) shares, 

We try to address and understand 
what we call internalized 
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oppression (meaning how 
oppressed people begin to believe 
the false images of themselves that 
the oppressor group creates). 
However, there’s not much talk 
about what happens to members 
of the dominant group. The 
situation of “structured-in” 
inequality also distorts the 
dominant person’s sense of who 
she/he is in the world, whether in 
the smaller immediate world of 
friends and family or in the larger 
society (p.130). 

Tatum and Knaplund (1996) describe racism 
as “a relational barrier” (p. 6). They describe 
how both racism (fear of others based on 
race) and a stance of color blindness 
(claiming “I don’t see race”) block 
connection and mutual empathy. Though 
opposite positions, racism and color 
blindness preclude relationships with 
others. Further, they add that White 
enculturation encourages White people “to 
disconnect from their racial experiences” (p. 
7), which prohibits White people from 
noticing and learning from their race-shaped 
experience in the world. “Racism 
disconnects Whites from people of color, but 
also…disconnects Whites from themselves” 
(p. 6). 

When whiteness dominates social justice 
spaces (as it often does), the result is 
relational disconnection, which obstructs 
mutuality. Individuals are drained of energy 
(zest), feel devalued, silenced, unworthy, 
isolated, and experience a diminished 
capacity for collective action. Whiteness 
works as a relational barrier, hindering the 
capacity of White people to form growth-
fostering relationships necessary for social 
justice movement building. In the section 

below, we connect the RCT concept of the 
relational paradox to how whiteness works 
as an agent of disconnection in forming 
cross-racial relationships. 

Whiteness Works as a Relational 
Barrier in Cross-Racial Relationships 

Originally developed as a psychological 
concept by Miller and Stiver (1998), the 
relational paradox describes a common 
dynamic that occurs when people desire 
connection, but fear that sharing their full, 
authentic selves will lead to rejection. This 
causes people “to move away from 
connection or relationship (the very thing 
they want) to avoid anticipated 
disappointment or pain” (Schwartz, 2019, 
p.82). Although people long to connect, they 
strategically disconnect from others by 
withholding parts of themselves in their 
relationships (Miller & Stiver, 1998). 

In Miller and Stiver’s (1998) original concept 
of the relational paradox, the disconnection 
occurs between people on the interpersonal 
level, based on lived relational experiences 
that each person brings into a new 
relationship. Walker’s (2001, 2004, 2008, 
2020) work on the intersection of racial 
identity and RCT extends Miller and Stiver’s 
ideas. Walker explores the impact of 
systemic racism on individuals of multiple 
identities by considering how racial 
inequality affects the formation of (or 
avoidance of) cross-racial relationships. 
Walker (2001, 2004, 2020) posits that one’s 
lived experiences in a power-over culture 
can cause both People of the Global Majority 
and White people to develop strategies of 
disconnection as they attempt to be in 
relationship with each other. According to 
Walker (2020), White people often enact 
their dominant, internalized images of 
power as they enter cross-racial 
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relationships, while People of the Global 
Majority may repress parts of themselves as 
a strategy to survive the relationship. When 
these patterns of suppression are sustained 
over time, they become “an agent of chronic 
disconnection” (Walker, 2020, p.61). 

This agent of chronic disconnection is rooted 
in whiteness. 

Whiteness normalizes derogatory behavior 
to exert power over people not racialized as 
White. The practice 
of demeaning others 
as a routine act of 
whiteness is both 
historical and 
contemporary. For 
White people, the 
agency to 
dehumanize is one of 
the relational images 
they have been 
historically socialized 
to believe. 

Inevitably, the dominant group is 
the model for ‘normal human 
relationships.’ It then becomes 
“normal” to treat others 
destructively and to derogate 
them, to obscure the truth of what 
you are doing, by creating false 
explanations, and to oppose 
actions toward equality. In short, if 
one’s identification is with the 
dominant group, it is “normal” to 
continue in this pattern (1986, p.8). 

While Jean Baker-Miller (1986) wrote the 
above statement close to half a century 
ago, it could have been written yesterday. 
Because the degradation we witness daily 
on a systemic level is so egregious, it can be 
easy for social justice-oriented White 

people to project outward, blaming the 
right-wing government for our sanctioned 
state of immobility. However, White 
individuals must turn inward to interrogate 
how whiteness works as an agent of 
disconnection, preventing us from forming 
meaningful relationships with People of the 
Global Majority. 

How Whiteness Works as a Relational 
Barrier in Cross-Racial Relationships: An 
Example 

The inability to be 
self-critical of 
whiteness becomes 
a relational barrier, 
limiting the capacity 
of social justice-
oriented White 
individuals to co-
create systemic 
change alongside 
People of the Global 
Majority. White 

individuals working towards social justice 
must remain open to the possibility that we, 
not the other White people in the room, are 
perpetuating the whiteness we are 
attempting to dismantle. 

Illustrated below, from Alicia’s work as a 
facilitator, is an example of how whiteness 
works as a relational barrier in a cross-racial 
conversation: 

I beamed into the breakout room, noticing 
there were three women: Two White 
women and one who identified as Latina on 
her Google form. I tried to be as unobtrusive 
as possible when I arrived in the middle of 
their conversation. One of the White women 
was raging. I am just so angry right now. I 
can’t believe this is our country. How did 
Trump get re-elected? I can’t listen to the 

The inability to be self-critical of 
whiteness becomes a relational 
barrier, limiting the capacity of 
social justice-oriented White 

individuals to co-create systemic 
change alongside People of the 

Global Majority.  
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news. I am in complete shock that no one in 
Congress is doing anything to stop this. What 
am I supposed to do? I need to protect my 
job, my family.  

Her face got red. She tugged at her hair. I feel 
completely helpless…. 

The other White woman interrupted her. 
Well, we just have to make it until midterms. 
The Congress will turn blue again. The 
pendulum will eventually swing back. 

The Latina woman said nothing. 

When we returned to the main Zoom room, 
individuals were asked if they wanted to 
share what came up in their breakout rooms. 
After a few others spoke, the Latina woman 
raised her hand, 

I just have to practice patience and realize 
that while what is happening in the United 
States has been part of my daily experience 
since I was born, it is new for some people. 
For me, this is Tuesday. 

As occurred in this example, when the topics 
of the daily disappearance of thousands of 
individuals, the reversal of civil rights 
legislation, or the latest violation of 
humanity bubble up in cross-racial 
dialogues, White people often express 
astounded outrage. While intended to 
project solidarity of experience, the reaction 
of the first White woman above does not 
acknowledge that her whiteness affords her 
the privilege to be shocked. When Alicia 
entered the virtual breakout room, it was 
clear that the first woman had been 
speaking for a while, indicating that the 
conversation had begun with centering and 
sustaining a White voice, thereby solidifying 
power over the discussion. When the other 
White woman interrupted with sentiments 
of optimistic consolation, ‘We only have to 

wait until midterms,’ she signaled a lack of 
consciousness of the historical precedent 
and context for the current political 
moment. 

Both reactions deny the generational impact 
of the legacy of systemic racism in the U.S, 
perpetuating painful reminders of the 
privilege of white immunity (Cabrera, 2017) 
from having one’s daily existence under 
threat. While there was an opportunity to 
connect cross-racially with a Latina woman, 
listen to her lived experience, which could 
provide some insight into navigating this 
moment, both White women chose to 
center their limited White perspectives. 

Creating a disconnected dialogue. 

Alicia, in reflection, recognizes that her 
agency to distance herself from her own 
whiteness created the conditions for a 
harmful, racialized exchange to occur. In 
retrospect, she realizes that she (along with 
her co-facilitator) should have been more 
intentional about the racial dynamic of the 
initial breakout rooms or used a more 
structured protocol. Alicia underestimated 
how whiteness could (and ultimately did) 
work as a relational barrier in the 
conversation. Because of this oversight, the 
Latina woman was forced to bear the 
whiteness of the exchange. Rather than 
engage in a moment pregnant with potential 
for her to experience further racialized 
harm, the only woman of the Global 
Majority in the virtual space chose silence. 

In a cross-racial conversation yearning for 
connection, designed for the opportunity to 
resist racism together, whiteness 
perpetuated itself as a relational barrier to 
establishing connection. 

A paradox. 
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Denying Whiteness Exacerbates the 
Relational Paradox 

In the anecdote above, the two White 
women entered the breakout room, sharing 
their authentic reactions to the oppressive 
actions of the Trump administration. They 
likely believed that their sharing moved the 
group towards connection. However, 
centering their reactions, tethered to their 
lived experience as White women, without 
acknowledging the privilege of their outrage, 
moved the group away from the possibility 
of a cross-racial connection. Because of their 
inability to recognize the impact of their 
whiteness on the exchange, the White 
women exacerbated a relational paradox 
already present. 

When White people attempt to gain 
credibility in social justice spaces by denying 
their whiteness, the relational paradox of 
seeking cross-racial connection intensifies. 
This is seen in the opening vignette of this 
paper, when the White woman in Loretta 
Ross’ session shares that she cannot stand to 
be around the other, racist White people. Her 
emphatic statement that it is others, not her, 
who are racist, is meant to signal to 
everyone in the room that she is good and 
can be trusted. When Ross gently remarks, 
you might have more in common with them 
than you think, heads around the room nod 
in agreement. 

Resistance to acknowledging their whiteness 
distorts the possibility for White people to 
grow in authentic connection with others 
towards achieving the goals of social justice 
movement work. For White people to deny 
the existence of whiteness in ourselves is to 
disconnect from a deep understanding of 
who we have been socialized to be, while 
attempting to redefine the possibility of who 
we can become. Distancing ourselves from 

whiteness disregards an (in)authentic part of 
ourselves that, many White people despise, 
still exists within us. As with all patterns of 
detached behavior, one must first 
acknowledge the disconnection to remedy 
it. While it is difficult for White people to 
examine the relational barriers caused by 
their whiteness, in this historical moment, it 
is essential. 

Whiteness Works as a Barrier in 
Intra-Racial Relationships During 
Social Justice Work 

The findings of a grounded theory study by 
Gorski and Erakat (2019) of 22 racial justice 
activists of color state that “all white activists 
to some extent carry the implications of their 
whiteness into racial justice movements” (p. 
803). One of their recommendations is that 
White individuals seeking to be involved in 
racial equity work do “deep self-work by 
examining their privilege, their fragility, and 
their gaps in their misunderstandings of 
structural racism” (Gorski & Erakat, 2019, 
p.804). Wargo’s (2025) study on the lived 
experiences of 18 White facilitators of racial 
equity work concurs with Gorski & Erakat 
(2019), indicating that participation in 
ongoing, structured opportunities for 
reflection on whiteness is essential for White 
people to engage in collaborative social 
justice efforts. This grappling needs to 
happen in the context of intra-racial 
relationships with other White individuals, 
so that People of the Global Majority are not 
always burdened with teaching White 
people about their racism. 

White individuals working in community 
with each other to understand racism face 
obstacles. Several of these obstacles have 
been explored throughout this paper: the 
internalization of White identity narrative, 
controlling images regarding power and 
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worth, and the limitations of a White 
perspective. In this section, we examine how 
whiteness works as a relational barrier in the 
formation of intra-racial relationships, 
focusing on those created in the service of 
advancing social justice movements. 

Whiteness as an agent of disconnection 
(Walker, 2020) becomes amplified when 
White people attempt to work together to 
create spaces for growth in connection 
around a common goal to address racism 
(Wargo, 2025). White people not only bring 
internalized, relational images of whiteness 
(Walker 2020) into their relationships with 
People of the Global Majority, but they also 
(re)create them in relationships with other 
White people working towards social justice. 

In a culture of racial stratification, 
the dominating or “better than” 
group at the top of the hierarchy is 
not made more secure by their 
higher social status. In fact, their 
susceptibility to anxiety is 
heightened by the instability of 
power-over arrangements, in part 
because their hold on a superior 
status may seem quite fragile 
(Walker, 2020, p.52).  

The above statement reminds us of 
DiAngelo’s (2018) conception of white 
fragility, where just a small amount of racial 
stress causes White people to scream, cry, 
run out of the room at the mere indication 
they might be racist. Walker’s quote also 
suggests a deeper fragility, one that can 
manifest when social justice-oriented White 
people come together to interrogate 
interpersonal and systemic racism. While all 
White people have internalized power-over 
relational images of whiteness, White 
people invested in social justice can distort 
those images to enact false narratives of an 

enlightened, White liberal self to sustain 
superiority over other White people they 
perceive as less racially conscious (Wargo, 
2025). A White person whose self-identity 
aligns with enlightened liberalism may 
project themselves as knowing more about 
racism, thus believing they are more 
virtuous than other White people (Leonardo 
& Zembylas, 2013). This creates a relational 
barrier between White people as they 
convene with the intention of disrupting 
whiteness together. Thus, the power-over 
dynamic inherent in whiteness gets re-
created intra-racially, between White 
people. 

These relational barriers manifest in a 
variety of ways, including shaming and 
blaming other White people during social 
justice work, competing to be the “best” 
White person in the room, focusing primarily 
on gaining approval from People of the 
Global Majority for our efforts, and avoiding 
working alongside our fellow White people 
to interrogate our whiteness together 
(Wargo, 2025). 

Using RCT to Strengthen the 
Relational Practice of 
Interrupting Whiteness  
RCT illuminates a path forward, moving 
away from the relational barriers of 
whiteness to create the intra-racial, growth-
fostering relationships necessary for White 
people to engage in social justice work. We 
suggest White accountability spaces, 
grounded in the principles of RCT, as a place 
for White people to engage in the relational 
practice of interrupting their whiteness 
together. 
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White Accountability Spaces as a 
Possibility for Intra-Racial Growth in 
Connection  

When facilitated effectively, White 
accountability spaces provide space for 
White people to grow in their 
understanding of their continual 
participation in interpersonal and systemic 
racism so that they can show up with 
humility in multiracial movements for 
justice. They are places for White people to 
call on each other (Ross, 2025), to engage in 
the uncomfortable task of examining, re-
examining, and (re)making the meaning of 
what it means to be White in a culture that 
assigns power to a White racialized identity 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Walker, 2020). White 
accountability spaces are intentionally 
intra-racial so that cross-racial social justice 
spaces do not have to bear the weight of 
White people working on understanding 
their whiteness. 

White accountability spaces can easily 
become handwringing, navel-gazing book 
clubs where White people coddle each 
other’s reflections on whiteness without 
pushing each other to do the hard work of 
translating their ruminations into altered 
external behavior. They can also have the 
opposite effect of creating an elite-
stratifying atmosphere where White people 
are continually “fighting to see who is the 
best among us” (Wargo, 2025, p. 231). For 
White accountability spaces to be places of 
growth-in-connection towards interrupting 
systemic racism, all White participants must 
work to be acutely aware of how the 
relational barriers inherent in whiteness can 
be perpetuated in intra-racial relationships. 
Participants of White accountability spaces 
must navigate the line between reifying the 
power-over dynamics of whiteness and 

centering the comfort of other White people 
that affords whiteness to remain 
unchallenged. Achieving this balance is 
complex, requiring examination of self, of 
other White people, and engaging with the 
breadth of antiracist scholarship from 
People of the Global Majority. 

White people often believe that their role in 
social justice movement work is to focus on 
building cross-racial relationships with 
People of the Global Majority. While this is 
critical, White people must also invest in 
growth-fostering relationships with each 
other to be able to interrupt the narratives 
of whiteness that we consistently embody 
and enact. White accountability spaces can 
become sites for creating intra-racial, 
growth-fostering relationships with other 
White people, where we can openly discuss 
our whiteness. Engaging White 
accountability spaces as places to examine 
the limits of our whiteness allows us to enter 
cross-racial social justice work with humility 
and vulnerability and increases our capacity 
to recognize and repair the racialized harm 
we inevitably cause. White accountability 
spaces can prepare White people to have the 
knowledge and skills to interrupt whiteness 
as they attempt to participate more fully in 
cross-racial movement building. The impact 
of this intra-racial work is how White people 
show up outside of the White accountability 
group to address systemic racism. 

Offering Three Active States of Being 
to Interrupt Whiteness in Self and 
Others 

We offer three active states for White 
people striving to be more impactful as co-
conspirators (Love, 2019) during the 
relational practice of interrupting whiteness 
during social justice movement work. These 
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interrelated states of being are explored in 
the sections below. 

Embracing Humility and Vulnerability 

As seen throughout this paper, White people 
are socialized to equate their worth with 
maintaining power over others. Within this 
socialization, being vulnerable equates to 
relinquishing one’s power. To embrace 
vulnerability as a White person is to 
interrupt the whiteness that lives in the self. 
To enact vulnerability in the presence of 
others requires humility.  

It is only through embracing vulnerability 
and humility that White individuals can 
participate in the growth-fostering 
relationships necessary for social justice 
movement work. As seen earlier in this 
paper, this means admitting one’s 
knowledge and awareness gaps, 
understanding power dynamics, and being 
willing to learn from those with direct 
experience of racism. It means listening to 
understand another’s perspective, instead 
of immediately interjecting into the 
conversation, or trying to prove one’s status 
as a “good ally.”   

While embodying humility and vulnerability 
is effective for establishing intra-racial, 
growth-fostering relationships in White 
accountability spaces, it is necessary during 
cross-racial, social justice movement 
building. To illustrate, we revisit the 
anecdote from earlier in this paper where 
two White women spent their time in a 
virtual breakout room with a Latina woman 
incessantly talking about themselves and 
their feelings of outrage at the re-election of 
Trump. A humble and vulnerable response 
from either White woman could have looked 
something like,  

I am feeling shocked right now, but I need to 
spend time examining why this is my 
reaction. I don’t want to say a lot yet because 
I’m still working out these feelings.  

Or, another response could be, 

I realize that my experience as a White 
person has afforded me a lot of comfort. 
That comfort is being threatened in a real 
way for the first time in my lifetime. This 
feeling is new for me. I’m not sure how to 
navigate it right now. I’d love to hear others’ 
perspectives if you are willing to share.  

Both responses provide room for either 
White woman to share an authentic reaction 
without dominating the conversation. The 
second response explicitly acknowledges the 
limitations of a White perspective. Then, 
offers an invitation into the conversation to 
the Latina woman in the room without 
placing undue pressure on her to share her 
experiences.  

An additional aspect of embracing humility 
and vulnerability as a social justice-oriented 
White person is to realize that we cannot 
equate our experiences with those of other 
racial identities, who have been 
experiencing racism and oppression for 
their entire lives. As explained by the Latina 
woman in the anecdote referred to above, 

It is new for some people. For me, this is 
Tuesday.  

Accepting. Acknowledging. Repairing.  

Once White individuals can accept that 
whiteness will affect our behavior during 
social justice work, it is important to 
acknowledge when we have caused 
racialized harm and attempt to repair the 
harm we will inevitably cause. As Walker 
(2004) reminds us, “healing and 
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reconnection are active possibilities only 
when we make ourselves available to the 
experience of challenge and the 
complexities of conflict” (p. 100). For White 
individuals in social justice work, this begins 
by confronting the fear associated with the 
vulnerability of admitting that one has 
caused racial harm in the first place. Once 
one has acknowledged the harm, an attempt 
should be made to apologize directly to the 
recipient (s) of the harm within the same 
venue where the harm occurred. Given the 
temporal nature of social justice work, we 
realize that this may not always be possible. 
An example of apologizing for harm after the 
moment has passed is taken from Wargo’s 
(2025) research on White facilitators. Katie, 
a study participant, shared an experience of 
facilitating a workshop right after Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine. According to Katie,  

And I said something like, I’m sure 
we’re all aware of the news, and we 
might be having unfamiliar, different 
kinds of feelings. And I said 
something like, For those of you who 
are younger, this may be the first 
major war in your lifetimes. (p.240) 

After the workshop, Katie received an email 
from the client, who shared that they were 
disturbed by her comment. Katie’s reaction 
illustrates what it means to accept one’s 
whiteness in owning the misstep: 

And, as soon as I saw her email, I said, 
Right, because that’s my racism. 
Really what I meant is, this is the first 
White people on White people war in 
your generation. That is what I 
meant. And, you know, I can feel that 
in my body right now. I recognize 
what an error that was, in saying it 
out loud and an error in not pausing 
and saying, Oops, Yep, that was my 

racism. Can we all here see how that 
was my racism coming through? (p. 
240) 

Katie then reached out to the client with an 
apology:  

I sent all staff emails to the clients 
apologizing, saying, This is what 
happened. I don't know if anyone 
else in the room felt it. As I was 
reflecting, I'm apologizing for this 
and I'm also offering if anyone 
would like to talk further about this. 
If there is a need to hold space to 
talk about this amongst yourselves, 
these are different ways that I can 
support it. (p.240) 

In the email Katie sent, they accepted 
responsibility for what happened, 

apologized, and then offered two options for 
repair: an opportunity to talk further about 
the incident directly, or support to talk about 
the incident without Katie being present.  

As Blay (2021) reminds us, an apology does 
not equate to absolution from one’s 
behavior. Saying I’m sorry does not erase the 
impact of an incident, because the ongoing 
effect of racial harm reverberates beyond an 
isolated moment. For White people, this 
means releasing the need for forgiveness or 
expecting everything to be “immediately ok” 
after an apology. In the above example, 
Katie offered both an apology and options 
for repair but could not control whether 
others in the organization would engage in 
the activities offered. True repair only begins 
when we, as White people, start to learn 
from our mistakes and change our behavior 
moving forward.  
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Practicing Loving Accountability 

While individually acknowledging and 
apologizing for any harm we may have 
caused is necessary, it is equally important 
for social justice-oriented White people to 
hold other White people accountable for 
their actions. This need is reiterated 
throughout this paper, in the words of 
Loretta Ross (2025), by the work of Maureen 
Walker (2020), and in the sentiment 
expressed by a woman of the Global 
Majority in the opening vignette:  

Well, we need you to do it. To be the equity 
police. Because we can’t.  

It’s not safe for us. 

While White people 
can always call out 
each other or 
admonish racist 
behavior in the 
moment, it is 
difficult to hold 
someone 
accountable outside 
of an ongoing relationship. This is why 
prioritizing intra-racial, growth-fostering 
relationships in social justice work matters. 
Accountability, whether for oneself or for 
other White people, must come from a place 
of loving humanity enough that one is willing 
to take the relational risk (Tatum & 
Knaplund, 1996) necessary to name the 
behavior. Meaning, pointing out someone’s 
racist words or actions may impact the 
relationship, but avoidance or silence 
condones the behavior.  

There is a tension between never offering 
criticism of another White person’s behavior 
to sustain White comfort instead of 
addressing racism or bias (Applebaum, 2017; 
DiAngelo, 2018, 2021) and projecting 

superiority to maintain a virtuous position of 
power over that person. As White people 
striving to be more effective in social justice 
work, we must navigate that tension 
together. We suggest practicing loving 
accountability when we witness racial harm, 
using clear language to name the behavior, 
without shaming or distancing ourselves 
from the situation.  

Pause. Question. Name. 

White people must practice loving 
accountability from a place of mutuality, 
reminding ourselves that our goal is the 
collective responsibility of altering behavior, 

not to project power 
over the White 
person who caused 
the harm. When, as 
White people, we 
witness racial harm 
happening in a 
space focused on 
social justice, we 
suggest pausing, 
questioning, and 

then naming the behavior (Wargo, 2025). 
Here is an example: 

A White participant attending a virtual 
workshop makes a comment perpetuating a 
negative racial stereotype. You notice other 
individuals wince at the words, but the 
facilitator does not address the comment. 
We offer the following as a potential 
strategy to address the behavior: 

Pause. Ask the facilitator, Can we 
pause for a moment? There was 
something said that I need clarity 
on.  

Question. Address the person 
directly. I heard you say x, did I hear 
that correctly? 

We suggest practicing loving 
accountability when we witness 
racial harm, using clear language 
to name the behavior, without 

shaming or distancing ourselves 
from the situation.  
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Name. Share the impact of the 
words. When I heard you say x, it 
bothered me. It sounds like a 
negative stereotype because… 

I’m happy to talk to you about this 
more after the meeting if you want, 
but I didn’t want the moment to 
pass without acknowledging the 
impact of what was said. 

Engaging in this framework as a practice of 
loving accountability allows for multiple 
opportunities for the White person enacting 
the harm to reflect on their words. 
Sometimes, just repeating the words back to 
a social justice-oriented White person helps 
them realize their impact. If this doesn’t 
work, explicitly naming the impact in the 
moment may also spark some realization.  

Invest in a Conversation. Invest in 
Collective Responsibility. 

Simply naming racial harm in the moment is 
often insufficient at changing behavior. 
Extending an invitation to unpack the impact 
of the racial harm alongside the other White 
person is where the real work of loving 
accountability begins. Practicing humility 
and vulnerability can help guide this 
conversation, starting by saying,  

I’ve caused harm, too, and it never 
feels good to be called on it.  

Or,  

Thank you for being willing to 
engage in this conversation with 
me. I’m still learning about my own 
whiteness.  

After these entry points, it is important to 
invite reflection by asking, How are you 
feeling about yesterday? Do you have any 

thoughts you would like to share? To avoid 
creating a power-over dynamic in the 
conversation, it is important not to present 
oneself as a teacher of antiracism. Rather, 
position oneself as a co-learner, invested in 
a mutual connection where both people 
grow in their understandings of whiteness 
and racism together.  

 Supporting other White people through the 
work of understanding their whiteness 
enough to be willing to acknowledge racist 
actions, repair harm, and change behavior is 
ongoing, necessary, and difficult work. This 
work is not transactional but rather includes 
follow-up and ongoing support built on 
strong, intra-racial relationships. Without 
the investment of White people taking 
collective responsibility for interrupting 
whiteness together, multi-racial coalition 
building leading to social change cannot 
happen.  

Interrupting whiteness to 
Prepare for Multi-Racial 
Coalition Building 
 If there ever was a time for multiracial 
coalition building, it is now. It is us. It is 
leveraging the principles of RCT to form 
growth-fostering relationships. White 
people must strive to participate more 
effectively in the multiracial coalition 
building necessary to meet this moment of 
disconnected, dysregulated, unchecked 
whiteness. As stated previously in this paper, 
the egregious actions occurring on a 
systemic level may tempt us into absolving 
ourselves of the necessary work that White 
people committed to racial justice must do. 
As two White women, we do not know 
everything needed to maintain and sustain 
cross-racial relationships in social justice 
work. Based on our lived experiences as 
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scholars, practitioners, and White people 
committed to racial equity, we offer this 
paper as a beginning.  

We call on ourselves and others to work 
together to rewire our internalized, 
relational images of ourselves, of other 
White people, and of People of the Global 
Majority. Reimagining the power dynamics 
of whiteness to form intra-racial, growth-
fostering relationships supports White 
individuals in participating more fully in 
multiracial coalition building. Our work must 
transcend confined spaces. As Jordan (2004) 
offers, “Transforming disconnection is not 
about taking action, doing, changing, or 
controlling. It is about dealing with the fear 
that largely 
determines 
people’s movement 
into separation and 
isolation “(p. 56).  

Every day, 
we are given a new 
reason to divide 
and disconnect.  

Whiteness 
continues to flourish, and we must prepare 
for the work ahead. 

The time is now, always now, to reimagine 
possibilities for expanding power with 
growth-fostering connections that defy the 
legacy of systemic racism rooted in 
whiteness.  

We humbly invite you to continue to grow in 
this work with us.  

Together.  
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