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Foreword

I feel deeply honored to write this Foreword to Derald Wing Sue’s
Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation. Before
I comment on the book itself, I want to provide some context for absorbing the
text by discussing your author, Dr. Derald Wing Sue.

Dr. Sue has been a role model and mentor to me and hundreds of mental
health professionals engaged in multicultural counseling and research. For
this reason, I was personally touched to receive his invitation to prepare this
brief Foreword. It is fair to say that Dr. Sue is the most often cited and quoted
scholar in the field of multicultural counseling. Moreover, his scholarly
impact extends beyond the counseling field, as he has had a profound impact
in clinical psychology, social work, psychiatry, social justice, political science,
and education. Furthermore, Dr. Sue’s impact has reached far beyond North
American borders, particularly to Europe and Asia, and some of his classic
works of scholarship (e.g., Counseling the Culturally Diverse: Theory and Practice
[Sue & Sue, 2008]) have been translated into multiple languages.

A number of aspects of Dr. Sue’s life and career have promoted his global
status as a “legend in the field.” Chief among these is that his own personal
processing of life and career experiences have markedly informed his past
and this current work, and have imbued his positions with logic, validity, and
credibility. A few thoughts that I seem to always have in mind when I
am reading and processing Dr. Sue’s work (i.e., this new book, and recently,
Counseling the Culturally Diverse [Sue & Sue, 2008] and Overcoming Our Racism:
The Journey to Liberation [Sue, 2003]) are reflected in the following points:

1. There is a marked synergy between Dr. Sue as a scholar and author and as
an individual, authentic person. For example, one definable characteristic of his

ix



X FOREWORD

work and role modeling is his openness and courage. Dr. Sue has personally
experienced countless microaggressions (as well as blatant macroaggressions)
in his personal life and career, a number of which he candidly, vividly, and
poignantly describes in his published life story (Sue, 2001), as well as in the
current text. Dr. Sue discusses the impact of these racist incidents on himself
and his family, and he describes the actions he took and the resources he drew
on to cope with these experiences. Thus, what you are about to read in this
destined-to-be-classic text has deep roots and anchors in Dr. Sue’s personal
life experiences. The result is a textural work of scholarship that is fluid, riv-
eting to read, replete with real life day-to-day examples, at times alarming
and upsetting to process, and in the end, hopeful in contemplating “the way
forward.”

2. Though as a reader and practicing clinician I am drawn to the unfolding
interplay of Dr. Sue’s life experiences and integrative, interdisciplinary writing,
as a researcher I am impressed with the depth and breadth of his scholarship,
his research vision, and his pure scientific skill. Dr. Sue is one of the few mixed
methods researchers in multicultural psychology, and his mastery of both
qualitative approaches (e.g., long interviews, discourse analysis, case studies,
participant observation) and quantitative designs (e.g., large sample survey
research and experimental designs) inform his writing and help him creatively
investigate his personal perceptions garnered as a Chinese American living in
the United States and a psychologist and educator who has worked directly
on the topic of racism through decades of teaching, consultation, clinical service,
and national leadership. In Microaggressions in Everyday Life, Dr. Sue master-
fully pulls all of his life and work experiences together to frame a new theory
and vision for the study of racism, sexism, and homophobia. What Dr. Sue
has created in his “Taxonomy of Microaggressions” will ignite research in the
field of racism and multiple oppressions that will ultimately lead to marked
change in the way we all deal with and respect one another. This book is that
good. It will change the way you think, it will move you to act and not just
witness and observe, and it will even influence how you feel toward, commu-
nicate with, and care for your own loved ones, students, and clients.

Having provided a glimpse into Dr. Sue as a person, role model, and
scholar, I now turn to my reactions to reading this new book. I have organized
my impressions of Microaggressions in Everyday Life along six major areas:

1. A Window of Clarity. Most of us know blatant racism, sexism, and
homophobia when we see it. Sexual harassment and domestic violence
toward women, and hate crimes directed toward racial minorities and gays
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and lesbians are definable, always illegal, and often open to redress through
prosecution. However, as logically argued by Dr. Sue, overt hate crimes,
though still all too common in society, represent only a small portion of the
hurricane-wind of oppression faced minute to minute, hour to hour, and day
to day by racial and sexual-orientation minorities and women. The majority of
oppression faced by these group members is “micro” (not immediately visible
to the eye), insidious, psychologically and physically draining, and often not
definable, illegal, or open to redress.

Social science researchers have coined such terms as “modern racism,”
“aversive racism,” and “subtle racism” in an attempt to capture and understand
the essence of the many forms of non-blatant racism. However, heretofore,
models for understanding non-blatant forms of racism and oppression have
been difficult to fully visualize and comprehend, almost as if looking through
a foggy window. Now, with Microaggressions in Everyday Life, we have a clear
window through which to see the manifestations, process, and impact of
everyday oppression. Through his decade-long research program, Dr. Sue has
provided us with a vivid model and clear vocabulary to understand, empirically
research, and hopefully reduce the day-to-day oppression faced by so many
persons in America and beyond.

2. Something About His Writing! Whenever I sit down to read Dr. Sue’s
work, I cannot help but be riveted. This first happened for me in 1981, when
as a graduate student I began reading his inaugural edition of Counseling the
Culturally Different (now Counseling the Culturally Diverse; Sue, 1981). At the
time there were few books on multicultural counseling, and Dr. Sue’s was
by far the most engaging, direct, and impactful. I felt the same way when
reading his Overcoming Our Racism (Sue, 2003) and, just recently, in finishing
this current work. In reading Microaggressions in Everyday Life, I felt as if I was
in a small group talking with and interacting with Dr. Sue. His personhood,
authenticity, and passion for justice shine through in every chapter. He uses
everyday language that is understandable and impactful, and he does not tip-
toe around issues of microaggressions and racism. He is direct in presenting
his positions, clear and logical in reviewing and integrating a wide body of
research, and hopeful in pointing a way forward for all of us in terms of work-
ing to understand microaggressions in ourselves, and to stop microaggressions
against our fellow citizens.

Another reaction I had while reading Dr. Sue’s newest work was more
visceral in nature. Generally, when reading books about racism and prej-
udice I process them “in my head,” intellectually. However, throughout
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reading Microaggressions in Everyday Life, my sensations and feelings were in
my stomach—I could feel anger and frustration at the myriad injustices being
unveiled by Dr. Sue’s careful dialogic deconstruction; I felt guilt as I realized
how I have and continue to microaggress against others. When reading the
many real-life vignettes and scenarios throughout each chapter, I had a sense
of verisimilitude; that is, I felt as if I were in the vignette seeing what was
happening, while also now understanding what was happening and knowing
what the destructive impact would be.

3. Validity and Credibility. These terms are used in quantitative and qualitative
research, respectively, to describe the accuracy, interpretability, and substantive
nature of empirical inquiry. Impressively, each chapter in this new text is marked
by high levels of validity and credibility as Dr. Sue integrates a varied interdis-
ciplinary body of research with the results of his own mixed methods research
program to arrive at a model for understanding and intervening in daily micro-
aggressions. A particular strength of this new book is the inclusion of direct
quotes, dialogues, and mini—case studies in each chapter that serve to give voice
to those regularly subjected to microaggressions and shed light on the thinking
and behavior of the majority of us who perpetuate daily microaggressions.

Dr. Sue does a clear and crisp job in first presenting the dialogue, quotes,
or case study, and then logically deconstructing and analyzing the material
so that readers can vividly see what microaggressions are, how they operate,
the prejudicial thinking that powers them, and the spoken words and subtle
behaviors that operationalize the aggressions.

4. Conceptual and Theoretical Understanding. Dr. Sue’s mastery of a wide and
interdisciplinary body of theoretical writing and empirical research on racism
and oppression is almost impossible to comprehend. He has been able to inte-
grate and subsume multiple theoretical models and bodies of research into his
overarching theory of microaggressions. Rather than add his own piece to the
puzzle of understanding oppression, he has completed the puzzle through
his comprehensive outline of microaggressions in everyday life.

Groundbreaking and integrative theoretical advances in this new work include
Dr. Sue’s Taxonomy for Understanding Microaggressions—microassaults
(conscious), microinsults (unconscious), and microinvalidations (uncon-
scious)—as well as his five-phase model for deconstructing the microaggres-
sion process: experiencing the incident — attributing the aggressor’s intent
— immediate cognitive, behavioral, and emotive reaction to the incident —
interpreting and processing the incident and reaction — consequences of and
consideration in coping with the microaggression. Through his systematically
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charted and long-standing qualitative research program, Dr. Sue clearly outlines
these theoretical models and provides explicit examples and interpretations of
their manifestation in individuals.

Clearly, Dr. Sue has provided a robust theoretical model and specific
research tools (e.g., discourse analysis) that will guide ongoing and future
research in the study of microaggression impact, coping, and intervention.
I would not be surprised to see in the next decade that Microaggressions in
Everyday Life serves as the theoretical model and conceptual rationale for 25
doctoral dissertations and 100 journal articles.

5. Depth and Breadth of Coverage. Microaggressions in Everyday Life builds off
of Dr. Sue’s decade-long systematic research program on microaggressions.
As a result, Dr. Sue and his esteemed culture- and gender-diverse research
team (inclusive of emerging international scholars such as J. M. Bucceri, C.
M. Capodilupo, M. Esquilin, A. M. B. Holder, A. I. Lin, K. L. Nadal, D. P.
Rivera, and G. C. Torino) have been able to extend the initial work on racial
microaggressions to issues of gender and sexual orientation. What Dr. Sue’s
research team has found is that some aspects of microaggressions transcend
targeted minority groups, while other aspects are rather unique to specific
groups. As such, clinicians, educators, managers, employers, and politicians
need to understand both transcendent and culturally specific manifestations
of microaggression if they are to contribute to Dr. Sue’s vision for the “way
forward.”

This text devotes substantive discussion to various racial/ethnic microaggres-
sions (i.e., African Americans, Asian Americans, Latino/Hispanic Americans,
and Native Americans), gender microaggressions, and sexual-orientation micro-
aggressions. Furthermore, it specifically addresses microaggressions in critical
spheres of life, such as employment, education, and the mental health therapy
process itself. Dr. Sue addresses specifically and candidly the significant toll that
microaggressions take on people’s physical and mental health, quality of life,
and sense of humanity.

Unique to this visionary text is a detailed discussion of the psycho-logical
costs of microaggressions to the perpetrators, an often neglected topic in the
social and behavioral sciences literature. These consuming and destructive
costs include cognitive impairment (operating in a false and distorted real-
ity), affective consequences (feelings of fear, anxiety, apprehension, guilt,
and lowered empathy), behavioral manifestations (inhibited social interaction
experiences), and spiritual/moral failings (losing spiritual interconnectedness
with humanity).
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6. The Way Forward. Though at times daunting and upsetting to now
understand the prevalence, nature, and destructive force of microaggressions
to all involved, Dr. Sue gives us hope in that every chapter presents an inte-
grated “way forward” section that provides practical steps that we ourselves
can take in order to better understand and control our own tendency to micro-
aggress, as well as to help others who perpetuate or suffer from the wide array
of microaggressions. To be sure, envisioning a society completely devoid of
microaggressions is likely impossible, yet we must draw on Dr. Sue’s wisdom
and scholarship and begin to implement his “way forward” suggestions. As
noted by Dr. Sue, simultaneous to understanding and limiting our own micro-
aggressive behavior, we must continue to develop coping skills to help reduce
the long-term impact of destructive microaggressions.

I am certain you will be both riveted and also personally and professionally
impacted as soon as you start reading Dr. Sue’s latest integrative and ground-
breaking text. As a student, this book will enhance your personal and profes-
sional development and will provide you a path for an important research and /
or dissertation program. As an educator and clinician, this book will increase
your awareness and self-knowledge and make you more effective and impact-
ful as an educator, healer, and role model.

Wishing you a good read!
Joseph G. Ponterotto, PhD
Professor, Fordham University
Private Practice, New York City
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Preface

Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation is about
the damaging consequences of everyday prejudice, bias, and discrimination
upon marginalized groups in our society. The experience of racial, gender, and
sexual-orientation microaggressions is not new to people of color, women,
and LGBTs. It is the constant and continuing everyday reality of slights,
insults, invalidations, and indignities visited upon marginalized groups by
well-intentioned, moral, and decent family members, friends, neighbors, cow-
orkers, students, teachers, clerks, waiters and waitresses, employers, health
care professionals, and educators. The power of microaggressions lies in their
invisibility to the perpetrator, who is unaware that he or she has engaged in a
behavior that threatens and demeans the recipient of such a communication.

While hate crimes and racial, gender, and sexual-orientation harassment
continue to be committed by overt racists, sexists, and homophobes, the thesis
of this book is that the greatest harm to persons of color, women, and LGBTs
does not come from these conscious perpetrators. It is not the White suprema-
cists, Ku Klux Klan members, or Skinheads, for example, who pose the greatest
threat to people of color, but instead well-intentioned people, who are strongly
motivated by egalitarian values, believe in their own morality, and experience
themselves as fair-minded and decent people who would never consciously
discriminate. Because no one is immune from inheriting the biases of the
society, all citizens are exposed to a social conditioning process that imbues
within them prejudices, stereotypes, and beliefs that lie outside their level of
awareness. On a conscious level they may endorse egalitarian values, but on
an unconscious level, they harbor antiminority feelings.

XV
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Bias, prejudice, and discrimination in North America has undergone a
transformation, especially in the post—civil rights era when the democratic
belief in equality of marginalized groups (racial minorities, women, and gays/
lesbians) directly clashes with their long history of oppression in society. In the
case of racism and sexism, its manifestation has been found to be more dis-
guised and covert, rather than overtly expressed in the form of racial hatred
and bigotry. Research also indicates that sexism and heterosexism have not
decreased, but instead become more ambiguous and nebulous, making them
more difficult to identify and acknowledge.

Although much has been written about contemporary forms of racism,
sexism, and homophobia, many studies in health care, education, law, employ-
ment, mental health, and social settings indicate the difficulty of describing
and defining racial, gender, and sexual-orientation discrimination that occurs
via “implicit bias”; these are difficult to identify, quantify, and rectify because
of their subtle, nebulous, and unnamed nature. Subtle racism, sexism, and hetero-
sexism remain relatively invisible and potentially harmful to the well-being,
self-esteem, and standard of living of many marginalized groups in society. These
daily common experiences of aggression may have significantly more and
stronger effects on anger, frustration, and self-esteem than traditional, overt
forms of racism, sexism, and heterosexism. Furthermore, their invisible nature
prevents perpetrators from realizing and confronting their own complicity
in creating psychological dilemmas for minorities and their role in creating
disparities in employment, health care, and education.

In reviewing the literature on subtle and contemporary forms of bias,
the term “microaggressions” seems to best describe the phenomenon in its
everyday occurrence. Simply stated, microaggressions are brief, everyday
exchanges that send denigrating messages to certain individuals because of
their group membership. The term was first coined by Pierce in 1970 in his
work with Black Americans, in which he defined it as “subtle, stunning, often
automatic, and nonverbal exchanges which are ‘put downs’” (Pierce, Carew,
Pierce-Gonzalez, & Willis, 1978, p. 66). They have also been described as “subtle
insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward people of color,
often automatically or unconsciously” (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). In the
world of business, the term “microinequities” is used to describe the pattern
of being overlooked, underrespected, and devalued because of one’s race or
gender. They are often unconsciously delivered as subtle snubs or dismissive
looks, gestures, and tones. These exchanges are so pervasive and automatic
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in daily conversations and interactions that they are often dismissed and
glossed over as being innocent and innocuous. Yet, as indicated previously,
microaggressions are detrimental to persons of color because they impair
performance in a multitude of settings by sapping the psychic and spiritual
energy of recipients and by creating inequities.

Microaggressions in Everyday Life is divided into four major sections:

Section Omne: Psychological Manifestation and Dynamics of

Microaggressions is composed of three chapters.
Chapter 1: The Manifestation of Racial, Gender, and Sexual-
Orientation Microaggressions introduces the reader to the overall
definition of microaggressions, their everyday manifestations,
hidden demeaning messages, and their detrimental impact upon
recipients. It reveals how marginality is similarly expressed by
well-intentioned individuals toward people of color, women,
and LGBTs. It does this by providing numerous examples of the
everyday indignities visited upon these groups. More disturbing
is the conclusion that everyone has engaged in harmful conduct
toward other socially devalued groups.
Chapter 2: Taxonomy of Microaggressions provides readers
with a way to classify microaggressions, the three forms they
take (microassault, microinsult, and microinvalidation), their
hidden insulting and hostile messages, and their harmful impact
upon recipients. Microaggressions appear to be classifiable under
different racial, gender, and sexual-orientation themes. These
themes appear to be a reflection of stereotypes and worldviews of
inclusion—exclusion and superiority—inferiority.
Chapter 3: The Psychological Dilemmas and Dynamics of
Microaggressions is an attempt to analyze how microaggres-
sions create dilemmas and distress to people of color, women,
and LGBTs. Four major psychological dilemmas confront targets
when microaggressions make their appearance. First, there is a
clash of racial, gender, and sexual-orientation realities, in which both
perpetrator and target interpret the situation differently. Second,
because the bias is invisible, perpetrators are unaware that they
have insulted or demeaned the target and are allowed to continue
in the belief of their innocence. Third, even when microaggressions
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become visible, they are seen as trivial or small slights that
produce only minimal harm. Fourth, targets are placed in an
unenviable catch-22 position where they are “damned if they
do” (choose to confront the perpetrator) and “damned if they don’t”
(choose to do nothing).

Section Two: Microaggressive Impact on Targets and Perpetrators is
composed of three chapters.

Chapter 4: The Microaggression Process Model: Microaggressions
from Beginning to End describes our most recent findings on what
triggers microaggressions (incidents), how they are perceived by
the recipient, the numerous reactions that can occur, how events are
interpreted, and their impact or consequences. I propose a process
model to understand the various dimensional components of micro-
aggressive dynamic flow.

Chapter 5: Microaggressive Stress: Impact on Physical and
Mental Health summarizes the theory and research literature
on the psychological and physical detrimental consequences
that accrue to marginalized groups through microaggressions.
Far from being benign, microaggressions have major mental and
physical health consequences to the targets. The chapter discusses
stress-coping models and makes a strong case that microaggressions
are not only qualitatively different from the hassles of everyday
life, but that they have even stronger effects.

Chapter 6: Microaggressive Perpetrators and Oppression: The
Nature of the Beast is perhaps quite unique because it explores
the consequences of oppression and racial, gender, and sexual-
orientation microaggressions on perpetrators. In other words,
research is beginning to reveal that microaggressions not only
have detrimental impact on targets, but the perpetrators as well.
Some of these findings suggest that perpetrators are likely to
develop a warped sense of reality, callousness, anxiety, guilt, and
other damaging effects.

Section Three: Group-Specific Microaggressions: Race, Gender, and
Sexual Orientation is composed of three chapters.

Chapter 7: Racial/Ethnic Microaggressions and Racism dis-
cusses racial/ethnic minority groups (African American, Asian
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American, Latino(a)/Hispanic American, and Native American)
with respect to racial issues under the microaggression rubric.
Chapter 8: Gender Microaggressions and Sexism discusses the
impact of bias on women with respect to gender issues under the
microaggression rubric.

Chapter 9: Sexual-Orientation Microaggressions and Hetero-
sexism discusses biases against LGBTs with respect to sexual-

orientation issues under the microaggression rubric.

Section Four: Microaggressions in Employment, Education, and

Mental Health Practice is composed of three chapters.
Chapter 10: Microaggressive Impact in the Workplace and
Employment describes and analyzes the operation of racial,
gender, and sexual orientation in the workplace. It reveals how
microaggressions operate in the recruitment, retention, and
promotion of marginalized groups in the world of work, how it
disadvantages them, interferes with work performance, and leads
to detrimental consequences. It broadens the analysis of micro-
aggressions to how it creates a hostile and invalidating work
environment.
Chapter 11: Microaggressive Impact on Education and Teaching:
Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race in the Classroom
explores how microaggressions are manifested in the curriculum,
knowledge base, campus climates, and most importantly in the
classroom. I present a series of studies specifically on how micro-
aggressions are triggers to difficult dialogues on race, gender, and
sexual orientation in the classroom and reasons why educators
fail miserably in their ability to facilitate these dialogues.
Chapter 12: Microaggressive Impact on Mental Health Practice
makes a strong case that underutilization of mental health facili-
ties and premature termination may be due to microaggressions
unknowingly delivered by well-intentioned therapists. Issues
of trust-mistrust and counselor credibility are analyzed as they
impact the credibility of the helping professional.

It is important to note that a major goal of the text is to present research data,
theories, and practical suggestions as to how to overcome microaggressions
directed at all marginalized groups, and to make specific suggestions related to
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how they can be ameliorated at individual, institutional, and societal levels. For
that reason, not only are these remedial and preventive interventions discussed
throughout each chapter, but a special concluding section, The Way Forward,
ends each chapter with an outline of guidelines, strategies, and interventions
that can be taken to free our society of microaggressions.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Manifestation of
Racial, Gender, and
Sexual-Orientation
Microaggressions

Standing before his classroom, Charles Richardson, a White professor, asked for questions
from the class. He had just finished a lecture on Greco-Roman contributions to the
history of psychology. An African American male student raised his hand.

When called upon, the student spoke in a frustrated manner, noting that the history of
psychology was “ethnocentric and Eurocentric” and that it left out the contributions
of other societies and cultures. The student seemed to challenge the professor by noting
that the contributions of African, Latin American, and Asian psychologies were never
covered.

The professor responded, “Robert, 1 want you to calm down. We are studying
American psychology in this course and we will eventually address how it has influ-
enced and been adapted to Asian and other societies. I plan to also talk about how
systems and theories of psychology contain universal applications.”

Rather than defusing the situation, however, Professor Richardson sensed that his
response had raised the level of tension among several students of color. Another Black
male student then stated, “Perhaps we are looking at this issue from different per-
spectives or worldviews. Just as language affects how we define problems, maybe we
all need to evaluate our assumptions and beliefs. Maybe we are ethnocentric. Maybe

3
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there are aspects of psychology that apply across all populations. Maybe we need to
dialogue more and be open to alternative interpretations.”

Throughout the semester, the professor had sensed increasing resentment among
his students of color over the course content (he could not understand the reasons)
and he welcomed the opportunity to say something positive about their classroom
contributions. He responded, “Justin [who is a Black studentl, I appreciate your
exceptionally thoughtful and intelligent observation. You are a most articulate young
man with good conceptual and analytical skills. This is the type of nonjudgmental
analysis and objectivity needed for good dialogues. We need to address these issues in
a calm, unemotional, and reasoned manner.”

To the professor’s surprise, Justin and several other students of color seemed
offended and insulted by the praise.

Kathleen, a graduating MBA business major, was conservatively dressed in her black
blazer and matching skirt as she rode the number 1 subway train from Columbia
University to downtown Manhattan. This would be her second job interview with
a major brokerage firm and she was excited, sensing that her first interview with a
midlevel manager had gone very well. She had been asked to return to be interviewed
by the department vice president. Kathleen knew she was one of three finalists, but
also sensed her advantage in having specialized and unique training that was of
interest to the company.

During the train ride, Kathleen endured the usual smattering of admiring glances,
as well as a few more lecherous stares. As she exited a very crowded subway train at
Times Square, she attempted to squeeze out between the streams of commuters entering
the train car. One man, seeing her dilemma, firmly placed his hand on her lower back to
escort her out onto the platform. With his left arm, he steered her toward the exit and they
walked briskly toward the stairs, where the crowd thinned. Upon separating, the man
smiled and nodded, obviously believing he had acted in a chivalrous manner. Kathleen
didn’t appreciate being touched without her permission, but thanked him anyway.

During the interview, the vice president seemed very casual and relaxed. She noted,
however, that he referred to male employees as “Mr. X” and to female employees by
their first names. Several times he called her “Kathy.” She thought about telling him
that she preferred “Kathleen,” but didn’t want to alienate her potential employer. She
very much wanted the job. When she inquired about the criteria the company would
use to hire for the position, the vice president joked, “What do you need a job for,
anyway? You can always find a good man.”

When Kathleen did not laugh and remained serious, the vice president quickly said,
“I believe the most qualified person should be offered the position. We treat all men
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and women equally. In fact, I don’t even think about employees as men or women.
People are people and everyone has an equal opportunity to be hired and succeed.”

Kathleen felt very uncomfortable with the response. She left the interview knowing
she would not be offered the position.

What do these incidents have in common?

In both case vignettes, racial and gender microaggressions were being
unconsciously delivered—in the classroom by a well-intentioned professor, in
the subway station by a fellow commuter, and in the job interview by a vice
president. The term “racial microaggressions” was first coined by Chester Pierce
in the 1970s to refer to the everyday subtle and often automatic “put-downs”
and insults directed toward Black Americans (Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, &
Willis, 1978). While his theorizing focused solely on racial microaggressions,
it is clear that microaggressions can be expressed toward any marginalized
group in our society; they can be gender-based, sexual orientation-based,
class-based, or disability-based (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). In this book I have
decided to concentrate on three forms of microaggressions—race, gender, and
sexual orientation—to illustrate the hidden and damaging consequences of
the more subtle forms of bias and discrimination that harm persons of color,
women, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered persons (LGBTs).

Microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that commu-
nicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual-orientation, and
religious slights and insults to the target person or group (Sue, Capodilupo,
et al., 2007). Perpetrators are usually unaware that they have engaged in
an exchange that demeans the recipient of the communication. During the
2008 presidential campaign, for example, Republican Senator John McCain
appeared at a political rally taking questions from his supporters. One elderly
White woman, speaking into a handheld microphone, haltingly stated, “I
don’t trust Obama. He’s an Arab.”

McCain shook his head, quickly took the microphone, and said, “No
ma’am. He’s a decent family man, a citizen that I just happen to have disagree-
ments with. He’s not!”

At first glance, John McCain’s defense of then-candidate Barak Obama
appeared admirable. After all, he was correcting misinformation and defending
a political rival. Upon reflection, however, his response, while well-intentioned,
represented a major microaggression. Let us briefly analyze the interaction, the
words used, and their hidden meanings.
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First, it was obvious that the elderly woman believed that there was
something bad or wrong with being an Arab. Equating mistrust with a person’s
nationality or religion, especially being Muslim or of Middle Eastern herit-
age, has resurged since the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Similarly, during World
War II Japanese Americans were interned because they were suspected as
being more loyal to Japan, a threat to national security, and potential spies.
Throughout history and to the present time, people of color continue to evoke
fears and biases in White people who view them as potential criminals, less
trustworthy, and undesirable (Feagin, 2001; Jones, 1997; Sue, 2003).

Second, McCain’s denial that Obama was an Arab, and rather that he was a
“decent family man,” seems to indicate that, at some level, he too has bought
into the perception that Middle Easterners and Muslims were somewhat less
than decent human beings.

Third, the hidden message of this microaggression (communicated by the
woman and probably shared at an unconscious level by McCain) was that
Arabs cannot be trusted because they are potential terrorists. Being a Middle
Easterner was akin to being a potential threat to national security, and to the
safety of “true Americans.”

Last, the question we ask is this: “Can’t Middle Eastern men be good,
moral, and decent family men as well?” According to former Secretary of
Defense Collin Powell, who appeared on a Sunday news program following
the televised exchange, the more appropriate response would have been: “No
ma’am, he’s not an Arab. But what would be wrong if he were?”

Critics have accused researchers of exaggerating the detrimental impact of
microaggressions by making a “mountain out of a molehill” (Schacht, 2008;
Thomas, 2008). After all, the example given above may seem minor and trivial.
What great harm was done? This is certainly a worthwhile question to ask.
As we will shortly see, microaggressions are constant and continuing expe-
riences of marginalized groups in our society; they assail the self-esteem of
recipients, produce anger and frustration, deplete psychic energy, lower feelings
of subjective well-being and worthiness, produce physical health problems,
shorten life expectancy, and deny minority populations equal access and
opportunity in education, employment, and health care (Brondolo et al., 2008;
Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Franklin, 1999; King, 2005; Noh &
Kaspar, 2003; Smedley & Smedley, 2005; Solérzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Sue,
Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Wei, Ku, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Liao, 2008;
Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003; Yoo & Lee, 2008).
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Any one microaggression alone may be minimally impactful, but when
they occur continuously throughout a lifespan, their cumulative nature can
have major detrimental consequences (Holmes & Holmes, 1970; Holmes &
Rahe, 1967; Meyer, 1995, 2003; Utsey, Giesbrecht, Hook, & Stanard, 2008;
Utsey & Ponterotto, 1999). Many Whites, for example, fail to realize that
people of color from the moment of birth are subjected to multiple racial
microaggressions from the media, peers, neighbors, friends, teachers, and even
in the educational process and/or curriculum itself. These insults and indig-
nities are so pervasive that they are often unrecognized. Let’s discuss the two
case vignettes that open this chapter in terms of the origin, manifestation, and
impact of microaggressions on two sociodemographic dimensions: race
and gender.

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS

Racism may be defined as any attitude, action, institutional structure, or social
policy that subordinates persons or groups because of their color (Jones, 1997;
Ponterotto, Utsey, & Pederson, 2006). The subordination of people of color is
manifested in inferior housing, education, employment, and health services
(Sue, 2003). The complex manifestation of racism can occur at three different
levels: individual, institutional, and cultural (Jones, 1997).

Individual racism is best known to the American public as overt, conscious,
and deliberate individual acts intended to harm, place at a disadvantage,
or discriminate against racial minorities. Serving Black patrons last, using
racial epithets, preventing a White son or daughter from dating or marrying
a person of color, or not showing clients of color housing in affluent White
neighborhoods are all examples. At the other end of the spectrum, hate crimes
against people of color and other marginalized groups represent extreme
forms of overt individual racism. In two incidents occurring in 1998, Matthew
Shepard, a student at the University of Wyoming, was tortured and murdered
because he was a homosexual, and James Byrd was killed by being beaten,
chained, and dragged naked behind a pick-up truck until beheaded, solely
because he was Black.

Institutional racism is any policy, practice, procedure, or structure in busi-
ness, industry, government, courts, churches, municipalities, schools, and so
forth, by which decisions and actions are made that unfairly subordinate persons
of color while allowing other groups to profit from the outcomes. Examples of
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these include racial profiling, segregated churches and neighborhoods,
discriminatory hiring and promotion practices, and educational curricula
that ignore and distort the history of minorities. Institutional bias is often
masked in the policies of standard operating procedures (SOPs) that are
applied equally to everyone, but which have outcomes that disadvantage cer-
tain groups while advantaging others.

Cultural racism is perhaps the most insidious and damaging form of racism
because it serves as an overarching umbrella under which individual and
institutional racism thrives. It is defined as the individual and institutional
expression of the superiority of one group’s cultural heritage (arts/crafts,
history, traditions, language, and values) over another group’s, and the power
to impose those standards upon other groups (Sue, 2004). For example, Native
Americans have at times been forbidden to practice their religions (“We are a
Christian people”) or to speak in their native tongues (“English is superior”),
and in contemporary textbooks the histories or contributions of people of
color have been neglected or distorted (“Western history and civilization are
superior”). These are all examples of cultural racism.

As awareness of overt racism has increased, however, people have become
more sophisticated in recognizing the overt expressions of individual, institu-
tional, and cultural bigotry and discrimination. Because of our belief in equality
and democracy, and because of the Civil Rights movement, we as a nation
now strongly condemn racist, sexist, and heterosexist acts because they are
antithetical to our stated values of fairness, justice, and nondiscrimination
(Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002; Sears, 1988). Unfortunately,
this statement may apply only at the conscious level.

The Changing Face of Racism

Although overt expressions of racism (hate crimes, physical assaults, use of
racial epithets, and blatant discriminatory acts) may have declined, some argue
that its expression has morphed into a more contemporary and insidious
form that hides in our cultural assumptions/beliefs /values, in our institutional
policies and practices, and in the deeper psychological recesses of our individ-
ual psyches (DeVos & Banaji, 2005; Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson
2002; Nelson, 2006; Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, & Torino, 2008). In other words,
race experts believe that racism has become invisible, subtle, and more indirect,
operating below the level of conscious awareness, and continuing to oppress in
unseen ways. This contemporary manifestation has various names: symbolic
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racism (Sears, 1988), modern racism (McConahay, 1986), implicit racism (Banaji,
Hardin, & Rothman, 1993), and aversive racism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1996).

Aversive racism is closely related to the concept of racial microaggressions.
Dovidio and Gaertner (1996) believe that most White people experience
themselves as good, moral, and decent human beings who would never inten-
tionally discriminate against others on the basis of race. Their studies reveal,
however, that it is difficult for anyone born and raised in the United States
to be immune from inheriting racial biases. In fact, many Whites who may
be classified as well-educated liberals appear to be aversive racists. Aversive
racists truly believe they are nonprejudiced, espouse egalitarian values, and
would never consciously discriminate, but they, nevertheless, harbor uncon-
scious biased attitudes that may result in discriminatory actions. Dovidio &
Gaertner (1991, 1993, 1996, 2000) have produced many studies in support of
this conclusion

Racial microaggressions are most similar to aversive racism in that they
generally occur below the level of awareness of well-intentioned people (Sue,
Capodilupo, et al., 2007; Sue & Capodilupo, 2008), but researchers of micro-
aggressions focus primarily on describing the dynamic interplay between
perpetrator and recipient, classifying everyday manifestations, deconstructing
hidden messages, and exploring internal (psychological) and external (dispari-
ties in education, employment, and health care) consequences. Let us return
to our opening chapter example to illustrate the dynamic interplay of racial
microaggressions between the professor and the Black students.

The Black students in the class suffered a series of racial microaggressions that
were unconsciously and unintentionally delivered by Professor Richardson.
Rather than thinking he was insulting or invalidating students of color, the
professor believed he was teaching the “real” history of psychology, teaching
students to think and communicate in an objective fashion, and giving praise
to a Black student. While that might have been his conscious intent, the hidden
messages being received by students of color via racial microaggressions were
perceived as invalidating and demeaning.

First, the professor seems to not even entertain the notion that the history
of psychology and the curriculum comes from a primarily White Eurocentric
perspective that alienates and/or fails to capture the experiential reality of
students of color (cultural racism). Racial microaggressions, in this case, can
be environmental in that the readings, lectures, and content of the course
come from only one perspective and do not present the historical totality
of all groups in our society or global community. Robert Guthrie (1998), an
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African American psychologist, in the late 1970s produced the first edition of
his now classic book Even the Rat Was White, which took psychology to task
for being primarily a White Eurocentric field, neglecting the contributions of
people of color in historical storytelling, and for unintentionally elevating the
contributions of one group (primarily White males), while denigrating Asian,
African, and Latin American contributors through “benign neglect.” The
hidden message to students of color was that American psychology is supe-
rior (other psychologies are inferior), that it is universal, and that students
of color should accept this “reality.” White students are affirmed in this curricu-
lum, but students of color feel that their identities are constantly assailed in
the classroom. Black students are likely to expend considerable emotional
energy protecting their own integrity while at the same time being distracted
from fully engaging in the learning process (Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, &
Rivera, 2009).

Second, Professor Richardson seems to equate rational discourse with
approaching topics in a calm and objective manner. When he tells the Black
student to “calm down” or implies that they are “too emotional,” the Professor
may unintentionally be delivering another racial microaggression with mul-
tiple hidden fears, assumptions, and biased values: (a) Blacks are prone to
emotional outbursts, can get out of control, and may become violent; (b) emo-
tion is antagonistic to reason and conversations should be unemotional and
objective in the classroom; and (c) the communication style of many Blacks
is dysfunctional and should be discouraged (Sue & Sue, 2008). Pathologizing
Black communication and learning styles has been identified as a common
microaggression directed toward African Americans (Constantine & Sue,
2007; Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, et al., 2008). Studies suggest that communica-
tion and learning styles of Black Americans may differ from those of Whites
(DePaulo, 1992; Kochman, 1981); for example, affect, emotion, and passion
are considered positive attributes of the communication process because they
indicate sincere interest and seriousness toward the material or subject matter,
while objectivity and unemotional responses indicate insincerity and lack of
connection.

Third, Professor Richardson’s compliment toward Justin’s intelligent
analysis of both perspectives and his ability to articulate the issues well was
found to be offensive by some of the Black students. Why? To answer this
question requires an understanding of historical racial stereotypes and their
interactional dynamics. This situation is very similar to what occurred in
the 2007 to 2008 democratic presidential primaries when both Senators Joe
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Biden (White) and Barak Obama (Black) announced their candidacies. After
announcing his presidential run, Mr. Biden was asked by a reporter about
the public’s wild enthusiasm for a Black candidate, Barak Obama. Joe Biden
responded, “I mean, you got the first mainstream African-American who is
articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy. I mean, that’s a story-
book, man.”

There was an immediate uproar from many in the Black community who
considered the statement insulting and offensive. To them, it represented a
racial microaggression. Senator Biden, for his part, could not understand why
a positive comment toward a fellow Democrat would evoke anger from Black
Americans. It is important for us to understand that messages oftentimes
contain multiple meanings. While on the surface the comment by Biden can
be interpreted as praise, the metacommunication (hidden message) commu-
nicated to Blacks is “Obama is an exception. Most Blacks are unintelligent,
inarticulate, dirty, and unattractive.” Such a racial microaggression allows the
perpetrator to acknowledge and praise a person of color, but also allows him
or her to express group stereotypes. In other words, while praising the Black
student might have come from the professor’s best intentions, the comment
was experienced as a microaggression because it seemed to indicate that the
professor was surprised that a Black student could be capable of such insightful
and intelligent observations.

GENDER MICROAGGRESSIONS

Like racism, sexism can operate at an overt conscious level or at a covert and
less conscious one (Swim & Cohen, 1997). Blatant, unfair, and unequal treat-
ment toward women can be manifested in sexual harassment, physical abuse,
discriminatory hiring practices, or in women being subjected to a hostile, pre-
dominantly male work environment. Like overt racism and hate crimes,
such sexist acts are strongly condemned by our society and many men have
become increasingly sensitive to their sexist actions (Sue & Sue, 2008). As our
society has become more aware of what constitutes sexism and its harmful
impact on women, the conscious, intentional, and deliberate forms of gender
bias have seemingly decreased, but also continue in the form of subtle and
unintentional expressions (Butler & Geis, 1990; Fiske, 1993; Swim & Cohen,
1997). These subtle forms of sexism are similar to aversive racism in that they
come from well-intentioned men who believe in gender equality and would
never deliberately discriminate against women. Yet, they unknowingly engage
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in behaviors that place women at a disadvantage, infantilize or stereotype
them, and treat them in such a manner as to deny them equal access and
opportunity (Benokraitis, 1997; Fiske & Stevens, 1993; Swim, Aiken, Hall, &
Hunter, 1995).

According to women, gender microaggressions occur frequently and they
devalue their contributions, objectify them as sex objects, dismiss their accom-
plishments, and limit their effectiveness in social, educational, employment,
and professional settings (Banaji & Greenwald, 1995; Benokraitis, 1997;
Morrison & Morrison, 2002). In the world of work, for example, many women
describe a pattern of being overlooked, disrespected, and dismissed by their
male colleagues. During team meetings in which a female employee may
contribute an idea, the male CEO may not respond to it or seemingly not hear
the idea. However, when a male coworker makes the identical statement, he
may be recognized and praised by the executive and fellow colleagues. It has
been observed that in classrooms, male students are more frequently called
upon to speak or answer questions by their teachers than are female students.
The hidden messages in these microaggressions are that women’s ideas and
contributions are less worthy than their male counterparts.

In the second vignette involving Kathleen's job interview, several common
gender microaggressions were delivered to her by well-intentioned fellow
male commuters and the interviewer.

First, it is not unusual for attractive young women to get admiring glances
from men. Upon entering the subway train, Kathleen noted the looks that
she received from male passengers, seemed to enjoy being noticed, but also
experienced a few stares as “lecherous.” This is a double-edged sword that
some women seem to face: wanting to be attractive and desired, but also feeling
objectified and treated as sex objects. The overt expression of sexual objectifi-
cation is often communicated in forms ranging from whistles and catcalls to
more subtle ones such as “stares” that make a woman feel as if she were being
undressed in public.

Second, while one of the male commuters meant well and saw a “damsel
in distress,” the liberty he took in placing his hand on Kathleen’s back to guide
her to the exit is an intrusion of personal space. For a stranger to place one’s
hand on the small of a woman’s back or more boldly on her hips while pass-
ing and without her permission may be seen as a violation of her body. The
messages in sexual objectification microaggressions are many: (a) a woman’s
appearance is for the pleasure of a man; (b) women are weak, dependent, and
need help; and (c) a woman’s body is not her own. Some women are offended
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by these actions, as they appear demeaning. Yet, the man who tried to help
Kathleen probably acted with the best of intentions.

Third, calling female employees by their first names and even calling
Kathleen “Kathy” would not seem “disrespectful” if the interviewer did
likewise with male employees. Yet, he consistently referred to men more
formally by adding “Mr.” to their last names. And by implying that she did
not need a job but rather a “good man” to take care of her (even jokingly),
the vice president sends a microaggressive message that women should be
married, their place is in the home, they should be taken care of by a man, and
that Kathleen was potentially taking a job away from a man who has a family
to support. This sequence of spontaneous and quick exchanges between the
vice president and Kathleen trivializes her desire to find a job, treats her as a
child, and does not take her seriously as a candidate.

Fourth, when the vice president is asked how candidates will be evaluated
for the position, he responds by saying that the “most qualified person would
be offered the job,” that everyone is treated the same, that he did not see
gender differences, that all have an equal chance to be hired, and that “people
are people.” Interestingly enough, from that interaction alone, Kathleen con-
cluded she would not be offered the job. While it is entirely possible that it
was an erroneous conclusion, we should inquire as to how Kathleen arrived
at such a firm belief. As we discuss in Chapter 2, the response of the vice pres-
ident reflects a worldview regarding the place of women in our society. Many
women who hear the phrase “I believe the most qualified person should get
the job” in the context of a job interview recognize this as a gender microag-
gression that communicates “women are not as qualified as men, so when
a male candidate is selected, it has nothing to do with bias but concerns his
qualifications.” Implicit in the interviewer’s statements is that he is incapable
of gender prejudice, because he is gender-blind. The same phenomenon is
reported by people of color regarding the myth of color-blindness. The vice
president is unaware that denial of gender differences is a microaggression
that denies the experiential reality of women, and allows men to deny their
own privileged positions.

MICROAGGRESSIONS, MARGINALITY,
AND HARMFUL IMPACT

Earlier it was stated that microaggressions can be directed at any marginal-
ized group. Groups that are marginalized by our society exist on the margins
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(lower or outer limits) of social desirability and consciousness. We may view
them in negative ways (undesirable) and/or be oblivious to their existence
and their life experiences. Many sociodemographic groups in the United
States are defined by sexual orientation (gay/lesbian/bisexual), disability,
class (poverty), and religion (Islam and Judaism); are confined to the edge
of a system (cultural, social, political, and economic); and may experience
exclusion, inequality, and social injustice. When microaggressions make their
appearance in interpersonal encounters or environmental symbols, they are
reflections of marginality and/or a worldview of inclusion/exclusion, supe-
riority /inferiority, desirability/undesirability, or normality/abnormality
(Sue, 2003).

Like racial and gender microaggressions, for these groups microaggressions
are a common and continuing experience in their lives. Microaggressions

against these groups are plentiful as indicated by the examples below.

¢ Alesbian client in therapy reluctantly disclosed her sexual orientation to
a straight male therapist by stating that she was “into women.” The ther-
apist indicated he was not shocked by this disclosure because he once
had a client who was “into dogs.” (Hidden message: Homosexuality is
abnormal and akin to bestiality.)

¢ A gay adolescent was frequently made to feel uncomfortable when
fellow classmates would describe silly or stupid behavior by saying
“that’s gay.” (Hidden message: Homosexuality is deviant.)

¢ Ablind man reports that, when people speak to him, they often raise their
voices. A well-meaning nurse was actually “yelling at him” when giving
him directions on taking his medication. He replied to her: “Please don’t
raise your voice, I can hear you perfectly well.” (Hidden message: A
person with a disability is defined as lesser in all aspects of functioning.)

* During a parent-teacher conference, a teacher suggested to a mother
that her son, 16-year-old Jesus Fernandez, had learning problems.
He was inattentive in class, unmotivated, late with homework, and
frequently napped at his desk. The teacher was unaware that Jesus
worked 4 to 5 hours after school to help support the family. (Hidden
message: Lack of consciousness about how dealing with poverty can
sap the energies of people.)

¢ In referring to an outfit worn by a woman on TV, the viewer described it
as “trashy” and “classless.” (Hidden message: Lower class is associated
with being lesser and undesirable.)



Microaggressions, Marginality, and Harmful Impact 15

¢ A friendly neighbor wished a Jewish mother “Merry Christmas.”
(Hidden message: Everyone is Christian.)

* While a customer was bargaining over the price of an item, the store
owner commented “Don’t try to Jew me down.” (Hidden message: Jews
are stingy:.)

Countless examples of microaggressions are delivered daily without the
awareness of perpetrators. And while these actions may appear harmless or
innocent in nature, they are nevertheless detrimental to recipients because
they result in harmful psychological consequences and create disparities.
Microaggressions sap the spiritual energies of recipients (Pierce, 1995), lead
to low self-esteem (Franklin, 2004), and deplete or divert energy for adaptive
functioning and problem solving (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). The following
adapted passage, for example, indicates how microaggressions affect Don
Locke, an African American.

I am tired of —

Watching mediocre White people continue to rise to positions of authority and
responsibility.
Wondering if the White woman who quickly exited the elevator when I got on

was really at her destination.
Being told I do not sound Black.

Being told by White people that they “don’t see color” when they interact

with me.

The deadening silence that occurs when the conversation turns to race.
Having to explain why I wish to be called “African American.”
Wondering if things will get better.

Wondering if the taxi driver really did not see me trying to hail a ride.

Being told that I should not criticize racially segregated country clubs because I
wouldn’t enjoy associating with people who belong to them anyway.

Being followed in department stores by the security force and pestered by sales
clerks who refuse to allow me to browse because they suspect I am a shoplifter.

Never being able to let my racial guard down.

Listening to reports about people of color who failed as justification for the

absence of other people of color in positions of authority.
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Being told that “we are just not ready for a Black person in that position.”
Having to explain that my sexual fantasies do not center on White women.
Feeling racially threatened when approached by a White law enforcement officer.
Explaining that not all African Americans are employed to meet some quota.

Being told that I need to openly distance myself from another African American
whose words have offended someone.

Having people tell me that I have it made and then telling me that I have “sold
out” in order to have what I have.

Explaining why I am tired.
Being tired. (Adapted from Locke, 1994, p. 30)

But it is important to note that microaggressions are not only confined to
their individual psychological effects. They affect the quality of life and stand-
ard of living for marginalized groups in our society. Microaggressions have
the secondary but devastating effect of denying equal access and opportu-
nity in education, employment, and health care. While seemingly minimal in
nature, the harm they produce operates on a systemic and macro level.

If we return to our earlier case vignettes, we can conclude that the students
of color in Professor Richardson’s class are being subjected to a hostile and
invalidating educational climate. They expend energy in defending an assault
on their racial/cultural identity and integrity (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).
They are placed in a situation of learning material from an ethnocentric
perspective when they know a different history. They must comply and
accept what they perceive as partial truths (and oftentimes mistruths) or fight
to see themselves and their groups represented realistically in the curriculum.
If they fight, they are likely to be labeled troublemakers and to be given lower
grades. Even if they are exposed to relevant materials, they may lack the
energy to be fully engaged in the learning process (Salvatore & Shelton, 2007;
Steele, 1997). If, however, they decide to accept the reality espoused by the
professor, they may feel that they have “sold out.” Regardless of the actions
they take, the students of color will be placed at an educational disadvantage
that is often reflected in lower grades, lowered chances to be admitted to insti-
tutions of higher education, less education, and years spent in lower levels of
employment.

Even when educational achievements are outstanding, as in the case
of Kathleen, gender microaggressions may severely limit her ability to be
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hired, retained, or promoted in the company (Hinton, 2004; Pierce, 1988).
While the brokerage firm interviewer might on a conscious level believe that
the company would offer the job to the most qualified applicant, his micro-
aggressive behaviors reflect strong unconscious gender biases. Thus, he can
in good conscience offer the position to a man and at the same time main-
tain his innocence or the belief that he chose a candidate without bias. Few
employers realize that the high unemployment rates, and the “glass ceiling”
encountered by women and employees of color, are reflected in the many
microaggressions delivered by well-intentioned coworkers and upper
managers (Sue, Lin, & Rivera, 2009). The inequities in employment and
education are not so much the result of overt racism, sexism, or bigotry, but
the unintentional, subtle, and invisible microaggressions that place marginalized
groups at a disadvantage. Ironically, hate crimes are illegal, but microaggres-
sions are not (Sue, 2008)!

The Way Forward
Making the “Invisible” Visible

On July 16, 2009, a renowned African American scholar and professor at
Harvard University, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., was arrested for disorderly con-
duct by a White Boston police officer, Sergeant James M. Crowley, because
Gates "exhibited loud and tumultuous behavior.” What was said between
the two is in dispute, but what we do know are the following facts. Gates
had just returned from China where he was filming a PBS documentary,
Faces of America, and was being driven back to his Cambridge home. For
some reason the door to his home was jammed, and he asked the driver,
a dark-skinned Moroccan, to help force it open. A 911 caller reported two
men suspiciously forcing open the door to a house. Sergeant Crowley was
the first to arrive and saw Gates in the foyer of his home. He asked Gates
foridentification; that is when the encounter seems to have escalated. Both
give different versions of the event. Gates reports that he asked Crowley
several times for his name and badge number and Crowley reports that it
took some time before Gates complied with his request to show identifi-
cation. Within a short period of time, the street was clogged by six other

(Continued)
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officers who arrived at the scene. When he was asked to step out of the
house, Gates is reported to not have initially complied. When he finally did,
Gates was arrested, handcuffed, and taken to jail. The charges, however,
were subsequently dropped.

Within a short period of time, the incident made national headlines as
an example of police profiling of Black men, and news programs and talk
shows debated whether race had anything to do with the outcome. During
a news conference held by President Obama, he described the arrest of
Gates as “stupid,” and his remark brought on a huge outcry from primarily
White citizens who came to the defense of the police. The outcry resulted
in the President expressing regret at not “calibrating” his words more
carefully. He subsequently called both Gates and Crowley to invite them to
the White House to bridge misunderstandings over a glass of beer.

The Henry Louis Gates, Jr., incident is a prime example of the central
thesis of this book, microaggressions (racial, in this case).

e First, reports that Sergeant Crowley was a sensitive White officer, level-
headed, a role model to younger officers, and a man who devoted time
to training others on diversity and how not to racially profile are docu-
mented by fellow officers. Gates is well known at Harvard and nationally
as someone who has worked for improved race relations, is good at
putting people at ease, cool and calm under fire, and devoted to social
justice. In other words, both men could be described as good, moral,
and decent human beings who believed in equality between the races.
Yet, as our future chapters indicate, no one is immune from inheriting
the racial biases of their forebears. While | cannot definitively conclude
that Crowley engaged in a series of microaggressions outside his level
of awareness, the arrest of Gates clearly reveals insensitivity to what it
must be like for a Black man (the resident of the home he was suspected
of breaking into) to be confronted with police officers. Even when he
showed pieces of identification that confirmed he was the legal resident
of the home, Crowley persisted in asking him to step out of the house
and onto the porch.

e This brings us to the second point. Both men are operating from differ-
ent racial realities. For Gates, his life has probably been filled with many
incidents of racial microaggressions (suspected of being a criminal, less
trustworthy, likely to be dangerous, etc.) that have been continuous
and cumulative. To be considered a criminal in his own home was the

(Continued)




Microaggressions, Marginality, and Harmful Impact 19

ultimate indignity and insult. Showing reluctance at stepping out of his
home as requested by Crowley may have evoked images of the shoot-
ing of Amadou Diallo, a Black man. In that event, police officers rushed
toward an entryway to question a man whom they believed to be acting
suspiciously. When Diallo reached into his pocket and pulled out his
wallet, he was shot and killed because the officers thought he was reach-
ing for a weapon. Even if unstated, Gates's belief that he was viewed
more suspiciously than a White resident would not be unfounded or
without merit. Yet Sergeant Crowley probably believed that he acted
within legal guidelines, that his actions were free of racial bias, and that
he was not racially profiling. His racial reality and the inability to under-
stand that of people of color are major barriers to racial harmony.

* The Henry Louis Gates, Jr., incident does represent an opportunity to
open a dialogue about race in the United States. As some have said,
it represents a teachable moment. How do we begin to understand the
racial realities of one another? The fact that many White Americans
are unable to bridge their worldviews with those of people of color
represents a major challenge to our society. The subtext to this inci-
dent involves the observation that a national dialogue on race is much
needed, but it brings on so many fears, defenses, and antagonisms that
even President Obama retreated from taking it on.

As long as microaggressions remain hidden, invisible, unspoken, and
excused as innocent slights with minimal harm, we will continue to insult,
demean, alienate, and oppress marginalized groups. In the realm of racial
microaggressions, for example, studies indicate that

* Racial microaggressions are oftentimes triggers to difficult dialogues on
race in the classroom (Sue, Lin, Torino, et al., 2009).

e White students and professors are confused and uncertain about what
is transpiring (Sue, Torino, Capodilupo, Rivera, & Lin, 2009).

¢ White students and professors are very “hung up” about clarifying these
racial interactions for fear of appearing racist (Apfelbaum, Sommers, &
Norton, 2008).

When critical consciousness and awareness is lacking, when one is
fearful about clarifying the meaning of tension-filled interactions, and when
one actively avoids pursuing an understanding of these dynamics, the
offenses remain invisible (Goodman, 1995; Henry, Cobbs-Roberts, Dorn,

(Continued)
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Exum, Keller, & Shircliffe, 2007). Indeed, avoidance of race topics has been
likened to "a conspiracy of silence” (Sue, 2005).

Making the “invisible” visible is the first step toward combating uncon-

scious and unintentional racism, sexism, heterosexism, and other forms of
bigotry. That is the primary purpose and goal of this book:

to describe and make visible microaggressions

to describe the dynamic psychological interplay between perpetrator
and recipient

to describe the individual and societal consequences of microaggressions
to reveal how microaggressions create maximal harm

to recommend individual, institutional, and societal strategies that will
ameliorate the harms aimed toward marginalized groups in this nation




CHAPTER TWO

Taxonomy of
Microaggressions

Michael Richards (aka Kramer) of Seinfeld fame went on an insane racial
tirade after being heckled by Black patrons while performing at a comedy club.
During the interaction, Richards shouted, “Shut up! Fifty years ago we’d have
you upside-down with a fucking fork up your ass [reference to lynching]! He’s
a nigger! He’s a nigger! He’s a nigger! A nigger! Look, there’s a nigger!” The
following night, Richards appeared with Jerry Seinfeld on an evening program to
apologize.

On the set of the popular program Grey’s Anatomy it was reported that African
American actor Isaiah Washington used gay epithets toward fellow actors while
arquing over a difference of opinion. There were reports that Washington taunted
fellow actor Patrick Dempsey (Dr. Derek Shepherd or “Dr. McDreamy”) by saying,
“I'm not your little faggot like [name redacted],” referring to a fellow cast member.
Washington later apologized stating he was not homophobic, but unfortunately
several other similar incidents seemed to contradict his claim. He was subsequently
fired from the show.

When arrested while driving under the influence, Mel Gibson made highly anti-
Semitic statements toward a Jewish officer: “Fucking Jews are responsible for all the
wars in the world.” At the police station, he is alleged to have used the term “sugar
tits” to refer to female officers. Several days later, Gibson apologized and issued several
statements. He claimed that he was neither anti-Semitic nor sexist and that “it was
the alcohol talking.”

21
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Do these three examples indicate that Richards is a racist, Isaiah Washington
is heterosexist (anti-gay), and that Mel Gibson is both anti-Semitic and sexist?
Prior to these incidents, all three were seen as respected actors and well liked
by the American public. Few would have suggested that they were bigots
and/or that they would use or make such blatantly inflammatory language.
These outbursts were roundly condemned by the public and a debate ensued
over whether the language they used was a true reflection of personal bigotry;
Richards blamed it on the hecklers, Washington blamed it on the “heat of the
moment,” and Gibson blamed it on the alcohol.

Were these three individuals bigots, skilled in disguising their biases
(Apfelbaum, Sommers, & Norton, 2008), or were they generally decent people
unaware of the racism, sexism, and heterosexism they harbored until they lost
control (Conley, Calhoun, Evett, & Devine, 2001; Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, &
Rivera, 2009)? More importantly, are we capable of such outbursts? Have we,
ourselves, ever lost control and used racial epithets? What about telling or
laughing at racist jokes? If so, does it make us bigots?

Scholars suggest that it is nearly impossible for any of us not to inherit the
racial, gender, and sexual-orientation biases of our forebears (Baker & Fishbein,
1998; Banaji & Greenwald, 1995; Barrett & Logan, 2002; Dovidio, Gaertner,
Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002; Fiske & Stevens, 1993; Sue, 2003). Such prejudices,
however, may exist consciously, unconsciously, or on the margins of conscious-
ness (Ponterotto, Utsey, & Pedersen, 2006; Nelson, 2006; Sue, 2003). One could
make a strong argument, for example, that Richards, Washington, and Gibson
(1) were aware of their biases but were generally successful in concealing them,
(2) were only minimally (marginally) aware, or (3) were completely unaware
until their outbursts. To understand racism means to realize that our preju-
dices, stereotypes, and biases exist on a continuum of conscious awareness.
The avowed racist, for example, will use racial epithets freely, consciously
believes in the inferiority of persons of color, and will deliberately discrimi-
nate. Those who are less aware, however, are likely to unintentionally behave
in subtle discriminatory patterns against people of color, women, and LGBTs
outside their level of conscious awareness.

CONSCIOUS AND DELIBERATE BIGOTRY VERSUS
UNCONSCIOUS AND UNINTENTIONAL BIAS

People who are aware of their racial, gender, and sexual-orientation biases,
believe in the inferiority of these groups, and will discriminate when the
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opportunity arises have been labeled conscious-deliberate bigots (Sue, 2003).
In the area of racism, for example, they vary from people who privately harbor
racial animosity but do a good job of concealing it, to those who are more
overt and publicly demonstrable, and finally to those who might be labeled
White supremacists. In most cases, these individuals are held in check from
overt discrimination by legal, moral, and social constraints. These individuals
form probably a small number, although they have great public impact. It is
believed, for example, that fewer than 15% of White Americans can be classi-
fied as overtly racist (Pettigrew, 1981). Many multicultural scholars believe it
is easier for people of color and women to deal with the overt and deliberate
forms of bigotry than the subtle and unintentional forms, because no guess-
work is involved (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000; Salvatore & Shelton, 2007; Sue,
2003; Swim & Cohen, 1997). It is the unconscious and unintentional forms of
bias that create the overwhelming problems for marginalized groups in our
society (Sue, 2003; 2005).

The Changing Face of Racism, Sexism, and Heterosexism

Bias, prejudice, and discrimination in North America have undergone a trans-
formation, especially in the post—civil rights era when the democratic
belief in the equality of marginalized groups (racial minorities, women,
and gays/lesbians) directly clashes with their long history of oppression in
society (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000; Hylton, 2005; Satcher & Leggett, 2007;
Swim, Mallett, & Stangor, 2004). In the case of racism, its manifestation has
been found to be more disguised and covert rather than overtly expressed
in the form of racial hatred and bigotry (Sue, 2003). Research also indicates
that sexism and heterosexism have not decreased, but instead have become
more ambiguous and nebulous, making them more difficult to identify and
acknowledge (Hylton, 2005; Morrison & Morrison, 2002; Swim & Cohen, 1997).

While hate crimes and racial, gender, and sexual-orientation harassment
continue to be committed by overt racists, sexists, and heterosexists/homo-
phobes, the greatest harm to persons of color, women, and homosexuals does
not come from these conscious perpetrators. It is not the White supremacists,
Klansmen or Skinheads, for example, who pose the greatest threat to people of
color, but rather well-intentioned people, who are strongly motivated by egalitar-
ian values, who believe in their own morality, and who experience themselves
as fair-minded and decent people who would never consciously discriminate
(Sue, 2005). These individuals have been labeled unconscious-unintentional
oppressors or bigots (Sue, 2003). Because no one is immune from inheriting the
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biases of the society, all citizens are exposed to a social conditioning process
that imbues within them prejudices, stereotypes, and beliefs that lie outside
their level of awareness. On a conscious level they may endorse egalitarian
values, but on an unconscious level, they harbor either promajority feelings
(Dovidio et al., 2002) or antiminority feelings (Sue, 2003).

Although much has been written about contemporary forms of racism,
sexism, and heterosexism, many studies in health care, education, law, employ-
ment, mental health, and social settings indicate the difficulty of describing
and defining racial, gender, and sexual-orientation discrimination that occurs
via “implicit bias”; they are difficult to identify, quantify, and rectify because
of their subtle, nebulous, and unnamed nature (Johnson, 1988; Nadal, Rivera, &
Corpus, in press; Rowe, 1990; Sue, Nadal, et al., 2008). Subtle racism, sexism,
and heterosexism remain relatively invisible and potentially harmful to the
well-being, self-esteem, and standard of living of many marginalized groups
in society. These daily common experiences of aggression may have signifi-
cantly more influence on anger, frustration, and self-esteem than traditional
overt forms of racism, sexism, and heterosexism (Sue, Capodilupo, et al.,
2007). Furthermore, their invisible nature prevents perpetrators from realizing
and confronting their own complicity in creating psychological dilemmas for
minorities and their role in creating disparities in employment, health care,
and education (Coleman, 2004; Dovidio et al., 2002; Rowe, 1990).

Racial, Gender, and Sexual-Orientation Microaggressions

In reviewing the literature on subtle and contemporary forms of bias, the term
“microaggressions” seems to best describe the phenomenon in its everyday
occurrence. Simply stated, microaggressions are brief, everyday exchanges
that send denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group
membership (people of color, women, or LGBTs). The term was first coined by
Pierce in 1970 in his work with Black Americans where he defined it as “subtle,
stunning, often automatic, and nonverbal exchanges which are “put-downs’”
(Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Willis, 1978, p. 66). They have also been
described as “subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward
people of color, often automatically or unconsciously” (Solorzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000).

In the world of business, the term “microinequities” is used to describe
the pattern of being overlooked, underrespected, and devalued because of
one’s race or gender (Hinton, 2004). They are often unconsciously delivered
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as subtle snubs or dismissive looks, gestures, and tones (Rowe, 1990). These
exchanges are so pervasive and automatic in daily conversations and interac-
tions that they are often dismissed and glossed over as being innocent and
innocuous. Yet, as indicated previously, microaggressions are detrimental to
persons of color because they impair performance in a multitude of settings
by sapping the psychic and spiritual energy of recipients and by creating
inequities (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007).

ENVIRONMENTAL MICROAGGRESSIONS

The mechanisms by which microaggressions can be delivered may be verbal,
nonverbal, or environmental. Because we will spend most of our time dealing
with verbal and nonverbal manifestations, it seems important to indicate that
microaggressions may be equally disturbing and may be even more harmful
when they intentionally or unintentionally make their appearance environ-
mentally. The term “environmental microaggression” refers to the numerous
demeaning and threatening social, educational, political, or economic cues that
are communicated individually, institutionally, or societally to marginalized
groups. Environmental microaggressions may be delivered visually (Pierce,
Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Willis, 1978) or from a stated philosophy such as
“color blindness” (Purdie-Vaughns, Davies, Steele, & Ditlmann, 2008; Stevens,
Plaut, & Sanches-Burks, 2008). When people refer to the “campus climate”
as hostile and invalidating, or when workers of color refer to a threatening
work environment, they are probably alluding to the existence of environmental
microaggressions (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). It is important to note that
these cues do not necessarily involve interpersonal interactions.

Several years ago I was asked by an Ivy League institution to conduct
diversity training related to making the university a more welcoming place
for students, staff, and faculty of color. Apparently, many students of color
had complained over the years that the campus climate was alienating, hostile,
and invalidating to students of color. As a means to address this observation,
the university held a one-week event with many diversity activities. My part
was to conduct a half-day training session with all the deans of the respective
colleges.

As I was being introduced by the coordinator, I looked around the audi-
ence and was struck by the fact that not a single dean or representative of the
office was a person of color. I also noted that most were men and that women
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were also underrepresented. As I stood before the group, I made the following
observation: “As I look around the room and at the sea of faces before me,
I am struck by the fact that not a single one of you seems to be a visible racial
ethnic minority. Do you know the message you are sending to me and people
of color on this campus?” Several participants shifted in their seats, looked at
one another, but remained silent.

Microaggressions hold their power because they often send hidden, invali-
dating, demeaning, or insulting messages (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007). From
the perspective of students and faculty of color, the absence of administrators
of color sent a series of loud and clear messages:

1. “You and your kind are not welcome here.”

2. “If you choose to come to our campus, you will not feel comfortable
here.”

3. “If you choose to stay, there is only so far you can advance. You may not
graduate (students of color) or get tenured /promoted (faculty of color).”

When people of color see an institution or organization that is primarily
White or when they see that people at the upper levels of the administration or
management team are primarily White and male, the message taken away by
people of color and women is quite unmistakable and profound; the chances
of doing well at this institution are stacked against them (Bonilla-Silva, 2006;
Inzlicht & Good, 2006). When women in the workplace enter a conference
room where portraits of all the past male CEOs or directors are displayed, the
microaggressive message is that women are not capable of doing well in leader-
ship positions and the “glass ceiling” is powerful. When a male colleague’s
office wall is filled with nude pictures of women or when Playboy magazines
are present on desks at a place of employment, women employees may feel
demeaned, insulted, and unwelcomed.

Environmental microaggressions often are packaged in symbols and even
mascots. From 1926 to February 21, 2007, Chief Illiniwek was the mascot
and official symbol of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign sports
teams. During university sporting events, Chief Illiniwek would perform a
dancing routine before fans during games, at halftimes, and after victories.
For two decades, Native American groups and allies deplored the choice of
mascot as being demeaning, hostile, and abusive toward them, their culture,
and their lifestyle. They claimed that the symbol/mascot of Chief Illiniwek
misappropriated their indigenous figures and rituals and that it perpetuated
harmful racial and ethnic stereotypes (Wikipedia, 2009).
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In general, Chief Illiniwek, portrayed by a White student in Sioux regalia,
was said to create a hostile environment toward diversity, hinder develop-
ment of a positive learning community, promote an inaccurate image of
Native Americans, and assail the integrity of indigenous peoples. Numerous
organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, the National Education Association, Amnesty International, and National
Congress of American Indians Society Americas supported the retirement of
Chief Illiniwek (Wikipedia, 2009).

For years the university, the majority of the student body, and even the
Illinois state legislature supported the mascot because it was meant to
honor Native Americans and was a beloved symbol of the spirit of a great
university. Native Americans, however, often asked, “Why don’t we feel hon-
ored?” In February 2007, after decades of controversy, Chief Illiniwek was
retired. This example not only points to how microaggressions may be delivered
environmentally, but it points out a strong dilemma that Chapter 3 covers: the
clash of realities between Whites and people of color, men and women, and
straights and gays. As an epilogue, it is sad to note that, although not in the
role of an official mascot, Chief Illiniwek has nevertheless reappeared on
the University of Illinois campus in 2008 under the banner of “free speech.”

Environmental microaggressions are powerful and can be transmitted
through numerical imbalance of one’s own group (Purdie-Vaughns et al.,
2008), mascots or symbols, and inaccurate media portrayals of marginalized
groups in films, television, radio, print media, and educational curriculum
(books, course content, films, etc.). The sheer exclusion of decorations, literature,
and ethnic aesthetic-cultural forms like music, art, language, and food can also
assail the racial, gender, or sexual identity of various groups.

In a revealing study, researchers found that “diversity cues” (number of
minority members at a worksite, diversity philosophy communicated through
company brochures, etc.) in corporate America directly affected the per-
ception of threat or safety experienced by Black American job applicants
(Purdie-Vaughns et al., 2008). The researchers explored the institutional cues
rather than interpersonal ones that signaled either safety or threat to African
Americans. Environmental conditions directly impacted how marginalized
groups perceive whether they will be valued or demeaned in mainstream
settings. The term “social identity contingencies” refers to how individuals
from stigmatized groups anticipate whether their group membership will be
threatened (devalued or perceived negatively) or valued in corporate America.
When the cues signal threat, lack of trust ensues, feelings of safety diminish,
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and vulnerability increases. This in turn has a major detrimental impact on
the group identity of the worker and potentially lowered productivity.

FORMS OF MICROAGGRESSIONS

D. W. Sue and colleagues (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007; Sue & Capodilupo, 2008)
have proposed a taxonomy of racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microag-
gressions that fall into three major categories: microassaults, microinsults, and
microinvalidations. All three forms may vary on the dimension of awareness
and intentionality by the perpetrator, but they all communicate either an overt,
covert, or hidden offensive message or meaning to recipients. Figure 2.1 presents
the categorization and relationship of microaggressions to one another, using
race as the example. Chapters 8 and 9 discuss specific microaggressions and
their taxonomy related to gender and sexual orientation.

Microassaults

Microassaults are conscious, deliberate, and either subtle or explicit racial,
gender, or sexual-orientation biased attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors that are
communicated to marginalized groups through environmental cues, verbaliza-
tions, or behaviors. They are meant to attack the group identity of the person
or to hurt/harm the intended victim through name-calling, avoidant behavior,
or purposeful discriminatory actions (Miller & Garran, 2008; Nelson, 2006).
Displaying a Klan hood, Nazi swastika, noose, or Confederate flag; burning
a cross; and hanging Playboy bunny pictures in a male manager’s office may
all constitute environmental microassaults. The intent of these messages is
to threaten, intimidate, and make the individuals or groups feel unwanted
and unsafe because they are inferior, subhuman, and lesser beings that do not
belong on the same levels as others in this society.

Verbal microassaults include the use of racial epithets: referring to African
Americans as “niggers,” Chinese Americans as “chinks,” Japanese Americans
as “Japs,” women as “bitches” or “cunts,” and gays as “fags.” Again, the intent
is to assail one’s racial, gender, or sexual identity and to communicate to the
recipient that they are “lesser human beings.” Telling ethnic, racial, gender,
or sexual-orientation jokes and laughing at them also fall into this category.
With respect to behavior, forbidding a son or daughter from marrying out-
side of one’s race, ignoring a group of women who are requesting a table at a
restaurant, and promoting a less-qualified heterosexual employee over a gay
one are a few examples. Again, such actions communicate to the recipient that
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RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS

Commonplace verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional
or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and
insults to people of color.

Verbal Manifestations Nonverbal Manifestations Environmental Manifestations
v
Microinsult Microassault Microinvalidation
(often unconscious) (often conscious) (often unconscious)
Communications that convey Explicit racial derogations Communications that
rudeness and insensitivity and characterized primarily by a exclude, negate, or nullify
demean a person’s racial violent verbal, nonverbal, or the psychological thoughts,
heritage. environmental attack meant feelings, or experiential
to hurt the intended victim reality of a person of color.
through name-calling, avoidant
behavior, or purposeful
discriminatory actions.

! !

THEMES THEMES
Ascription of Intelligence Alien in Own Land
Assigning a degree of intelligence to a Belief that visible racial/ethnic minority
person of color based on their race. citizens are foreigners.
Second-Class Citizen Color-Blindness
Treated as a lesser person or group. Denial or pretense that a White person

does not see color or race.
Pathologizing Cultural

Values/Communication Styles Myth of Meritocracy
Notion that the values and communication Statements that assert that race plays
styles of people of color are abnormal. a minor role in life success.

Assumption of Criminal Status Denial of Individual Racism
Presumed to be a criminal, dangerous, or Denial of personal racism or one’s
deviant based on race. role in its perpetuation.

Figure 2.1 Categories of and Relationships among Racial Microaggressions

they are unworthy to be served and/or that they are not the “right kind of
people” and do not belong.

Microassaults are most similar to what has been called “old fashioned”
racism, sexism, or heterosexism conducted on an individual level. They are
likely to be conscious and deliberate acts. However, because of strong public
condemnation of such behaviors, microassaults are most likely to be expressed
under three conditions that afford the perpetrator some form of protection
(Sue & Capodilupo, 2008).

First, when perpetrators feel some degree of anonymity and are assured
that their roles or actions can be concealed they may feel freer to engage in
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microassaults (scrawling anti-Semitic graffiti in public restrooms or hanging a
noose surreptitiously on the door of a Black colleague).

Second, perpetrators may engage in a microassault when they feel relatively
safe, such as being in the presence of people who share their beliefs and atti-
tudes or knowing that they can get away with their offensive words and deeds.
Safety often relies on the inaction of others in the face of biased actions. In fact,
studies reveal that people often overpredict whether they would take action
against a biased action (hearing a racist comment). While they may condemn and
say they would take appropriate action, when faced with the real situation they
remain silent or inactive (Kawakami, Dunn, Karmali, & Dovidio, 2009). The
following example is representative of this condition.

At a fraternity sports party, a group of White males were sitting around their
living room during a late Sunday afternoon, chugging down beer after beer
tapped from a keg. They had just finished watching the first half of a football
game and were obviously quite inebriated. Excitedly talking about the last play
from scrimmage that resulted in an incomplete pass, one of the boys exclaimed,
“them niggers can’t play quarterback!” This brought out a howl] of laughter, and
another member said, “That’s because they’re just jungle bunnies!” More laughter
erupted in the room and others produced a flurry of racial slurs: “monkey,”
“coon,” “burr head,” “oreo,” and “Uncle Tom”! Each slur brought on laughter
and renewed attempts to outdo one another in finding the most degrading
reference to Blacks. As they exhausted their list, the game became a form of free
association with blackness. “Black pussy, black sheep, criminal, rapist, castration,
welfare family, cattle prod,” and so on, they shouted. It was clear that some of
those in the group were quite uncomfortable with the game, but said nothing
and chuckled at the responses anyway. (Sue, 2003, p. 88)

Third, many people who privately hold notions of minority inferiority will
only display their biased attitudes when they lose control. Our opening exam-
ples of actors Michael Richards and Mel Gibson represent this condition. Neither
had publicly displayed any attitudes/behaviors of racism, anti-Semitism, or
sexism until they were caught in situations where conscious concealment and
judgment broke down. In the case of Richards, the heckling by Black patrons
so infuriated him that he simply “lost it” and exploded with anger expressed
through racial epithets. In the case of Gibson, alcoholic intoxication so low-
ered his inhibitions and defenses that he made statements that have haunted
him since.

Microassaults are most similar to “old-fashioned” racism: they are the type
the public generally associates with “true racism”: direct, deliberate, obvious,
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and explicit. There is no guesswork involved in their intent, which is to harm,
humiliate, or degrade people of color, women, and GLBTs.

In many respects, microassaults or blatant racism are easier to deal with by
marginalized groups because their intent is clear and the psychological ener-
gies of people of color, for example, are not diluted by ambiguity. In fact, there
are indications that people of color are better prepared to deal with overt
microassaults (Salvatore & Shelton, 2007) than unintentional biased behavior
that reside outside the level of awareness of perpetrators—microinsults and
microinvalidations. It is these invisible and unintentional forms of micro-
aggressions that are the main subject of this book. Table 2.1 provides examples
of common microaggression themes with examples and their hidden demeaning
messages directed toward people of color, women, and LGBTs.

Please note that a more thorough coverage of group specific themes is pre-
sented in separate chapters for people of color (Chapter 7), women (Chapter 8),
and LGBTs (Chapter 9). Many microaggressions are common and universal
to the three groups, but there are differences in types, hidden messages, and
impact. For example, it appears that LGBTs may experience more overt forms
of microaggressions (microassaults) than the other two groups; that even
with the category of racial microaggressions, Asian Americans and Latinos
are more likely to experience “alien in one’s own land” messages more than
African Americans who are more likely to be seen as “criminals”; and women
may experience a unique microaggression such as “sexual objectification”
that is not present for racial minorities. Research and work in the area of simi-
larities and differences in microaggressive manifestation and impact is in an
infancy stage (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007).

Microinsults

Microinsults are characterized by interpersonal or environmental communica-
tions that convey stereotypes, rudeness, and insensitivity and that demean a
person’s racial, gender, or sexual orientation, heritage, or identity. Microinsults
represent subtle snubs, frequently outside the conscious awareness of the per-
petrator, but they convey an oftentimes hidden insulting message to the recipient
of these three groups.

MICROAGGRESSIVE THEMES

In the original racial microaggression taxonomy proposed by Sue & colleagues
(2007) and later refined to include gender and sexual-orientation themes
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Table 2.1

Examples of Racial, Gender, and Sexual-Orientation Microaggressions

THEMES

Alien in One’s Own Land
When Asian Americans
and Latino Americans

are assumed to be
foreign-born.

Ascription of Intelligence
Assigning intelligence

to a person of color or
woman based on their
race/gender.

Color Blindness
Statements that indicate
that a White person does
not want to acknowledge
race.

Criminality/Assumption
of Criminal Status

A person of color

is presumed to be
dangerous, criminal, or
deviant based

on their race.

Use of Sexist/
Heterosexist Language
Terms that exclude or
degrade women and
LGBT persons.

MICROAGGRESSION

“Where are you from?”
"Where were you born?”

“You speak English very
well.”

A person asking an Asian
American to teach them
words in their native
language.

"You are a credit to your
race.”

"Wow! How did you
become so good in
math?”

Asking an Asian person to
help with a math or science
problem.

“When | look at you, | don't
see color.”

“America is a melting pot.”

“There is only one race, the
human race.”

A White man or woman
clutches their purse or
checks their wallet as a
Black or Latino approaches
or passes.

A store owner following a
customer of color around
the store.

A White person waits to
ride the next elevator when
a person of color is on it.

Use of the pronoun "he” to
refer to all people.

MESSAGE

You are not American.

You are a foreigner.

People of color are
generally not as intelligent
as Whites.

It is unusual for a woman to
be smart in math.

All Asians are intelligent
and good in math/sciences.

Denying a person of
color's racial/ethnic
experiences.

Assimilate/acculturate to
dominant culture.

Denying the individual as a
racial/cultural being.

You are a criminal.

You are going to steal/
You are poor/You do not
belong.

You are dangerous.

Male experience is
universal.

Female experience is
meaningless.

(Continued)
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THEMES

Denial of Individual
Racism/Sexism/
Heterosexism

A statement made when
bias is denied.

Myth of Meritocracy
Statements which assert
that race or gender does
not play a role in life
successes.

Pathologizing Cultural
Values/Communication
Styles

The notion that the values
and communication styles
of the dominant/White
culture are ideal.

Second-Class Citizen
Occurs when a target
group member receives
differential treatment from
the power group.

MICROAGGRESSION

Two options for relationship
status: married or single.

An assertive woman is
labeled a "bitch.”

A heterosexual man who
often hangs out with his
female friends more than
his male friends is labeled
a "faggot.”

“I'm not racist. | have
several Black friends.”

“As an employer, | always
treat men and women
equally.”

"I believe the most
qualified person should get
the job.”

“Men and women have
equal opportunities for
achievement.”

Asking a Black person:
“Why do you have to be so
loud/animated?” "Just calm
down.”

To an Asian or Latino
person: "Why are you so
quiet? We want to know
what you think. Be more
verbal.” “Speak up more.”
Dismissing an individual
who brings up race/culture
in work/school setting.

Person of color mistaken for
a service worker.

Female doctor mistaken for
a nurse.

MESSAGE

LGB partnerships do not
matter/are meaningless.

Women should be passive.

Men who act like women
are inferior (women are
inferior)/gay men are
inferior.

| am immune to racism
because | have friends of
color.

| am incapable of sexism.

People of color are given
extra unfair benefits
because of their race.

The playing field is even so
if women cannot make it,
the problem is with them.

Assimilate to dominant
culture.

Leave your cultural
baggage outside.

People of color are servants
to Whites. They couldn’t
possibly occupy high status
positions.

Women occupy nurturing
roles.

(Continued)
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Table 2.1 (Continued)

THEMES MICROAGGRESSION MESSAGE

You are likely to cause
trouble and/or travel to a
dangerous neighborhood.

Having a taxi cab pass a
person of color and pick
up a White passenger.

Whites are more valued

customers than people of
color.

Being ignored at a store
counter as attention is given
to the White customer
behind a person of color.

A lesbian woman is not
invited out with a group of
girlfriends because they
thought she would be bored
if they were talking to men.

You don't belong.

When a female student
asked a male professor for
extra help on a chemistry
assignment, he asks “What
do you need to work on this
for anyway?”

Women are less capable in
math and science.

Traditional Gender

Role Prejudicing and
Stereotyping

Occurs when expectations
of traditional roles or
stereotypes are conveyed.

Women should be married
during child-bearing

ages because that is their
primary purpose.

A person asks a woman her
age and, upon hearing she
is 31, looks quickly at her
ring finger.

Lesbians do not care about
being attractive to others.

A woman is assumed to
be a lesbian because she
does not put a lot of effort
into her appearance.

Sexual Objectification
Occurs when women are
treated as though they
were objects at men's
disposal.

A male stranger puts his
hands on a woman's hips
or on the swell of her back
to pass by her.

Your body is not yours.

Assumption of
Abnormality

Occurs when it is implied
that there is something
wrong with being LGB.

Whistles and catcalls as
a woman walks down the
street.

Two men holding hands
in public are stared at by
strangers.

Students use the term
"gay” to describe a fellow
student who is socially
ostracized at school.

Your body/appearance is
for men's enjoyment and
pleasure.

You should keep your
displays of affection private
because they are offensive.

People who are weird and
different are "gay.”

Source: Taken from Sue & Capodilupo, 2008, p. 114-117.
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(Sue & Capodilupo, 2008), some of the more common themes with their
hidden messages are described below.

* Ascription of Intelligence—This microinsult is usually related to aspects
of intellect, competence, and capabilities. Saying “You are a credit to
your race” contains an insulting metacommunication (“People of color
are generally not as intelligent as Whites.”). The example in Chapter 1
in which Senator Joe Biden’s compliment of Barack Obama was found
offensive by some African Americans represents such an insult. The
belief that African Americans are intellectually inferior is quite a com-
mon microaggression (Jones, 1997; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). When a
male teacher expresses surprise at the math skills of a female student
(“Wow, how did you get so good in math?”) or when White students ask
Asian Americans for help on their math/science problems (Asians are
naturally good at math.), ascription of intelligence may be in operation.

* Second-Class Citizen—This microinsult contains an unconscious message
that certain groups are less worthy, less important, and less deserving,
and are inferior beings that deserve discriminatory treatment. While they
may be conscious, most are delivered by well-intentioned people who
would never knowingly discriminate (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). As a result,
people of color, women, and LGBTs are accorded lesser treatment than
Whites, men, and straights. A lesbian woman is ignored, left out, and not
invited with a group of female coworkers because she “is not like one of
us.” Black patrons at a restaurant are seated at a smaller table near the
kitchen door where waiters and waitresses constantly walk in and out.
A female physician at an emergency room is mistaken by male patients
as a nurse.

* Pathologizing Cultural Values/Communication Styles—The theme of
this microinsult has two components: a belief that the cultural values/
communication styles of White, male, and straight groups are norma-
tive and that those of people of color, females, and LGBTs are somehow
abnormal. Telling Latino students to “leave your cultural baggage outside
the classroom,” and asking a Black person “Why do you have to be so
loud, emotional, and animated?” are two examples. In the first case, the
Latino students are being asked to assimilate and acculturate and are being
told that their cultural values are dysfunctional and should be given up
because they will interfere with their learning. In the latter case, the style
of communication by many Blacks is being pathologized because appro-
priate communication is dispassionate and objective (Kochman, 1981).
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But there is something more sinister and insidious in the reaction that
fosters fear that Blacks will become violent and out of control. This is
related to the next microinsult.

* Criminality/Assumption of Criminal Status—The theme of this micro-
insult appears to be very race specific and relates to beliefs that a person
of color is presumed to be dangerous, potentially a criminal, likely to
break the law, or antisocial. Women and LGBTs are unlikely to encounter
this form of microinsult. Numerous examples of this apply to African
Americans and Latinos. A White woman who clutches her purse more
tightly in the presence of Latinos, a White man checking for his wallet
while passing a group of African Americans on the sidewalk, and a sales
clerk requesting more pieces of identification to cash a check from a
Black than from a White customer are examples. Interestingly, our studies
suggest that assumption of criminal status is seldom attributed to Asian
Americans. Indeed, they are often viewed as law abiding, conforming,
unlikely to rock the boat, and less prone to violence (Sue, Bucceri, Lin,
Nadal, & Torino, 2007; Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008).

® Sexual Objectification—Sexual objectification is the process by which
women are transformed into “objects” or property at the sexual disposal or
benefit of men. There is a dehumanizing quality in this process because
women are stripped of their humanity and the totality of their human
essence (personal attributes, intelligence, emotions, hopes, etc.). Playboy
and Hustler magazine pictures of nude women, topless and bottomless
entertainment clubs, using scantily clad attractive female models in
commercials to sell goods or services, and countless other examples com-
municate that women'’s bodies are not their own, and that they exist to
service the sexual fantasies and desires of men (Fredrickson & Roberts,
1997). The interaction of race and gender and sexual objectification can be
quite complex (Lott, Aquith, & Doyon, 2001). In one study it was found,
for example, that Asian American females often experienced microin-
sults related to exoticization (Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007).
Participants complained of continual subjugation to the roles of sexual
objects, domestic servants, and exotic images such as Geishas. They felt
their identities were equated to that of passive companions to White
men. Interestingly, some speculated that White men are often attracted to
Asian American women, who are perceived as feminine and submissive,
primarily as a backlash to feminist values and the feminist movement.
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o Assumption of Abnormality—This theme is related to the perception
that something about the person’s race, gender, or sexual orientation
is abnormal, deviant, and pathological. LGBT groups experience these
microinsults frequently, especially in the area of sexual behavior that is
equated with abnormality (Herek, 1998; Satcher & Leggett, 2007). When
a gay man during a physical exam is suspected by a physician to have
HIV /AIDS on the first visit, when students use the term “gay” to describe
the odd or nonconformist behavior of a fellow classmate, and when
someone expresses surprise that a Lesbian is in a monogamous relation-
ship, an assumption of abnormality is present. Examples of assumptions
could be “LBGT people are promiscuous and engage in deviant sexual behavior”
or “People who are weird and different are gay.”

Microinvalidation

Microinvalidations are characterized by communications or environmental
cues that exclude, negate, or nullify the psychological thoughts, feelings, or
experiential reality of certain groups, such as people of color, women, and
LGBTs. In many ways, microinvalidations may potentially represent the most
damaging form of the three microaggressions because they directly and insid-
iously deny the racial, gender, or sexual-orientation reality of these groups.
As we shall see in the next chapter, the power to impose reality upon margin-
alized groups represents the ultimate form of oppression. Several examples of
microinvalidation themes are given below.

* Alien in One’s Own Land—This theme involves being perceived as a
perpetual foreigner or being an alien in one’s own country. Of all the
groups toward which such microinvalidations are directed, Asian
Americans and Latino Americans are most likely to experience
them. When Asian Americans are complimented for speaking “good
English,” and persistently asked where they were born, the meta-
communication is that “You are not American” or “You are a foreigner.”
When Latino Americans are told, “If you don’t like it here, go back to
Mexico,” there is an implied assumption that one’s allegiance resides in
another country. Interestingly, studies reveal that African Americans
are perceived by the public as “more American” than either Asian or
Latino Americans (Devos & Banaji, 2005). While highly speculative, it
may be that the enslavement of Blacks in the United States is so tightly



38 TAXONOMY OF MICROAGGRESSIONS

bound up in American history that such an association is partially
reflected in the consciousness of White America.

* Color, Gendet, and Sexual-Orientation Blindness—Being color, gender, or
sexual-orientation blind, simply stated, is the unwillingness to acknow-
ledge or admit to seeing race, gender, or sexual orientation. Color blindness
is one of the most frequently delivered microinvalidations toward people

Vi

of color. Statements such as “When I look at you I don’t see color,” “There is

only one race, the human race,” “
pot,

are messages asking the receiver not to bring the topic of race into the

We are all Americans,” or “We are a melting

”

contain multiple and complex hidden messages. At one level they

discussion or interaction. They are also messages that indicate people of
color should assimilate and acculturate. But they are also on one hand
intended as defensive maneuvers not to appear racist (Apfelbaum,
Sommers, & Norton, 2008), and on the other hand as a denial of the racial
experiences of people of color (Bonilla-Silva, 2005). Sue (2005) posits that
denial of color is really a denial of differences. The denial of differences is
really a denial of power and privilege. The denial of power and privilege
is really a denial of personal benefits that accrue to certain privileged
groups by virtue of inequities. The denial that we profit from racism is
really a denial of responsibility for our racism. Lastly, the denial of our
racism is really a denial of the necessity to take action against racism.

® Denial of Individual Racism/Sexism/Heterosexism—Related to the
theme above is another form of denial. This involves an individual
denial of personal racism, personal sexism, or personal heterosexism.
Statements such as “I'm not homophobic, I have a gay friend,” “I have noth-
ing against interracial marriages, but I worry about the children,” and “As
an employer I treat all men and women equally” may possess the following

Vi

hidden messages: “I am immune to heterosexism,” “The only reason I have
hesitations about interracial relationships is concern about the offspring and
it has nothing to do with personal bias,” and “I never discriminate against
women.” When such statements are made to a person of color, for example,
they deny the racial reality of the individual (an experience that personal
racial bias resides in everyone).

* Myth of Meritocracy—The myth of meritocracy is a theme that asserts
that race, gender, and sexual orientation do not play a role in life suc-
cesses. It assumes that all groups have an equal opportunity to succeed, and
that we operate on a level playing field. Thus, success and failure are

attributed to individual attributes like intelligence, hard work, motivation,
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and family values. When people do well, they are considered to have
achieved their success through individual effort. The flip side of the coin
is those who do not succeed are also seen as possessing deficiencies (lazy,
low intellect, etc.) (Jones, 1997). In the case of persons of color, there is little
recognition that higher unemployment rates, lower educational achieve-
ment, and poverty may be the result of systemic forces (individual, institu-
tional, and societal racism). Blaming the victim is the outcome of the myth
of meritocracy. Statements made to marginalized groups may be reflected

Y

in these comments: “Everyone has an equal chance in this society,” “The cream
of the crop rises to the top,” “Everyone can succeed if they work hard enough,”
and “Affirmative action is reverse racism.” All these statements potentially
imply that racism, sexism, and heterosexism is of little importance in a

group’s or individual’s success.

Microaggressions, whether they fall into the category of microassaults,
microinsults, or microinvalidations are detrimental to the well-being and
standard of living for marginalized groups in our society. In the next chapter,
we turn to a discussion and analysis of the psychological dilemmas created
by microaggressions and attempt to describe the psychological and internal
processes of both recipients and unintentional perpetrators.

The Way Forward

Defining, Recognizing, and Deconstructing Hidden
Messages in Microaggressions

Microaggressions are a constant and continuing reality for people of color,
women, and LGBTs in our society. They hold their power over both per-
petrators and targets because of their everyday invisible nature. In many
respects, all of us have been both perpetrators and targets. With respect to the
former, we have been guilty of having delivered microaggressions, whether
they are racial, gender, sexual-orientation, ability, religious, or class based.
Microaggressions are harmful to marginalized groups because they cause
psychological distress and create disparities in health care, employment,
and education. The first steps in overcoming racial, gender, and sexual
microaggressions involve the following.

(Continued)
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. Defining microaggressions. Microaggressions can be overt or covert but

they are most damaging when they occur outside the level of the con-
scious awareness of well-intentioned perpetrators. Most of us can recog-
nize and define overt forms of bias and discrimination and will actively
condemn such actions. However, the “invisible” manifestations are not
under conscious awareness and control, so they occur spontaneously
without any checks and balances in personal, social, and work-related
interactions. They can occur among and between family members,
neighbors, and coworkers, and in teacher-student, healthcare provider—
patient, therapist—client, and employer—employee relationships. They
are numerous, continuous, and have a detrimental impact upon targets.
Being able to define microaggressions and to know the various forms
they take must begin with a cognitive and intellectual understanding of
their manifestations and impact. The taxonomy described in this chapter
will, hopefully, provide readers with a template that will facilitate under-
standing of their concrete characteristics and qualities.

. Recognizing microaggressions. Being able to define racial, gender, and

sexual-orientation microaggressions is not enough. Recognizing micro-
aggressions when they make their appearance is more than an intellec-
tual exercise in definitions. Their manifestations are dynamic, with very
real personal consequences that can only be ameliorated when recog-
nized in their interactional or environmental forms. Appropriate inter-
vention can only occur when microaggressions are recognized in the
here and now. Recognition may involve two different situations: (1) when
they are observed as occurring between external parties (delivered by
others), and (2) when you are one of the actors involved (perpetrator
or recipient). When you observe a microaggression being delivered by
someone else, the possibility of intervention may present a personal or
professional dilemma: “Should | or shouldn't | intervene? If | do, what
is the most appropriate way to do so? What are the consequences if |
choose to take action?” The second situation involves you as either the
target or perpetrator. We will spend considerable time in future chap-
ters analyzing target impact and response issues. More importantly,
however, is your recognition that perhaps you have or are personally
engaging in the delivery of microaggressions. Self-monitoring, being
open to exploring the possibility that you have acted in a biased fash-
ion, and controlling defensiveness are crucial to recognizing when you
have been guilty of a microaggression.

(Continued)
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3. Deconstructing the hidden meaning of microaggressions. Microaggress-
ions are reflections of worldviews that are filled with ethnocentric values,
biases, assumptions, and stereotypes that have been strongly culturally
inculcated into our beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Microaggressions
usually send double messages that are often contradictory to one another.
A common microaggression directed toward people of color and women
is symbolized in this statement: “I believe the most qualified person should
be offered the job.” While few of us would disagree with this statement, in
certain contexts, when made to a devalued group member by a major-
ity person, there may be a hidden message: “Minorities and women are
generally not qualified, so don’t blame me of bias when it is offered to a
White male.”

Being able to define and recognize microaggressions and being able
to deconstruct the metacommunications are very challenging goals. They
are the necessary preconditions to effective interventions, whether in per-
sonal or professional settings. Only when awareness is present can action
be taken in education, training, or remediation to overcome racial, gender,
and sexual-orientation microaggressions.




CHAPTER THREE

The Psychological
Dilemmas and Dynamics
of Microaggressions

Our taxonomy of microaggressions provides us with a clear understanding of
the medium by which they are delivered (verbal, behavioral, and environ-
mental), the forms they take (microassault, microinsult, and microinvalidation),
the overt or hidden messages they deliver (offensive themes), and specific
examples of their manifestations. Yet, how they impact people of color, women,
and LGBTs, the psychological dilemmas they present for both recipients and
perpetrators, and the internal (intrapsychic) and interpersonal dynamics have
been an understudied phenomena (Inzlicht & Good, 2006; Solérzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000; Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007). While the example below is used to
illustrate the dilemmas and dynamics posed by racial microaggressions, it is
important to note that the principles and processes uncovered appear similar
to subtle gender and sexual-orientation offenses as well.

I [Derald Wing Sue, the author, an Asian American] recently traveled with an
African American colleague on a plane flying from New York to Boston. The
plane was a small “hopper” with a single row of seats on one side of the aisle and
a double row on the other. Because there were only a few passengers, we were
told by the flight attendant (White) that we could sit anywhere, so we sat close to
the front, across the aisle from one another. This made it easy for us to converse
and provided a large, comfortable space for both of us. As the attendant was about

42
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to close the hatch, three White men in suits entered the plane, were informed
they could sit anywhere, and promptly seated themselves in the row in front of
us. Just before take-off, the attendant began to close the overhead compartments
and seemed to scan the plane with her eyes. At that point she approached us,
leaned over, interrupted our conversation, and asked if we would mind moving
to the back of the plane. She indicated that she needed to distribute the weight
on the plane evenly.

Both of us (passengers of color) had similar negative reactions. First, balancing
the weight on the plane seemed reasonable, but why were we being singled out?
After all, we had boarded first and the three White men were the last passengers
to arrive. Why weren’t they being asked to move? Were we being singled out
because of our race? Was this just a random event with no racial overtones? Were

we being oversensitive and petty?

Although we complied by moving to the back of the plane, both of us felt resent-
ment, irritation, and anger. In light of our everyday racial experiences, we both
came to the same conclusion: the flight attendant had treated us like second-class
citizens because of our race. But this incident did not end there. While I kept
telling myself to drop the matter, I could feel my blood pressure rising, my heart
beating faster, and my face flushing with anger. When the attendant walked
back to make sure our seat belts were fastened, I could not contain my anger any
longer. Struggling to control myself, I said to her in a forced calm voice: “Did you
know that you asked two passengers of color to step to the rear of the ‘bus’?” For
a few seconds she said nothing, but looked at me with a horrified expression.
Then she said in a righteously indignant tone, “Well, I have never been accused
of that! How dare you? I don’t see color! I only asked you to move to balance the
plane. Anyway, I was only trying to give you more space and greater privacy.”

Attempts to explain my perceptions and feelings only generated greater defensive-
ness from her. For every allegation I made, she seemed to have a rational reason
for her actions. Finally, she broke off the conversation and refused to talk about the
incident any longer. Were it not for my colleague, who validated my experiential
reality, I would have left that encounter wondering whether I was incorrect in my
perceptions. Nevertheless, for the rest of the flight, I stewed over the incident and
it left a sour taste in my mouth. (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 275)

The example above fully illustrates several of the psychological dilemmas
posed to both the passengers of color and the White flight attendant. Both
parties in the interaction experienced and interpreted the situation in different
ways. Both were attributing meaning to the event through their life experiences
and racial realities. For the White flight attendant, racism does not represent
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a continuing force that impacts her life. For the Asian American passenger,
however, the incident represents one of many similar situations. The clash of
worldviews presents a psychological dilemma that relates to the accuracy
of perceptions, and begs the question “Whose reality is the correct reality?”

Furthermore, if a microaggression has occurred, how does one prove it when
the perpetrator is unaware of his/her hidden motives? Studies support the
conclusion that racial interactions are often tinged with racial overtones that
are outside the level of awareness of well-intentioned individuals (Banaji &
Greenwald, 1995; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson,
2002). Four major psychological dilemmas seem to be in operation in this inci-
dent: clash of racial realities, invisibility of unintentional bias, perceived minimal
harm, and the catch-22 of responding (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007).

CLASH OF RACIAL REALITIES

Studies reveal that the racial reality of White Americans is very different from
that of people of color. It has been found, for example, that Black Americans
believe racism is a constant and continuing reality in their lives, while most
Whites seem to minimize it (Astor, 1997; Babbington, 2008; Harris Poll, 1994;
Pew Research Center, 2007). This perception is especially true today with the
historic election of our current president, Barack Obama. Recent polls point
out the stark perceptual differences between these groups.

¢ When asked how much discrimination still exists against Blacks, only
10% of Whites said “a lot,” while 57% of Blacks said “a lot.” Even more
disturbing was a question that asked how much the existing racial
tensions are created by Blacks. Over one-third of Whites attributed it
to Black Americans, while only 3% of Blacks found their group at fault
(Babbington, 2008).

¢ Sixty-seven percent of Blacks described encountering discrimination and
prejudice when applying for jobs, 50% reported incidents during shop-
ping or dining out, and many stated that it was a common occurrence to
hear derogatory racial comments (Pew Research Center, 2007).

¢ In general, over 50% of Whites believe that people of color have achieved
equality and that most are doing better than they really are, in contradic-
tion to standard-of-living data (Harris Poll, 1994). On specific measures
of employment, education, and housing opportunities, the gap between
Black and White perceptions are startling. Seventy-six percent of Whites
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believe that Blacks receive equal treatment, while less than 50% of Blacks
believe so (Astor, 1997).

* There is tremendous resentment of Whites by all minority groups
(African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latino/Hispanic Americans).
Two-thirds of people of color say that White Americans believe they are
superior, entitled to control others, insensitive to race issues, and reluctant
to share power and wealth with minorities (Harris Poll, 1994).

How one views the world, especially when it comes to race relations
and racial interactions, serves as a prism from which data and information
are filtered. Black pedestrians in New York City attempting to hail a taxi are
constantly wondering whether the cab that passed them did so because of
discrimination. Studies in Manhattan reveal that Blacks attempting to flag
down a cab are 25% less likely to be picked up when compared to White
pedestrians (Sue, 2003). Whites, however, never entertain the possibility that
they will be passed over because of the color of their skin. Nor when waiting
on the street with arms outstretched do they ever think about being passed
over because of the color of their skins. Yet, most Black Americans in a similar
situation are very aware of that possibility. These represent two different
consciousnesses and/or realities.

Another example of how racial realities are shaped can be given in
the following incident. In 1999, Amadou Diallo, an innocent and unarmed
23-year-old Black immigrant, was shot and killed in a hail of 41 rounds by
four New York City Police Department plain-clothed officers. At their request
for identification, Diallo was holding out his wallet when shot and killed.
Officers stated they thought he was pulling out a weapon. A firestorm of
controversy erupted subsequent to the event as the circumstances of the
shooting prompted outrage both within and outside New York City. Issues
such as police brutality, racial profiling, and contagious shooting were central to
the ensuing controversy (Fritsch, 2000). It is not my intent to relive the con-
troversies and outcome of the decisions, but to describe how it differentially
impacts disenfranchised groups in our society. The following narrative illustrates
the psychological impact and the differences in racial realities between Blacks
and Whites.

Directly after that incident, I [Derald Wing Sue] recalled a professional forum on
“Racial Realities and Worldviews” during which a Black female psychologist started
off her address to a primarily White audience by asking the following question: “Do
any of you know what every Black mother with a teenage son experienced right after
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the shooting of Amadou Diallo? Do you know that every morning I rehearse with my
teenage son possible scenarios of the day? Do you know I frequently ask him, when
(not “if’) you are stopped by the police when driving, what will you do? Do you know
that I tell him he must be polite, say “yes sir, no sir’ when responding to questions,
not make any sudden moves, and to keep his hands in clear sight? Do you know that
on weekends, when he is going to hang out with friends at the shopping mall, I grill
and drill him with the same questions and advice about mall security guards? Do you
know that as a Black mother, I live in constant fear for the safety of my own son? Can
you truly understand what it is like to be Black in this society?” As White parents,
this is not your reality, but it is mine!

These two examples suggest how the experiences of Whites and Blacks
differ from one another and how the experiences of discrimination are invis-
ible to White Americans. The possibility that race may affect interpersonal
interactions, for example, may be far removed from the consciousness of the
flight attendant. However, for the two passengers of color, race is a constant
factor in their experience and touches upon nearly all aspects of their lives.
Thus the issue is not whether the flight attendant was deliberately discrimi-
nating, but that her “unawareness” and “obliviousness” to race issues may
allow her to impose her worldview upon marginalized groups by deny-
ing another group’s experiential reality. The ability to impose a worldview
upon other groups who differ in their perspectives is based upon power.

In Chapter 1, I refer to the fact that power is often correlated with economic
and military might, but that “true” power resides in the ability to define
reality (Guthrie, 1998; Hanna, Talley, & Guindon, 2000; Keltner & Robinson,
1996). When a clash of racial realities occurs, it is highly likely that it is main-
stream groups that possess the tools (education, mass media, peers, and social
groups and institutions) to define and impose realities (racial as well) upon
other groups (Sue, 2004). When those in a majority culture believe that racism
is no longer a problem, when difficulties in race relations are due primarily to
people of color (blaming the victim), when people assume that all groups play
on a level field, when everyone is perceived to have an equal chance to succeed,
and when people of color are seen as being overly sensitive to slights, then it
makes sense that our well-intentioned flight attendant might not recognize her
potentially biased actions and the detrimental consequences they might have
on passengers of color.

We return to our earlier question about whose racial reality is the most
accurate: the flight attendant who truly believes in her innocence and feels
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betrayed because of her concern for the safety of fellow fliers, or the two
passengers of color who believe the actions were tinged with racial overtones?
This is not an easy question to answer and represents a true psychologi-
cal dilemma. There are, however, some studies and anecdotal observations
that may shed light on this question. It has been found, for example, that
(1) unconscious racial, gender, and sexual-orientation biases exist in many
mainstream individuals (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Burn, Kadlac, & Rexer, 2005;
Dovidio et al., 2002; Fukuyama, Miville, & Funderburk, 2005; Swim, Hyers,
Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001), (2) they often appear in the form of unintentional
discrimination (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000; Rowe, 1990; Sue, Lin, Torino,
Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009), and (3) the most disempowered groups have a
more accurate assessment of reality, especially relating to whether discrimina-
tory behavior is bias-motivated (Hanna et al., 2000; Keltner & Robinson, 1996).

This last finding seems to make sense because it is consistent with the life
experience of marginalized groups. Women, for example, who work for a
primarily male-dominated company often say they must understand the think-
ing and mind-set of their male colleagues in order to do well in the company
(earn retention and promotion). They often complain that no such reciprocity
exists with male colleagues; for them to do well, they need not understand
the worldview of female coworkers! People of color and many LGBTs also
say that their individual and group survival is based on the ability to read the
minds of persons of other groups. To survive in a highly racist or homopho-
bic society, people of color and LGBTs must understand the thinking of the
dominant group. Forced to operate in a predominately White, Eurocentric,
male, and straight society, survival for people of color, women, and LGBTs
depends on their ability to accurately discern “the truth,” the potential biases
they are likely to encounter, and the thoughts and actions of those who hold
power over them. Some have suggested that people of color, for example,
have developed a heightened perceptual awareness that is derived from adver-
sity (Hanna et al., 2000; Sue, 2003). Thus, the hypervigilance in discerning the
motives, attitudes, and the often unintentional biased contradictions of White
Americans is perceived by marginalized groups not as “paranoia,” but rather
as functional survival skills.

Thus, in answering the question as to understanding racial realities, I pose
the following questions: If you want to understand sexism, do you ask men
or women? If you want to understand homophobia or heterosexism, do you
ask straights or gays? If you want to understand racism, do you ask Whites or
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people of color? In general, if you want to understand oppression, do you ask
the oppressor or the oppressed? The answers seem obvious.

INVISIBILITY OF UNINTENTIONAL BIASES

There were few doubts in the minds of the passengers of color that the flight
attendant did not act from conscious bias, and that she was sincere in her
belief that she acted in good faith. Her actions and their meaning were invisible
to her, and she was truly stunned and dismayed that anyone could suggest
that she carried out racist actions. From her racial reality, race had nothing to
do with her actions; it was her role to ensure that weight was distributed in a
balanced way for the safety of all occupants. She probably felt betrayed that
anyone could attribute such horrendous motives to her actions, which were
motivated by good intentions.

Yet, the body of research on aversive racism (Dovidio et al., 2002; Gaertner &
Dovidio, 2005; Ridley, 2005), subtle sexism (Swim et al., 2001), and heterosexism
(Herek, 1998; Morrison & Morrison, 2002) strongly suggest that socialization
and cultural conditioning imbues within people unconscious and biased atti-
tudes and beliefs that are directed toward specific groups; they make their
appearance in unintentional biased behaviors. Interestingly, some evidence
suggests that racial microaggressions—for example, through cultural condi-
tioning—can become connected neurologically to the processing of emotions
that surround prejudice (Abelson, Dasgupta, Park, & Banaji, 1998).

Let us return to the example of Amadou Diallo to illustrate the powerful
conditioning that may have affected police reactions. As you recall, police
officers who killed Diallo claimed that they believed he was pulling out a
weapon. They believed their lives were in danger and that they had only a split
second to respond (Fritsch, 2000). Many African Americans asked, however,
Would police have been so quick in their actions were the suspect White? Of
course, all the officers denied that they harbored racial animosity and the
defense portrayed the officers as decent human beings. Yet, it is undeniable
that Black men in this society have been stereotyped as hostile and angry, prone
to violence, out of control, more likely to be criminals, and extremely dangerous
(Jones, 1997; Plant & Peruche, 2005). The fear of Black men is likely to reside
deep in the psyche of White Americans and will make its appearance unin-
tentionally when certain specific situations trigger it (Ridley, 2005; Sue, 2003).
Two important studies seem to support this conclusion.
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In a study of 50 certified sworn law-enforcement officers in the state of
Florida, investigators examined decisions to shoot or not to shoot Black and
White criminal suspects in a computer simulation (Plant & Peruche, 2005).
Participants were instructed that they would see pictures of suspects holding
either a gun or a neutral object like a wallet or cell phone. In essence, the findings
revealed that officers were more likely to shoot unarmed Black suspects than
unarmed White ones. In another study on hidden biases, investigators examined
the influence of Afrocentric facial features in criminal sentencing (Blair, Judd,
& Chapleau, 2004). A random sampling of inmate records indicated that (a)
Black and White inmates with similar criminal records were given roughly
equivalent sentences, but (b) within each group, those with more Afrocentric
features received harsher sentences than those with lesser Afrocentric features.
In both studies, it appears that neither officers nor juries/judges were consciously
aware that they responded differently to race.

Invisible or hidden biases from the standpoint of well-intentioned White
subjects were also demonstrated in a study of “failure to help” (Dovidio et al.,
2002). The investigators reasoned that unintentional racists are less likely to
discriminate against people of color when appropriate behavior (nonracist)
is clearly defined. However, when situations are ambiguous, and other reasons
can be given for discriminatory actions, biases will be more likely to appear.
To test their theory of aversive racism, two experimental conditions were
created: (1) one in which subjects believed they were the only witnesses to
an emergency situation and (2) one in which witnesses believed others also
witnessed the situation. The emergency situation varied with the race of the
injured motorist: Black or White in a disabled car. Results revealed that White
bystanders offered help equally (over 80% of the time) whether the motorist
was White or Black when they believed they were the only ones who witnessed
the incident. However, in the second condition (believing others also saw the
motorist) the Black victim was helped half as often as the White victim (38%
versus 75%)!

How do we make sense of these findings? The researchers speculate that
people with unconscious biases are less likely to respond in a discriminatory
fashion in situations where right and wrong, and appropriate or inappropriate
behaviors are clear and unambiguous. As the only person witnessing the dis-
tress, failing to help would constitute racial bias that challenges the self-image
of the White bystander as a nonracist. This is far different from our earlier find-
ings that overt and conscious racists are more likely to discriminate when ano-
nymity exists (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). However, in a situation that is filled
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with other onlookers, the appropriate behaviors become less clearly defined
because other reasons (excuses) can be given for lack of involvement. For exam-
ple, when asked why the White bystanders did not help, reasons such as “I
thought someone else had already called,” or “I planned to call when I got
to the office,” and so on. But, if those reasons were valid, why did the White
bystanders continue to help White victims at such a high rate (75% of the time)?
Dovidio and colleagues (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1996, 2000; Dovidio et al., 2002;
Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005; Kawakami, Dunn, Karmali, & Dovidio, 2009) have
also concluded the following:

* Modern forms of bias, especially the unconscious kind, are most likely
to be manifested in a failure to help rather than in a desire to hurt. This
is especially true when “inaction” is the center of bias expression. Many
believe that Hurricane Katrina was the prime example of inaction and a
failure to help because those left behind were people of color, the poor,
and those with disabilities (Office of Ethnic Minority Affairs, 2006).

* Modern forms of bias are most likely to emerge in ambiguous situations
where right or wrong behavior is not clear or when other reasons may be
given for biased actions. Being able to give legitimate-sounding reasons
for actions taken protects the individual from realizing their uninten-
tional discrimination; it allows people to maintain the illusion that they
acted properly and without bias.

¢ All these examples reveal that unintentional and unconscious bias, while
seemingly trivial, can cause significant and major harm to the recipients.
If indeed the injury to the Black motorist was life threatening, one can
only conclude that the Black motorist is twice as likely to die as the White
one. As we will shortly discuss, unintentional bias may seem small, but
the consequences can be devastating.

Thus, we return to the actions of the flight attendant. Like White bystander
reasons for not helping the Black motorists in distress, the flight attendant
can provide many reasons for her actions: balancing weight for safety reasons,
giving the passengers of color greater privacy and space, or that it was a
random act, and so on. It is truly difficult for her to even entertain the notion
that her actions might have been tinged with racial overtones. Because her
biases may be invisible and outside her consciousness, no amount of convinc-
ing arguments by the passengers of color will allow her to see her actions in a
contextual manner. Given this psychological dilemma, how do we make the
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“invisible” visible for well-intentioned people who harbor unconscious racist,
sexist, or heterosexist attitudes and beliefs? That is not only a psychological
dilemma for Whites and people of color, but it is a major challenge that is
addressed in later chapters.

PERCEIVED MINIMAL HARM OF MICROAGGRESSIONS

When discussing the plane incident with White colleagues, some have
encouraged me to “let go of the incident,” “forgive the flight attendant,”

[ZANTH

“don’t make a big deal out of it,” “it’s not worth the time or effort to rumi-
nate about it,” “it was an innocent act,” and “it’s such a small thing, why
are you so bothered?” The flight attendant, they contend, may indeed have
engaged in a racial microaggression, but it was a “harmless and innocent” act.
Even several brothers and sisters of color have encouraged me to “drop the
matter.” Yet I can recall sitting on the plane, deeply disturbed and bothered,
ruminating about my actions, about what I should or should not have done,
and feeling my blood pressure rise. Yes, the incident alone might appear to be
a “small thing,” harmless and trivial, but it had a major psychological impact
upon me. Why should this one incident, however, have such a strong effect on
my emotional state? Are people of color, women, and LGBTs “oversensitive”
to small slights? I am sure that the flight attendant probably drew such a conclu-
sion about my colleague and me.

While most of us are willing to acknowledge the harmful impact of overt
racism and hate crimes on the psychological and physical well-being of
persons of color (Jones, 1997), racial microaggressions are usually considered
banal or small offenses (Pierce, 1978, 1988). Trivializing and minimizing
racial microaggressions by some Whites often appear to be a defensive reac-
tion to feeling blamed and guilty (Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, & Torino, 2008).
Studies reveal that racial microaggressions, while seemingly trivial in nature,
have major consequences for persons of color and women. They have been
found to (1) assail the mental health of recipients, causing anger, frustration,
low self-esteem, and emotional turmoil (Brondolo et al., 2008; Crocker & Major,
1989; Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Swim et al., 2001), (2) create a hostile
and invalidating campus or work climate (Rowe, 1990; Solérzano et al., 2000),
(3) perpetuate stereotype threat (Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & Kiesner,
2005; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002), (4) create physical health problems
(Brondolo, Rieppi, Kelly, & Gerin, 2003; Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams,
1999; Sinclair, 2006), (5) saturate the broader society with cues that signal
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devaluation of social group identities (Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, &
Ditlmann, 2008), and (6) lower work productivity and problem-solving
abilities (Cadinu et al., 2005; Dovidio, 2001; Salvatore & Shelton, 2007).

Far from having minimal impact, microaggressions have major harmful
psychological consequences to marginalized groups in this society. Even in the
face of powerful evidence, some well-intentioned professionals have argued,
however, that microaggressive researchers are “building a mountain out of a
molehill,” portraying minorities as weak and overly sensitive (Thomas, 2008),
or that the analysis is one-sided by placing the blame on “perpetrators” when
an interactional analysis should consider “interpersonal complementarity”
(both parties contribute to the outcome) (Schacht, 2008). Let us look at these
arguments in a systematic manner and see how they are flawed because they
trivialize and minimize the impact of microaggressions.

First, are we building a mountain out of a molehill? Thomas (2008) charac-
terizes racial microaggressions as “pure nonsense” and concludes that racial
microaggressions “hardly necessitate the hand-wringing reactions” of people
of color. He dilutes the impact of racial microaggressions by asserting that
“everyone, regardless of race, occasionally experiences verbal, behavioral,
or environmental indignities,” and uses an example of how political con-
servatives might be offended by seeing yet-to-be removed “Kerry/Edwards
bumper stickers.” In one respect Thomas is correct: all groups and nearly
everyone have experienced insults and slights in their lives. The important
point missed by Thomas, however, is equating the experience of a political
conservative with the experience of racism. These differ not only in quantity
but in the quality of the offense.

First, many White brothers and sisters fail to understand how European
Americans have historically had the power to impose and define the reality of
those with lesser power. People of color must live through the indignities and
oppression that have been omnipresent throughout the history of our country
and continue to the present day. It has been reflected in our governmental
leadership, educational systems, places of employment, and the media. People
of color do not just occasionally experience racial microaggressions. Rather it
is a constant, continuing, and cumulative experience. Thus, racial micro-
aggressions remind them that they live in a country where persons of color
are not frequently represented in Fortune 500 companies, that they continue
to occupy the lower rungs of employment, that segregation continues in many
facets of their lives, that they continue to receive inferior education and health
care, and that they continue to fill the ranks of the unemployed. They may be
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reminded that history books never taught them about the contributions of
their groups and when they are presented, it is often a dysfunctional or path-
ological portrayal. They may be reminded of the lack of positive images of
people of color on television or in the media, or that they were once enslaved,
placed in internment camps, and had their land taken from them. Again, one
can hardly compare being “offended” by political bumper stickers to such
experiences.

Second, Schacht (2008) claims that our analysis is one-sided, dubbing
Whites as perpetrators. He likens microaggressions to an “interpersonal and
psychodynamic dance” and states that whenever two people engage in such
an unconscious interaction “neither party is merely a perpetrator and . . . .
in meaningful ways both are victims.” Thomas (2008) also harps on this
theme as he asserts that contrary to our negative views of racism, which
he labels “victim philosophy,” we should instead focus on positive human
nature, client assets, and potential solutions. These are ludicrous statements
because they divert and dilute responsibility for racism. An interpersonal
“dance” analysis fails to consider that a dance between two people is often
characterized by an unequal status relationship; someone leads. His think-
ing would lead us to conclude that people of color contribute equally to
their oppression. Taken to its logical consequence, for example, the inter-
personal dance advocated by Schacht would actually suggest that a 7-year-
old daughter who is sexually molested by her father actually contributes to
her own victimization. In other words, this interpretation not only has the
perpetrator “blaming the victim,” but it also has the perpetrator “playing
the victim”!

The perception of minimal harm from microaggressions is a psychologi-
cal dilemma frequently encountered by people of color, women, and LGBTs
when they try to discuss the harmful impact of a microaggressive encounter.
On the surface, at times, such singular incidents of microaggressions can
appear quite innocuous and innocent, but they nevertheless contribute to
major harm for the recipients.

THE CATCH-22 OF RESPONDING
TO MICROAGGRESSIONS

When a potential microaggression occurs, the recipient is placed in a very
unenviable position, or a catch-22. In the case of the flight attendant’s request
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to move to the rear of the plane, many possible questions flood the targeted
passenger:

“Did what I think happened really happen? Was this a deliberate act or an unin-
tentional slight? How should I respond? Sit and stew over it or confront the
person? If I bring the topic up, how do I prove it? Is it really worth the effort?
Should I just drop the matter?” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 279).

First, a potential microaggression induces attributional ambiguity:”What
was behind the flight attendant’s request?” (Crocker & Major, 1989). It depletes
psychological energy by diverting attention away from the surround-
ing environment in an attempt to interpret the motive and meaning of the
person’s actions. A female middle manager who is never invited by male col-
leagues to lunch may wonder about the motives of her male coworkers. A gay
man who is passed over for a promotion and told the company offered it to
the “most qualified” applicant may spend considerable time and energy try-
ing to discern whether the action was biased. A student of color who is pre-
sented with readings that seem to portray his group stereotypically may feel
demeaned and alienated. In all three examples, psychological energy must
be expended to (1) discern the truth, (2) protect oneself from insults and
invalidations, and (3) try to ascertain what actions should be taken. In all
three cases, these individuals may be disadvantaged in fully engaging in the
worksite or classroom. Their work productivity, problem-solving abilities,
and learning capabilities can suffer immensely (Cadinu et al., 2005; Salvatore &
Shelton, 2007; Steele et al., 2002).

Attributional ambiguity causes major energy-depleting problems for
marginalized populations when “double messages” are sent. On one hand,
the actions from the perspective of the sender can be seen as rational and bias-
free. But, on the other hand, the actions may become suspect because they
seem to happen with consistency only to people of color, women, and LGBTs.
Returning to our flight attendant example, being asked to move was not the
first time that similar requests have occurred to both passengers. Most margin-
alized groups use contextual interpretations to add meaning to interpersonal
encounters: that is, they evaluate similar experiences they have encountered
over time and in different places (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). When done, they
may conclude that the only thing that ties together the multiple experiences

s

they have in similar situations is “the color of their skin,” “their gender,” or
“their sexual orientation.” The flight attendant, however (like many White

brothers and sisters), does not share these experiences; she is likely to evaluate
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the plane encounter as a singular or isolated event. She finds it difficult to see
a pattern of bias and is defended by a belief in her own morality.

Second, a decision to respond or not to respond to a potential microaggres-
sion may have complex effects on the recipient (Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, et al.,
2008; Sue, Lin, Torino, et al., 2009). One of the greatest concerns of people
of color, women, or LGBTs is the consequences of confronting perpetrators
with their actions or statements. Should a female employee who is constantly
complimented by her male boss for “classy and sexy attire,” but never once
acknowledged for her work contributions, confront him? Should a Latino
student who experiences a microaggression from his or her professor raise
the matter in class? How does a gay male adolescent, who hears a fellow
classmate describing another’s behavior as “gay,” deal with the remark, espe-
cially if he has not “come out of the closet”? (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). Work
on racial microaggression seems to suggest several possible reactions (Sue,
Capodilupo, et al., 2007; Sue, Nadal, et al., 2008; Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, et al.,
2008). The most frequent reaction to microaggressions seems to be doing
nothing. This happens for several reasons.

1. Attributional ambiguity—inability to determine whether a microaggres-
sion has occurred. When a potential racial, gender, or sexual-orientation
offense occurs, heightened vigilance and attempts to make sense of the
encounter is likely to occur. Attributional ambiguity may make it very
difficult to conclude that an offense was committed. While a woman may
suspect that a remark or behavior constituted a gender microaggression,
she remains uncertain even though skeptical. In these cases, the recipient
may simply drop the matter or choose to do nothing. Certainly, the two
passengers on the plane may have chosen to do nothing because the rea-
sons given by the flight attendant, on the surface, appeared reasonable
and rational.

2. Response indecision—not knowing the best way or how to respond.
Even when the microaggression is obvious, the individual may experi-
ence confusion and uncertainty about how best to respond. How does
one, for example, respond to the flight attendant’s request to move?
Should the passengers of color simply refuse? Should they make a fuss
and ask why the three White men were not requested to move? Should
the passengers simply comply and not make a big issue out of it? If a
choice is made to respond, should the passengers express their outrage,
or try to do so in an educative and objective manner?
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3. Time-limited responding—the incident is over before a response can be

made. Most microaggressive messages are embedded in a wider array
of communications in which multiple messages and meanings are
delivered during an interaction and encounter. They are also likely to
occur rapidly and are usually over in a very short period of time (usually
seconds). The passing innocent remark (a damning compliment), ignor-
ing a colleague of color (you are not worth my attention), describing a
female employee as “bitchy” (sexist remark), refusing to shake the hand
of a gay male (may catch AIDS), and many other incidents occur so
quickly that the moment for possible intervention has come and gone.

. Denying experiential reality—engaging in self-deception by believing
it did not happen. Occasionally, people of color, in the face of a micro-
aggression, may deny the hidden and demeaning intent, meaning, and
impact. Statements such as “They didn’t mean anything by that,” “It’s
just an innocent remark,” or “I've known John for years and he doesn’t
have a racist bone in his body” are used to excuse the offender, to mini-
mize the offense, and to interpret the situation in a nonbiased manner.
In most of these cases, it appears that the denial of experiential reality is
due to two factors: (1) a close and interdependent relationship with the
offender, and/or (2) fear of acknowledging what the microaggression
may say about the recipient. In the first instance, entertaining the notion
that a favorite uncle or relative, close neighbor, or colleague, classmates,
or a friend might be unconsciously biased toward you and members of
your group may be quite devastating to a valued relationship. In the latter
instance, it might be equally difficult for marginalized group members
to accept the fact that they are perceived negatively. An adolescent of
color who yearns to be accepted by peers would be devastated to enter-
tain the possibility that he/she is perceived negatively because of his/
her race. To counter these two dynamics, self-deception may occur.

. Impotency of actions—“It won’t do any good, anyway.” Believing
that one’s actions will have minimal positive impact on the situation is
another reason for inaction. People of color, women, and LGBTs have
often been in situations in which they have raised objections and acted to
educate others with the end result of only a minimal difference. Indeed,
sometimes the situation is made worse, as when a student of color con-
stantly raises multicultural and diversity issues in class, only to be seen
as a “troublemaker” and as having an “axe to grind” about race issues.
The individual may develop a sense of helplessness, powerlessness,



The Catch-22 of Responding to Microaggressions 57

or hopelessness of having any impact upon the situation. Another reason
may be a conscious desire to conserve one’s energies, rather than to
expend oneself in situations that have minimal chances for success.

6. Fearing the consequences—interpersonal power differentials determine
degree of threat. A lack of response is often the result of an assessment
between action benefits versus threat (negative personal consequences).
When people of color, women, and LGBTs hold greater power or occupy
an equal status relationship with people in the majority society, they are
more likely to respond directly to a microaggression. Those who are least
empowered are more likely to raise issues in organizations or with col-
leagues when they reach a critical numerical mass, generally considered
to be 20% to 25% of the population. Even if a critical mass is reached,
power still resides with those most representative of the dominant
group. By definition, then, marginalized groups in our society generally
do not hold greater interpersonal, institutional, or social influence and
power. In most group relationships, men-women, gays-straights,
and Whites—people of color are inherently unequal. In the work setting,
for example, how do female employees confront their male colleagues
when microinequities occur? What happens to them when they do?
How do Black students in class respond to White professors who com-
mit racial microaggressions? What happens to them when they do?
Threat of retaliation in various forms is always on the minds of those
who are disempowered systemically. Social isolation, being perceived
as a troublemaker, not getting a promotion or being fired at work, and
receiving a lower grade in class are possible consequences. In such an
environment, people of color, women, and LGBTs are likely to think
twice about taking action.

While all of these reasons hold some validity for nonresponse on the part of
marginalized individuals, they potentially possess major psychological and
physical harm. It may mean the loss of integrity, lowered self-esteem, expe-
riencing pent-up anger and frustration, somaticizing problems, and so forth.
However, choosing to take action in the face of microaggressions may also
hold dangers that lead directly to the catch-22.

Returning to the plane incident, I [Derald Wing Sue] would also like to share addi-
tional details of my encounter with the flight attendant. During my heated conversation,
I had expected my African American colleague to come to my aid or to at least support
me. Yet she said nothing throughout the interaction and only smiled and laughed so
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loudly that many passengers kept looking back. When the flight attendant left, I turned
to her and angrily asked, “Why didn’t you say anything?” She responded by saying
“Derald, it just feels so good to not always be the angry Black woman.”

My colleague’s response is representative of what many Black women often
share with me. When they decide to confront the microaggressor, they may
trigger stereotypes that label them as “angry Black women” who are overly sen-
sitive and paranoid. Thus, responding in an emotional or angry manner may
be pathologized by the transgressor. Jones (1997) has revealed how stereotypes
are often triggered when protestations by Blacks are made to unfair and discrim-
inatory treatment: an emotional outburst often lends credence to the belief that
African Americans are hostile, angry, impulsive, and prone to violence.

R. D. Laing, an existential psychiatrist, once asked the following question
concerning schizophrenia: Is schizophrenia a sick response to a healthy society
or is it a healthy response to a sick society? What he was trying to say was that
the symptoms or reactions of individuals must be evaluated or judged from
some standard or context. If microaggressions are acknowledged as patho-
logical and defined as the problem, then reactions like anger and a desire to
strike back become more understandable and normative. However, if the context
and actions (microaggressions) are unseen and considered normative, then
the reactions of those oppressed take on a pathological meaning. As long as
microaggressions remain invisible to the aggressor, reactions to them by
marginalized groups place them in an unenviable position: they are damned
if they don’t (not take action) and damned if they do (take action)! This is the
catch-22 posed by microaggressions.

The Way Forward
Dealing with Psychological Dilemmas

One of the most important questions addressed in future chapters is “What
types of responses would be functional and adaptive for marginalized
groups, and what type of responses would be most beneficial and educational
for microaggressors?” On the awareness and knowledge level, however,
the following may prove helpful to readers.

1. As Chapter 2 indicates, all of us are both perpetrators and targets of
racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions. We have served

(Continued)
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in both roles. As such, it should be easier to understand how damaging
microaggressions are to marginalized groups in our society. A gay man
who has experienced heterosexist microaggressions can use that experi-
ence to more honestly appraise his own attitudes and behaviors toward
African Americans. When Black Americans speak about racial microag-
gressions they have experienced from others or even from you personally,
it is important to attempt to understand. | am often amazed about how
similar experiences of discrimination (racial, gender, or sexual orientation)
do not necessarily make it easier to relate to other oppressed groups.
One would think that having experienced oppression, an oppressed
group member would find it easier to relate to other devalued groups.
None of us are free from inheriting the racial, gender, and sexual-orienta-
tion biases of our ancestors and society. We are all victims in one way or
another by a social conditioning process that has imbued within us biases,
fears, and stereotypes about others. We must be honest with ourselves
and be willing to own up to our shortcomings. Becoming defensive or
using our own oppression to invalidate other socially devalued groups
(e.g., "l have it worse than you") is a form of microaggression itself.

. Contrary to what many well-intentioned people believe, it is important
for the general public and especially those in employment, health
care, and education to realize the detrimental consequences of racial,
gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions. As indicated in the
chapter, many psychologists are unsympathetic with those who con-
duct research on microaggressions and claim that they are detrimen-
tal to the well-being of marginalized groups. They assert that these
claims are “building a mountain out of a molehill,” “exaggerating their
effects,” and "inaccurately painting targets as weak and unable to deal
with small slights.” In essence, they express minimal sympathy for the
plight of people of color, women, or LGBTs who complain about the
everyday slights and indignities visited upon them. As long as people
perceive microaggressions as innocent and “small hurts” delivered by
good, moral, and decent people, inaction in practice and policy will
allow the continuance of injustice and unfairness to flourish without
conscious awareness. It is important for people to realize that contrary
to a belief that microaggressions do minimal harm, research reveals
that they oppress, create disparities in our society toward marginal-
ized groups, and contribute to psychological stress and distress for
these groups.

(Continued)
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. Do not invalidate the experiential realities of diverse groups in our

society. Be aware that privilege and power oftentimes makes it dif-
ficult to see the perspectives of those who experience discrimination
and prejudice in their day-to-day lives. Don't be quick to dismiss and
negate challenges. Entertain the notion that disempowered groups in
our society often have a more accurate perception of reality that deals
with their day-to-day experiences of insults and invalidations due to
their racial, gender, or sexual identities. If indeed microaggressions are
indicative of worldviews of inclusion—exclusion, normality—abnormality,
and superiority—inferiority, then it is important to become aware that
your view of the world may be culture-bound and prevent you from
seeing the world through the eyes of other groups. Instead of deny-
ing their racial, gender, or sexual-orientation realities, try to under-
stand their frame of reference. Don't become defensive and impose
your interpretation of situations or actions upon those who challenge your
views. This recommendation dictates that (1) you become aware of
your values, biases, and assumptions about human behavior—your
worldview—and (2) the experiential realities of other groups—their
worldviews.

. Related to all the points above has been our constant emphasis on not

becoming defensive when people of color, women, or LGBTs imply that
you have personally engaged in a microaggressive remark or behavior.
Being open to discussing, exploring, and clarifying the matter will do
much to engender trust and to positively seal a relationship. Not only
will you grow from the experience, but it will have a healing and liberating
effect on marginalized group members that will counteract the years of
pain and humiliation they have been forced to endure. | would surmise
that all of us have committed microaggressions or racial, gender, and
sexual-orientation blunders. The issue should not be “to cover up” but
how to recover. In many cases a simple “I'm sorry” is all that may be
called for.

. Finally, it is important to view microaggressions as reactions to unjust

exposure to hostile and invalidating societal climates that insult,
demean, and invalidate marginalized groups. Reactions of anger, impa-
tience, and frustration communicated to perpetrators should be seen
in an empathic manner and not pathologized. To do so blames the
victim by focusing on their responses, rather than on the unhealthy
environments that create such responses. | am not arguing that there

(Continued)
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may be different, more productive ways for those victimized by
microaggressions to respond, but that understanding that the cause
resides in the systems of unfairness and in the unconscious acts of
well-intentioned people allows us to address wrongs at the core of the
true problem.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Microaggression
Process Model:
From Beginning to End

In many respects, I was naive, but now I'm cynical . . . . When I took my science
courses, [ had to fight every day through all the racism I felt . . .. Each time I took
a new class, the same thing happened over and over and over and over again.
Many times I was the only African American in the class. [The White students
and professor] were like, “You know what, I don’t think she knows what she’s
talking about,” or . . . “Well, you got here because of affirmative action, not your
grades or your merit.” And when you try and voice something to somebody,
they don’t want to hear it. They're not about to hear it! And they’re like, “Well,
you need to be alone with your other peers.” I'm upset. I'm tired of it. That’s why
I changed my major to English.” (Solérzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000, p. 64)

I [White woman] was at my desk and I saw the boss [male] going around our
cubicle introducing a new male coworker to each member of the team. He would
spend a few minutes with each worker. When he got to me, the boss introduced
me as “Jenny” and I'm “Jeannie.” Worse yet, he said I had been there about a
year, and I've been with the firm for nearly three years! Come on, what does it
take to be noticed. The new worker shook my hand, but instead of looking at me,
kept looking at my breasts and I thought “Jeez, another one. I'm only a boob to
them.”

Hiding was so exhausting. I always had to watch myself. I always had to make
sure that I was not acting too butch or dressing too much like a dyke. I always
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felt like I was trying to be someone who I wasn’t, always trying to fit in where
I knew I didn’t fit. It was really hard. I really felt all alone, I thought I was the
only person in the world who felt this way . . . . I was tired of hiding it and I got
to a point where I didn’t care who knew. (Mallon, 1998, p. 119)

In Chapter 3 we speak about how microaggressions are a constant and contin-
uing reality for people of color, women, and LGBTs. They often appear to be
small slights that in isolation produce minimal harm to recipients. However,
being exposed to a lifetime of daily assaults, insults, disregard, and disrespect
has been shown to be extremely harmful unless mitigated in some fashion.
The effects of microaggressions may be compared to the perennial “slow
death by a thousand cuts.”

It is reported that Maya Angelou has likened racial microaggressions or
petty humiliations to “small murders,” in contrast to the blatant forms of
oppressions called “grand executions,” in which the lethal nature of biased
acts is obvious (Greene, 2000). Microaggressions have the lifelong insidious
effects of silencing, invalidating, and humiliating the identity and/or voices
of those who are oppressed. Although their lethality is less obvious, they
nevertheless grind down and wear out the victims.

Studies reveal that a lifetime of microaggressions takes a major toll
on the psychological functioning of marginalized groups in our society
(Constantine & Sue, 2007; Crocker & Major, 1989; Herek, Gillis, & Cogan, 2009;
Lyness & Thompson, 2000; National Academies, 2006; Pierce, 1978, 1988, 1995;
Salvatore & Shelton, 2007; Solérzano et al., 2000; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson,
2002; Symanski, 2009). When speaking about the Black experience, for example,
microaggressions have been described as “offensive mechanisms used against
blacks”; they are “often innocuous,” but the “cumulative weight of their never-
ending burden” may result in “diminished mortality, augmented morbidity,
and flattened confidence” (Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Willis, 1978).

In the three examples above, racial, gender, and LGBT microaggressions have
exacted a tremendous and terrible psychological toll on the targets and
have potentially altered their life course. In the case of the African American
student, racial microaggressions (environmental isolation, ascription of lower
intelligence, and denial of racial reality) have led to fatigue, cynicism, anger,
and even actions to change from a science to an English major. This is a sad
state of affairs when we realize that these incidents have irreparably altered
the career path and possible quality of life for this young African American
woman.
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Likewise, in the second example, the female worker at her place of
employment is also asked to endure constant sexual objectification, belittle-
ment, and disregard. Her lack of recognition by a superior and male coworker
who seems only to notice her body demean and diminish whatever contribu-
tions and accomplishments she achieves in the workplace. The boss does not
even remember her name. In this case, the lack of recognition, through no
fault of her own, may result in missed opportunities for a promotion (Sue,
Lin, & Rivera, 2009).

Finally, in an environment that sends messages of heterosexism such as
“Don’t ask, don’t tell,” and that directly and indirectly punishes gays, lesbi-
ans, and transgendered people for “coming out,” invisibility, isolation, and
silencing are a way of life for LGBTs (Hunter & Mallon, 2000). In order to
“get along with others” or to even have any relationship with significant
others (parents, siblings, and relatives), for example, a gay man may feel
compelled to maintain silence because his sexual orientation is a taboo topic.
Sexual orientation, silence, and shame become equated with one another
(O’Brien, 2005).

THE MICROAGGRESSION PROCESS MODEL

Few studies have actually traced the impact of microaggressions from beginning
to end. From the moment a microaggression presents itself, what internal
psychological mechanisms are activated? How does a woman, for example,
process an incident of subtle sexism from a cognitive, emotional, and behavior
standpoint? What goes into the process of deciding how one should act in the face
of a microaggression? What short-term and long-term consequences do micro-
aggressions have on recipients? How do marginalized groups cope in the face
of these assaults and are some coping mechanisms more adaptive than others?
To address these questions, my research team conducted two separate
studies, one on a group of African American participants (Sue, Capodilupo, &
Holder, 2008), and another on a mixed group of informants of color (Sue,
Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009). While the findings reported below
apply mainly to racial microaggressions, I believe the process described may
also be applicable to how women and LGBTs process and deal with subtle
sexism and heterosexism as well. Nevertheless, research on these two popu-
lations and other marginalized groups would be invaluable in identifying
similar and dissimilar variants of microaggressive processes. Table 4.1
identifies and summarizes the five domains (phases) that seem likely to occur
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Table 4.1 The Microaggression Process Model

DOMAIN

Phase One—Incident: An
event or situation experienced
by the participant.

Phase Two—Perception:
Participant’'s belief about
whether or not the incident
was racially motivated.
Responses reflect: Yes/No/
Unsure, Questioning.

Phase Three—Reaction:
Participant’s immediate
response to the incident.

1. Cognitive: A reaction that
involves thought processes,
whether spoken or internal.

2. Behavioral: A reaction that
involves an action.

3. Emotional: A reaction that
involves an emotion.

DOMAIN EXAMPLES

“[The hostess] says, 'Your table’s ready.” And [my
friend asks] ‘s it in the main dining room?’ and the
lady says ‘No.” ‘Well, we want to sit in the main
dining room." She's like, 'l wasn’t aware that you
wanted the main dining room.” My friend asks, ‘Is
it because we're Black and we're young? You can't
seat us in the main dining room because we can't
afford the main dining room?'”

“Sometimes they follow you. | mean, you go to
Macy's or Bloomingdale's, | mean, especially as a
black man, | mean every time | go in that place,
somebody’s watching me, somebody's walking
behind me, trying to monitor me. They don’t want
me out of their sight until | leave.”

“Well, to me it's almost one of those things where
you actually have to admit to a level of paranoia.

| mean, you are constantly asking ‘was that

racist?” Am | wrong? Times are | can tell one way
or another. Other times it's being constantly on
guard. | have to now look at the state of my mental
health.”

“I don't know, for me it's hard because you're
taught to not try to attribute everything, everything
that happens to racism. | mean, there’s still that
kind of, well, is there a reason why it happened? Is
it just me?”

"Or like—and I'm thinking, 'What do you mean
why do | work so hard? Am | not supposed to work
hard? You know, | guess | had never been looked
at negatively for working hard. Usually, it's like, oh,
you know, ‘Thanks for staying.’ But you know, like
there was no praise for being a good worker.

“I'm determined that I'm not going to allow racism
to take my voice—which is how | see it, as opposed
to being paranoid—is that | have people in my
sphere of influence that | can call up and share my
authentic feelings with.”

"I get so angry. What a racist! There it goes again.
It's this whole damn thing, and I'm thinking, ‘Oh my
God! Over and over. I'm so tired and exhausted.””

(Continued)
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DOMAIN

Phase Four—lInterpretation:
The meaning the participant
makes of the incident,
answering such questions as:
Why did the event occur?
What were the person’s
intentions?

Phase Five—Consequence
for Individual: Behavioral,

emotive, or thought processes

which develop over time as a

DOMAIN EXAMPLES

"My date is looking for me to get a cab. But they
keep passing. So it's just constant humiliation. It's
just humiliation.”

"They treated me like the angry black woman and
like afraid how I'm going to come back.”

"But subtle, it's more like they want to find out
what | know and who | am before they trust me
with it.”

“And | think I've learned in a lot of ways to sort of
shield myself from any kind of, like, personal hurt
that would come out of it. Like | don't blame it on
myself, it's not like ‘What's wrong with me?’ It's like,

result of said incident. “Oh, that's that White unconsciousness that they're

so well-trained in."”

when a potential racial microaggression presents itself: Incident, Perception,
Reaction, Interpretation, and Consequence.

Phase One—The Potential Microaggressive Incident or Event

Potential microaggressive incidents set in motion a chain of psychological
events within recipients that may directly or indirectly effect their interpersonal
interactions. Incidents may be the result of (a) ongoing interactions between
perpetrators and recipients (discussions of topics between individuals or
groups of people during social events), (b) more distant and passive relation-
ships (overhearing comments made by a stranger in a subway), or (c) those in
which environmental cues signal a devaluation of group identities (all male
pictures of past CEOs in a board room). For African Americans, communications
regarding the following themes have been found to be especially offensive, but
very common (Sue, Nadal, et al., 2008):

* Ascription of intellectual inferiority

Second-class citizenship
* Assumption of criminality
* Assumption of inferior status

Assumed universality of the Black experience

Assumed superiority of White cultural values/communication styles
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While there is considerable overlap and commonality, Asian American
microaggressions with the following themes have been found to be directed
toward them (Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007):

¢ Alien in one’s own land

¢ Ascription of intelligence

¢ Denial of racial reality

¢ Exoticization of Asian American women

e Invalidation of interethnic differences

¢ Pathologizing cultural values/communication styles
® Second-class citizenship

¢ Invisibility

For women, it has been proposed that the following microaggressive
themes are quite common (Nadal, in press; Sue & Capodilupo, 2008):

¢ Sexual objectification

® Second-class citizenship

* Use of sexist language

¢ Assumption of inferiority

* Restrictive gender roles

¢ Denial of the reality of sexism
¢ Denial of individual sexism

¢ Invisibility

* Sexist humor jokes

For LGBT people, it has been proposed that the following microaggressive
themes are common (Nadal, Rivera, & Corpus, in press; Sue & Capodilupo,
2008):

¢ QOversexualization

¢ Homophobia

* Heterosexist language/terminology

¢ Sinfulness

¢ Assumption of abnormality

¢ Denial of individual heterosexism

¢ Endorsement of heteronormative culture and behaviors
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Incidents possessing these themes may be interpreted as microaggressions
as they contain derogatory racial, gender, or LGBT overtones. The medium
of their delivery may be through verbal, behavioral, and environmental
channels.

Verbal
Verbal incidents are direct or indirect comments to targets. For example, during
a racially mixed social gathering for students at the university, a White male
faculty member was engaged in a conversation with a Black male student. The
faculty member lamented how many well-qualified and quite brilliant students
were being rejected by the university because of enrollment limits. The Black
student agreed and stated that he felt quite fortunate to have been admitted to
Columbia. The faculty member then stated: “Yes, you certainly are, young man.
I pity White males now because they are the ones being discriminated against.”
Hidden Messages: “You did not make it into an Ivy League school on your own
merit but through some affirmative action program. White males are the ones now
being discriminated against.”

Nonverbal/Behavioral
Nonverbal incidents are experiences that include the use of body language
or more direct physical actions. For example, in class, openly gay/lesbian
students often report that fellow straight classmates often choose not to sit
near them. One Black male information technology employee/troubleshooter
describes how he oftentimes gets “double takes” when he enters a company
and announces that he has been sent to fix their malfunctioning informational
system. Another Black informant describes how clerks often treat her: “The
way that my money is given back to me when I go shopping . . . . I put money in
someone’s hand and they won't put the money back in my hand. They’ll make sure
that they put the money on the counter” (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008). She
goes on to describe how offensive these incidents are, especially when the
clerk freely places change back into the hands of White customers.

Hidden Messages: “Blacks are not supposed to be intelligent.” “I don’t want to
risk catching anything from Gays/Lesbians or Blacks.”

Environmental
In many situations, the physical surroundings represent the microaggressive
event (Purdie-Vaughns, Davis, Steele, & Ditlmann, 2008; Solérzano et al., 2000).



72 THE MICROAGGRESSION PROCESS MODEL

We have already described how symbols and mascots may convey insulting
and demeaning messages. Educational curriculum that comes only from a
White, European American, and male perspective represents invalidating micro-
aggressions. Others are more commonly observed in everyday interactions. For
example, a Black participant reports a frequent workplace experience, “And
you notice that, all right, yeah . . . there’s a lot of minorities. But what positions are
they in? Entry-level. Maybe middle management. And then they thin out, you know,
if you're talking about execs and you know, managing directors” (Sue, Capodilupo, &
Holder, 2008).

Hidden Messages: “People of color do not belong in the higher echelons of the
work force. They are not leadership material.”

Phase Two—DPerception and Questioning of the Incident

This phase pertains to the recipient’s attempt to determine whether an event
was racially motivated or not. Was the incident racist, sexist, or heterosexist?
Perception refers to the participants” belief about whether an incident was
bias-motivated. It is a more complex and dynamic phenomenon than simply
ascertaining whether the target arrives at a “yes, bias motivated” or a “no,
not bias motivated” conclusion. There is an internal struggle that is often-
times energy depleting. In our studies (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Sue,
Nadal, et al., 2008), one of the important core ideas of the perception phase is
the process of “Questioning.”

As mentioned in other chapters, microaggressions are often ambiguous,
filled with double messages, and subtle in their manifestations. The overt
message is often at odds with the hidden one. Questioning refers to participants
who question whether or not an incident was racially motivated. Many factors
often go into the assessment process: relationship to the perpetrator (relative,
friend, coworker, or stranger), the racial/cultural identity development of the
recipient, the thematic content of the microaggression, and personal experiences
of the target. All are factors in construing meaning to the event. For example,
a Black participant may wrestle with an incident in which a White instructor
told her an answer was “very smart:” “Like it feels like a compliment but not
really. It leaves you feeling like, did you just compliment me or what?” Another
participant has a similar struggle when a White woman changed seats on the
subway train from sitting next to her: “Maybe it just so happened that the person
that she decided to sit next to wasn’t Black, and she wasn’t Black. I can’t say that’s
why she moved, but maybe she wanted to be close to the window. I don’t know” (Sue,
Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008).
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Phase Three—Reaction Processes

In the reaction phase, a more integrated response of the person becomes
central in dealing with the offending event, the emotional turmoil, and the
need for self-care. This process refers to the target’s immediate response that

s

is more than a simple “yes,” “no,” or “ambiguous” perception of the event.
It represents an inner struggle that evokes strong cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional reactions. Several common reactions are described here (Sue,

Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007).

Healthy Paranoia

A very common response from many marginalized group members is called
“healthy paranoia or cultural mistrust,” which seems to operate before,
during, and after a microaggressive incident. Because experiences of prejudice
and discrimination are a social reality for many marginalized groups, they
have developed a healthy suspicion of the motives and behaviors of mem-
bers of the dominant culture (Croteau, Lark, et al., 2005; Ponterotto, Utsey,
Lance, & Pedersen, 2006; Ridley, 2005; Sue & Sue, 2008). As indicated by racial
minorities, for example, survival is dependent on the ability to discern the true
motives of their oppressors (Sue, 2003). Healthy paranoia calls for the recipi-
ent of microaggressions to give equal or even greater weight to viewing inci-
dents from past experiences of prejudice and discrimination, and not simply
by what the offending person says: “I'm not against interracial relationships, but
I worry about the children.” This statement contains an overt and explicit state-
ment (“I'm not racist”) followed by a more ambiguous one (“I am ambivalent
about interracial relationships only because I worry about the children”). From
past experiences of people of color, the coded message of the last statement is
really an unconscious statement of one’s own racial bias.

Many people of color, women, and LGBTs will thus determine their
reality by viewing events through the prism of their experiences with racism,
sexism, and homophobia. People of color often state that they encounter
numerous White colleagues, neighbors, and friends who often deny their
racial biases, but that their behaviors belie such denials. To live in a constant
state of “questioning” is emotionally draining because of the overwhelm-
ing number of microaggressive incidents that take place in the course of any
given day. The following conversation from a Black informant typifies this
dilemma:

“Well, to me it’s almost one of those things where you actually have to admit
to a level of paranoia. I mean you have to sort of somehow—to begin to examine,
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well, was that racist? That’s sort of the fine line you have to walk around
letting things go by and then also taking them on, ‘cause I'm telling you, you
could find a thousand offenses in any moment of the day.” (Sue, Capodilupo, &
Holder, 2008)

Healthy paranoia serves several functions: (1) it warns against simply
accepting offender definitions of whether racial, gender, or sexual-orientation
microaggressions were delivered; (2) it allows targets to use lived experiences
as a counterbalance in determining racial, gender, and sexual-orientation reali-
ties; (3) it reduces energy depletion by terminating constant internal questioning
and rumination; and (4) it may lead to functional and adaptive mechanisms to
deal with the slights, invalidations, and insults that are delivered.

Sanity Check
One of the greatest oppressive elements of microaggressions is in the form of
microinvalidations where the experiential reality and racial, gender, or sexual-
orientation reality of targets are challenged (Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal, & Torino,
2008). As we have stressed, power is in a group’s ability to define reality. When
a microaggression occurs, for example, the perpetrator may deny the hidden
message and challenge the experiential reality of the target. People of color,
for example, are often caught in a double bind because of double messages
being sent by perpetrators. Most microaggressions, especially those that arise
from aversive racism, contain an overt message and a metamessage. In many
cases, the targets are often told they have misinterpreted the incident, are
overly sensitive, and should accept the perpetrator’s statements: “Race had
nothing to do with it.

i a

I believe you are misreading the situation.” “Why does every-
thing have to do with race?” “Just let go of it, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

When a microaggression occurs in the context of other majority group
members, they most likely share the beliefs of the perpetrator. Can you imagine
what it is like to be, for example, the only student of color in a predominantly
White institution where everyone and everything conveys that your reality
is wrong or inaccurate? One Black participant put it succinctly: “At times, you
begin to question your own sanity. Like, am I going insane?”

The sanity check is often used by people of color in such situations. In our
study, we found that Black targets reported using one another (other Black/
African American friends, family members, and coworkers) as a way to check
the accuracy of their perceptions. One participant stated that “As opposed to
being paranoid—I have people in my sphere of influence that I can call up and share
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my authentic feelings with, so that there’s sort of this healing, there’s just this healing
circle that I have around myself, and these are people who I don’t have to be rational
with if I'm battling racism.” One Black coworker described how he checks
things out with other Blacks in the worksite nonverbally, “I mean, you see it
in their eyes, like a connection across the room . . . and they tell you all the things
that have been going on in their office that’s been driving them crazy.” The sanity
check serves multiple purposes: (1) it reaffirms one’s experiential reality, (2) it
communicates that the target is not alone and that others experience similar
things, and (3) it creates a validating group experience that immunizes targets

against future subtle expressions of racism, sexism, or heterosexism.

Empowering and Validating Self

Victim blaming is a common process often facilitated because of attributional
ambiguity (Crocker & Major, 1989). Is the plight of people of color (high
unemployment rates, low educational attainment, poverty, etc.), for example,
due to internal weaknesses and undesirable attributes (less intelligence, weak
motivation, poor family values), or does the blame reside in the larger external
environment (prejudice and discrimination, structural inequities, etc.)? Are
targets of a microaggression simply misreading the situation due to oversen-
sitivity or a defect in reality testing, or have they accurately assessed the hostile
and invalidating external situation?

One of the adaptive mechanisms used by our participants against microag-
gressive incidents is the shifting of “fault” to the aggressor rather than the target.
People of color in our study reported this type of reaction as “empowering”
and “shielding” because it locates blame and fault in the perpetrator rather
than themselves. One participant stated, “I don’t blame it on myself; it’s not like,
what’s wrong with me? 1t's like, oh, that’s that White unconsciousness that they’re so
well trained in.” This sentiment is also shared by others in our study:

African American male: “I feel good in that, you know, ‘cause I won’t want
to go home anymore trying to figure out what happened, and it does take a
certain amount of courage for me to say, you know, I'm going to stop asking
myself this question, I'm going to ask it to you.”

African American female: “I find that is keeping your voice . . . . If I decide
I want to do an intervention, I'm not necessarily doing it for them. I'm doing
it for me.”

In many respects empowering and validating the self seems to be highly
correlated with people of color, women, and LGBTs who are firmly rooted
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in their own racial, gender, and sexual-orientation identities. They trust their
intuitive thoughts, beliefs, and feelings, evaluate events and experiences from
an internal locus of control, are less externally oriented, and are active in
using contextual cues to evaluate situations. While they may engage in sanity
checks with others, their interpretations and actions are less determined by
how others respond.

Rescuing Offenders

Among the most surprising of the findings related to reactions of targets to
microaggressions was the theme of “rescuing offenders,” or at least of excus-
ing them for their actions. Several of our Black participants reported feeling a
pull to take care of White people who committed a microaggressive offense.
Their stories seemed to indicate a tendency to consider offenders’ feelings in
the situation before their own. One informant described a very typical micro-
aggression experienced by Black Americans. “I got on the elevator of a hotel, from
their parking garage, and it was really late at night, really early morning . . . around
2 A.M., 1 think. Anyway, I had just come back with friends from a baseball game . . . . the
elevator stopped at the lobby level and a White woman, really dressed up, got on. She
didn’t see me at first and pushed the button to go to her room, I think. When the elevator
started, she turned and saw me. She immediately gripped her purse, and her hand
covered her necklace . . . . I felt sorry for her. She doesn’t have to be afraid . . . . [ wasn't
going to rob her. So, I took off my baseball cap, and moved back. 1 said good evening
and smiled. Poor woman, she still didn’t relax.”

Despite the microaggressive message (Assumption of Criminality) that
many African Americans interpret as offensive and insulting, this young
Black man seemed more concerned with the welfare of the woman than him-
self. His intent and actions seemed to be aimed at putting the woman at ease,
communicating that she had nothing to fear, and portraying himself as law
abiding. Not only was he cognizant of the fears of the woman, but he did
not seem overly offended, if any, with her behavior. Several other examples
given by our participants also revealed similar and varying degrees of this
“other directed” response. Explaining this reaction appears complex. Most of
our work generally reveals people of color to become incensed and/or very
bothered by microaggressions.

In speaking with these individuals, it appears that several factors may
account for this “rescuing the offender” reaction. First, some people of color
have stated that White people “just can’t help it.” The recognition is that
Whites have inherited the racial biases of their ancestors and are culturally
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conditioned to fear Black men. Behind this reasoning lies an implicit assumption
or belief that not only are people of color victims, but that Whites are also
victimized. In other words, no one at birth was born with the conscious intention
of becoming racist, sexist, or homophobic. These attributes were not chosen
through free choice but instead culturally conditioned upon Whites.

Second, it appears that some people of color make an attempt to distin-
guish between whom and what is the “true enemy.” In the film The Color of
Fear (Stir-Fry Productions, 1994), a group of White men and men of color
engage in an intense and difficult dialogue on race. At one point, one of the
Black participants refers to White people as “the enemy.” He is immediately
corrected by Victor, another Black man, who states “White people are not the
enemy. White supremacy is!” The observation below by a White woman may
typify an equivalent recognition that motivates “rescuing the offender.”

In this sense we Whites are the victims of racism. Our victimization is different
from that of minorities, but it is real. We have been programmed into the oppressor
roles we play, without our informed consent in the process. Our unawareness
is part of the programming: None of us could tolerate the oppressor position, if
we lived with a day-to-day emotional awareness of the pain inflicted on other
humans through the instrument of our behavior. (Winter, 1977, p. 25)

Phase Four—Interpretation and Meaning

Interpretation refers to what meaning is construed to a microaggressive
incident; its significance, intention of the aggressor, and any social patterns
related to it. In the Sue, Capodilupo, and Holder (2008) study, several mean-
ings emerged that are consistent with the microaggressive themes identified
earlier. The themes or meanings are not exhaustive, but should give readers
an idea of their dynamics and significance to the targets.

You Do Not Belong

This message conveys that targets are undesirables who do not belong in a
particular environment, neighborhood, school, worksite, store, or society in
general. Black motorists who drive through a primarily White neighborhood
may be stopped by police because “they do not belong.” A Black customer
in a convenient store states “They just don’t want to deal with me, or don’t want
me in there, I don’t belong in there or whatever, just want me out of there as fast
as possible.” Another described walking into an office building and being
directed toward the entrance for messengers, instead of the general entrance
for people using the building. He shared, “I took it as I was Black, he saw me,
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I didn’t really belong going where the rest of the people were going, you know, so 1
was sent that way.”

You Are Abnormal
Abnormality in this case is defined from a White Western-European male per-
spective. Normality can be defined in terms of (1) a statistical average (what-
ever occurs most frequently in the population), (2) deviations from accepted
standards of behavior, or (3) some idealized notion of desirability endorsed
by the dominant society (D. Sue, D. W. Sue, & Sue, 2010). These standards of
normality and abnormality may apply to cultural values, personality traits
and attributes, behaviors, and even dress and appearance. LGBTs are believed
to be abnormal in their sexual orientation and behaviors (Douce, 2005; Herek,
1998). Asian American students may be labeled shy, inhibited, and repressed
because their cultural dictates emphasize subtlety and indirectness in
approaching tasks. Communication styles of African Americans, because they
emphasize passion, may be viewed as “out of control and too emotional.”
African Americans have a sarcastic saying: “The White way is the right way.”
The abnormality theme can also affect appearance and dress. A Black
woman describes conversations that get generated among her White coworkers
about Black hairstyles: “You re being made to feel like a novelty, and it’s insulting
to you because you're like, well where do you come from that there’s no one else like
me? Because what I look like is normal, you know?” A male participant referred to
his traditional African dress: “I mean, that’s my traditional way of dressing, you
know, why should I have to explain it? It makes me feel like I am being questioned.
Something is wrong with me, or what?”

You Are Intellectually Inferior

Attributions of general intellectual inferiority and specific intellectual deficits
are often correlated with skin color and gender. Women are seen to be deficient
in rational thinking (math and sciences) (Banaji & Greenwald, 1995), Asian
Americans are poor in people relations and make weak leaders (S. Sue, Sue,
Zane, & Wong, 1985; Wong & Halgin, 2006), and African Americans lack
abstract conceptual reasoning (Jones, 1997). These messages are conveyed in
a variety of ways. One participant reports, “Their face drops, like, surely you
couldn’t be the manager. But you're a young Black female! Why would you be the man-
ager?” Another participant shares a similar experience, “So when I walk into a
hospital and say I'm here to fix your machine, I either get a double-take initially . . . .
They’re not too sure of the skills level. They ask me a lot of questions . . . it’s subtle,
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it’s more like they want to find out what I know and who I am before they trust me
with it.” Several other participants describe interview incidents: “You know,
“you articulate so well.” Shouldn’t that be something you expect all your applicants to
do? I have a Bachelor’s degree. Do you think I didn’t pass seventh-grade English?”

You Are Not Trustworthy

“I go to [department stores], especially as a Black man, I mean every time I go
into that place, somebody’s watching me, somebody’s walking behind me, trying
to monitor me or whatever. I'm there to steal, or I'm there to rob someone, right?”
According to many Black Americans, the distrust issue can be environmentally
communicated: “[In the music store], the hip hop and rap section has the protec-
tive case over it, but the rest of the music didn’t. Why does it have this huge white
frame around it . . . you can’t look at the songs on the back, and the rest don’t
have that, so it kind of speaks to the idea that the owners are afraid these CDs will
get stolen.” Some of the most frequently reported microaggressive incidents
were being closely monitored in stores, constant questions regarding their
identities, and being asked about their motives and intentions in a multitude
of settings. The association of criminality was strong in all of these reported
incidents.

You Are All the Same

On a symbolic physical level, the statement “You people all look alike,” cap-
tures the essence of this microaggression. There are several offensive assump-
tions made in this statement: (1) individual differences do not exist, and (2)
the Asian or Black experience is universal. As a result, members of margin-
alized groups are expected to represent or speak for all their members. One
Black informant expressed irritation at his boss who constantly came to him
to check on the pronunciation of names he deduced were Black ones. For
example, “I can pronounce ‘Darrell,” but am I pronouncing ‘Malachi” and "Aiysha’
correctly?” Another made a similar observation: “The same manager in the same
job, he came to me, and he was like, ‘Do I say African American or Black?’. .. Don’t
assume that because I'm Black I know how everyone in my race wants to be called.”
Another participant stated “[White people] are asking this information not so much
to learn about you, but because they’re trying to obtain some information about Black
people . ... Maybe I don’t know what other Black people do fifty percent or more of the
time. It just puts you in an awkward situation where you have to feel like you have to
define yourself to them because they decide you're Black so you’re going to have a lot
more information.”
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Phase Five—Consequences and Impact

What consequences do microaggressions have on recipients? It is difficult to
clearly separate out this phase from the others in answering this question,
because the “impact” on the psyche of marginalized groups makes itself felt
throughout the entire appraisal and reaction process. Indeed, one could make
a strong case that the microaggressive process from beginning to end (Incident,
Perception, Immediate Response, and Interpretation) is interwoven with
short- and long-term consequences. However, the focus of the consequence
phase attempts to specifically describe the psychological effects of microaggres-
sions on the recipient. It covers more thoroughly how the microaggression
impacted the individual’s behavioral patterns, coping strategies, cognitive
reasoning, psychological well-being, and worldview over time. There are four
consequences that seem especially relevant for us to understand.

Powerlessness

Again, the sense of powerlessness is the result of an inability to control the
definition of reality (racial, gender, or sexual orientation) and the catch-22
dilemma that is evoked when attempts are made. When a microaggression
occurs, the response—be it confronting the person, getting upset, or question-
ing/challenging the motives—leads perpetrators or others to label the target
as hypersensitive or angry. The belief that one has little effect or control over
a situation leads to feelings of impotence. Through repeated experiences of
being made to feel helpless and ineffective in determining one’s own fate, the
locus of control becomes externalized (Sue & Sue, 2008). Common comments
are “It's no use trying,” “There’s nothing I can do about it,” and “You don’t want
to rock the boat.” One Black participant stated the dilemma quite succinctly:
“If you were to address every microaggression, it's like all, ‘Oh, there you go again,
you people” . . . so it’s like, you sort of are conditioned to not say anything, thereby
becoming oblivious to it. Not oblivious but, you know—if you re hypersensitive about
it then they're like, “See, we told you.”” Another stated, “It is how your context
gets translated through someone else’s lens. I think that’s another way that the very
essence of your life is up for definition, based on any particular lens that a White person
is wearing on any particular day in any particular moment.”

Invisibility
Invisibility takes many forms. Our opening chapter vignette indicates how
women are frequently objectified and their accomplishments and other
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attributes are overlooked and ignored, making them feel invisible. When
female students in class are called upon less frequently than their male counter-
parts, their contributions and presence are deemed less valuable and visible.
People of color are often well aware of the invisibility syndrome (Franklin,
1999, 2004) and will take countermeasures to combat this phenomenon. To
gain recognition and be noticed, one informant stated: “You deal with that as
a Black person, there’s a certain real invisibility, or where White people just can’t
recognize your face, your distinction, something like that, unless you really impress
upon them in a relationship.” One Black woman recalls an incident of invis-
ibility in which White women in her office were being “ranked.” During this
conversation, she stood next to them: “It’s more like, wow, I'm not even seen as,
you know, not as a person, but just like not even seen, invisible. So it made me feel
like, okay, you have to do something above and beyond in order to be noticed.”

Forced Compliance/Loss of Integrity

Being forced to think and behave in a manner antagonistic to your true beliefs
and desires makes people feel inauthentic and disingenuous. These feelings were
commonly reported by our participants of color and were described as navi-
gating two different worlds on a daily basis: the White world and their own
world. The dual navigation allowed them to survive, function, and even occa-
sionally prosper in the White world, but the cost was reported to be high.
Feelings of “selling out,” projecting a false self, and not being true to one’s
self created feelings of uneasiness and superficiality. Nearly all participants
in our study spoke about their behaviors in terms of “forced compliance” and
the potential loss of integrity. “I was angry at myself for not speaking out. What a
coward I must be.”

Conforming to White standards in the classroom, on the job, and in social
gatherings, and being concerned or fearful of potential consequences of break-
ing social norms and/or letting one’s true beliefs and feelings be known often
resulted in extreme emotional turmoil (feelings of cowardice, having sold out,
self-flagellation, etc.). These feelings seemed directly related to one’s loss of
integrity. A Black woman describes the feelings of forced compliance and loss
of integrity that occurred around an incident of “wrapping her hair” and the
resulting comments from her boss: “I can’t remember exactly what he said, but it
was kind of like, “you’re wearing a turban’ or something regarding it. He didn’t—not
like he was saying it in a negative way, but you could still feel that hint of, like, there’s
some kind of negative connotation, so you just feel like, well, can I not be myself here?
And you feel like, why do you have to conform, but then it’s like, this is the way society is
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and you're forced to conform in a certain way, but you kind of hate to do it.” Another
described it in the following way: “there’s a part of me that always feels like I'm
pretending at my job . . . . I always feel like it's a mask . . . you can’t really say what’s
on your mind, or you have to filter it through so many lenses till it comes out sound-
ing acceptable to whoever’s listening.”

Pressure to Represent One’s Group

A very common experience reported by people of color is a powerful pres-
sure to represent their groups well. They had a heightened awareness that
every mistake, every failing, and every deficiency exhibited by them would
be attributed to their respective minority groups. For example, one par-
ticipant relayed her feeling that any mistakes she makes will affect Black
women who come after her in the job: “If I screw up, every Black woman after
me, or every Black person after me is going to have to take it, because I screwed
up . ..so I carry that pressure with me.” Some participants felt an increased
pressure to act or perform in a certain way so as not to confirm particular
stereotypes about their group. For example, “as a Black woman, you have
to put in that extra because maybe their expectations of you are going to be
lower.” As will be reported shortly, this latter phenomenon has been labeled
“stereotype threat” and its effects can have devastating consequences for
people of color and women (Cardinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & Kiesner, 2005;
Steele, 2003; Steele et al., 2002).

In conclusion, our studies (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Sue, Lin,
Torino, et al., 2009; Sue, Nadal, et al., 2008) identified five general phases which
could be logically ordered from inception to consequence in a sequential fash-
ion: Incident — Perception — Reaction — Interpretation — Consequence. It
is important to note, however, that these phases did not arise sequentially. In
other words, responses from people of color might begin with a discussion
of their reactions before addressing their perceptions and interpretations of
the incidents. We must entertain the possibility that these phases may occur
in a different order, overlap with one another, be cyclical, and/or interact in a
more complex manner.

Nevertheless, it is safe to say that potential microaggressive incidents set
in motion a chain of events that may be energy-depleting and/or disruptive
to cognitive, emotional, and behavioral domains (Purdie-Vaughns et al., 2008;
Salvatore & Shelton, 2007; Sue, Lin, Torino, et al., 2009). Perceptual questioning
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(“Was it racially motivated?”) aimed at trying to determine whether an action or
statement was racially motivated can be a short- or long-term process (“yes,”
“no,” “maybe,” or “don’t know”). Regardless, considerable psychic energy
is expended during this process, which is dependent on a number of factors:
ambiguity of the incident, personal attributes of the recipient, form of the
microaggression, perpetrator’s relationship to the recipient, power differential
between the players, and so on. If the event is deemed to be a microaggression,
it appears to impact three domains: cognitive, emotional, and behavioral (Sue,

Lin, Torino, et al., 2009).

1. On the cognitive level, an internal dialogue seems to take place: “Was it
a microaggression? How should I respond? What will be the consequences
if I do? Will I be supported by others or attacked/invalidated?”

2. On the behavioral level, most people of color chose to do nothing for
a number of different reasons (fear of retaliation, fleeting nature of the
microaggression, unable to determine appropriate response, paralyzed
by emotional turmoil, etc.). Of those who responded to the perpetrator,
behaviors took many forms (confrontation and attack, attempt to educate
the perpetrator while maintaining a relationship, forced compliance,
rescuing the offender, etc.).

3. Microaggressions appear to take the greatest toll on the emotional func-
tioning of our participants and might also have long-term implications
on their mental health and subjective feelings of well-being (Sue, Lin,
Torino, et al., 2009). When racial microaggressions occur in the class-
room, for example, students of color commonly reported becoming (1)
“incensed” when their integrity was assailed, (2) “anxious” when they
feared consequences, and (3) “exhausted” in having to deal with a never-
ending string of microaggressions. Participants frequently described
“being sucked dry” and “constantly being the one to keep on stepping
up to the plate to educate people.”

The microaggressive process model proposed here is a descriptive one and
attempts to identify the internal psychological dynamics that occur within
targeted individuals and groups. It is certainly not exhaustive and future
research would be helpful in clarifying possible other processes and themes
involved in each phase. Such knowledge may prove valuable in developing
possible adaptive strategies that help shield marginalized groups from the
harm inflicted by microaggressions.
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The Way Forward
Strength through Adversity

Our analysis of microaggressions from inception to end and the recognition
that there are cognitive, emotional, and behavioral costs to targets suggest
it would not be far-fetched to assume that microaggressions represent psy-
chological and social stressors likely to have an impact on the psychological
well-being and mental health status of targets. One of the most important
areas for future research deals with the need to identify and proactively
devise functional survival or adaptive mechanisms that can be used to
immunize people of color, women, and LGBTs against the stress and distress
of microaggressions (Utsey, Giesbrecht, Hook, & Stanard, 2008; Wei, Ku,
Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Liao, 2008; Yoo & Lee, 2008).

Two possible avenues of focus seem to exist: (1) we can remove or miti-
gate the causes of microaggressions that reside in individuals, institutions,
and our society, and/or (2) at the same time, we can teach targeted groups and
individuals about how to effectively take care of themselves. The former
focus requires massive changes in our cultural and social systems and
represents a major challenge thatinvolves much time and effort. Meanwhile,
marginalized groups continue to be targets and to be potentially harmed.
Chapter 5 addresses how marginalized groups may have developed specific
strategies to deal with these insults.

Nevertheless, it is important to address one of the problematic percep-
tions that often arises when acknowledging the harmful impact of micro-
aggressions: the perception that people of color, women, and LGBTs are
weak, helpless, overly sensitive, and powerless victims (Thomas, 2008).
Nothing could be further from the truth. Throughout the first four chap-
ters we allude to strengths and resources developed by oppressed groups
to survive and, indeed, thrive under adverse conditions (Hanna, Talley, &
Guindon, 2000; Sue, 2003; Utsey et al., 2008; Yoo & Lee, 2008). A few identi-
fied attributes taken from Sue (2003) are:

1. Heightened perceptual wisdom—There is considerable evidence to
suggest that oppressed groups have developed an ability to discern the
truth and to determine reality better than those who occupy positions of
power and privilege. Forced to operate within a predominantly White,
male, and straight culture, marginalized groups have been immersed

(Continued)
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in the prejudices and biases of the society. Accurate perception means
the ability to read between the lines, to see beyond the obvious, and to
become aware of inconsistencies between verbal and nonverbal behav-
iors of oppressors. For people of color, for example, it has meant vigi-
lance in discerning the motives, attitudes, and the unintentional biased
contradictions of White people. In many cases, Whites sense this ability
on the part of people of color and become uncomfortable in their pres-
ence because they fear having their biases and prejudices unmasked.
Heightened perception and wisdom are functions of optimal human
functioning among oppressed groups who rely heavily on their intuitive
and perceptual wisdom. It protects them from having their experiential
realities invalidated.

. Nonverbal and contextualized accuracy—There is a saying among
African Americans that goes like this: “To truly understand White peo-
ple, don't listen to what they say, but how they say it.” This saying refers
to recognition that nonverbal behaviors are more accurate barometers
of biased attitudes and actions. It has been suggested that women are
better at reading nonverbal behaviors than men and that people of
color are also better at reading nonverbal communication than Whites.
Communication theory reveals that only 30-40% of communication
occurs verbally, while the remainder depends on nonverbal/contextual
cues; then, nonverbal behaviors are least under conscious control; and
nonverbal messages are more accurate than verbal ones. As healthy
functioning is correlated with the ability to accurately read nonverbal
communication and discern “the truth,” this suggests that oppressed
groups may possess strengths unmatched by oppressors.

. Bicultural flexibility—Because people of color, women, and LGBTs are
always exposed to the cultural values, beliefs, and standards of the dom-
inant society, they must deal with pressures to conform to the larger
standards of those in power. In dealing with forced compliance and pres-
sures to assimilate and acculturate, marginalized groups have developed a
bicultural flexibility that allows them to maintain their own sense of integ-
rity. They may be said to be multicultural rather than monocultural. One of
the major advantages of being bicultural or multicultural is the ability to see
multiple worldviews and more readily understand the other’s point of view.
In contrast, those in power are seldom called upon to learn and experience
minority cultures; in essence they are monocultural and disadvantaged.

(Continued)
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4. Collectivistic sense of group identity and peoplehood—Our studies on
microaggressions suggest that oppressed groups rely heavily on one
another for a collective sense of identity, for validation and confirmation
of their experiences, and for sharing with one another healthy coping
mechanisms to overcome invalidation. Reliance on one's group, family/
community, and other social networks provide strengths to overcome
oppressive environments. In many respects, marginalized groups use the
term “peoplehood” (sociopolitical) to refer to a sense of group iden-
tity forged through common experiences of oppressions and lessons
learned that survival depends on one another. Cultural values from col-
lectivistic cultures, too, seem invaluable in overcoming prejudice and
discrimination and enhancing the ability of marginalized groups to flour-
ish in a toxic environment. Racial and ethnic pride also seems to immunize
minority groups against forces like racism.

Developing healthy cultural identities and self-esteem is challenging
for people of color, women, and LGBTs as they continuously combat an
oppressive society that equates differences with deviance and pathology.
Social support, as we will shortly see, is a powerful means of combating and
ameliorating stressful racism, sexism, and heterosexism. It appears that
social support through a sense of belonging, ethnic collectivistic cultural
values, extended family systems, communities, and group resources buffer
oppressed groups against a hostile society and provide cultural nutrients
that validate their worldviews and lifestyles.




CHAPTER FIVE

Microaggressive Stress:
Impact on Physical and
Mental Health

“It gets so tiring, you know. It sucks you dry. People don’t trust you. From the
moment I wake up, I know stepping out the door, that it will be the same, day after
day. The bus can be packed, but no one will sit next to you . . . . I guess it may be a good
thing because you always get more room, no one crowds you. You get served last . . .
when they serve you, they have this phony smile and just want to get rid of you . . . . You
have to show more ID to cash a check, you turn on the TV and there you always see
someone like you, being handcuffed and jailed. They look like you and sometimes you
begin to think it is you! You are a plague! You try to hold it in, but sometimes you lose
it. Explaining doesn’t help. They don’t want to hear. Even when they ask, ‘Why do
you have a chip on your shoulder?’ Shit . . . I just walk away now. It doesn’t do any
good explaining.” (African American male)

It is well documented that overt and obvious forms of discrimination (racism,
sexism, and homophobia) detrimentally impact the mental and physical health,
quality of life, self-esteem, and identity of nearly all marginalized groups in
our society (Baker & Fishbein, 1998; Barrett & Logan, 2002; Barry & Grilo,
2003; Brondolo, Rieppi, Kelly, & Gerin, 2003; Cardinu, Maass, Rosabianca, &
Kiesner, 2005; Frederickson & Roberts, 1997; Hamelsky & Lipton, 2006; Herek,
Gillis, & Cogan, 2009; Utsey, Chae, Brown, & Kelly, 2002). The type of stresses

87



88 MICROAGGRESSIVE STRESS

induced through microaggressions, however, are less obvious and visible.
Commission of a hate crime or overt deliberate racism, for example, leaves
little doubt that harm was inflicted on the target (racial taunts, refusing service,
physical assaults, and murders). The impact is immediate and visible. Yet, the
impact of microaggressions is generally subtle, not immediately visible, and
the effects are often delayed or not noticeable (internal struggle).

Microinsults and microinvalidations often come from a catch-22 created by
double messages (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007). The type of conflict and stress
occurs outside the view of well-intentioned perpetrators and observers. The
internal conflict between explicit and implicit messages (meanings) creates an
exceptionally stressful situation because it (1) fosters confusion between the
overt message and one’s experiential reality, (2) implies perpetrators are not
true friends or allies, (3) alters an important personal, social, or professional
relationship with perpetrators, and (4) places targets in an unenviable position
of ascertaining when, where, and how to resist oppression versus when to
accommodate it (Pierce, 1988; Sue, Lin, Torno, et al., 2009).

In the psychological literature, microaggressions fulfill the criteria of being
stressors; they represent external events or situations that place a psycho-
logical or physical demand on targets (King, 2005; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984; Utsey, Giesbrecht, Hook, & Stanard, 2008). In addition to the normal
life stressors experienced by everyone, people of color, women, and LGBTs
experience race-related, gender-related, or sexual-orientation-related stress.
Further, while hate crimes or deliberate sexual harassment may threaten
physical safety, microinsults and microinvalidations attack the self-esteem,
belief systems, and racial, gender, or sexual-orientation identity of targets
(Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). Few would question that the young African
American male above is under severe and continuing stress. He is exposed
to constant microaggressions, feels powerless to do anything about them,
suppresses internal racial rage, and is tired and exhausted from the constant
racial bombardment directed toward him.

B1OLOGICAL STRESSORS AND CONSEQUENCES

In many respects, the early general adaptation syndrome (GAS) model devel-
oped by Selye (1956, 1982) to explain the body’s reaction to biological stressors
(invasion by viruses, bacteria, or toxins) appears to be a good psychological
analogy for understanding the effects of microaggressions, as well. Selye
identified three stages that he labeled alarm, resistance, and exhaustion.
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1. The alarm stage represents a “call to arms” of the body’s defenses when
invaded or assaulted biologically. The response is one of heightened physi-
ological reactivity that involves rapid heartbeat, loss of muscle tone, and
decreased temperature and blood pressure. Increased secretion of corticoid
hormones from the adrenal glands occurs quickly to help ward off the invader.
All of these bodily responses are attempts to warn the body of an invader
presence (Underwood, 2005). Like the alarm stage, when a microaggression
occurs, the person becomes vigilant and attempts to determine whether his/
her integrity or identity is being attacked. There may be initial confusion with
the ambiguity of the incident or event, but warning signs about the offensive
race-related, gender-related, or sexual-orientation-related communication are
deciphered.

2. If exposure to the biological stressor continues, the adaptation or resist-
ance stage follows. The body mobilizes resources to defend against, destroy,
or coexist with the disease or injury. Symptoms such as fever, sore throat,
swelling of infected tissues, and other biological reactions occur. Unless the
disease is destroyed, prolonged resistance may weaken the immune system
so that susceptibility to other infections or illnesses is possible (Ho et al.,
1995). It is important to note that symptoms of a disease may disappear or not
be noticed initially; regardless, the underlying biological battle can rage on
silently for many years. The parallel psychological process involves feelings
of anger, anxiety, guilt, depression, and other reactions. The marginalized
group member can also coexist with the microaggression by accepting it as a
reality of life. The psychological toll may not be immediately visible, as in the
development of low self-esteem. The internal struggle with microaggressions
can fester and eat away at the integrity of the person for long periods of time.
For many, it is a lifelong struggle.

3. Because the body’s defenses are finite, continued stress will lead to the
stage of exhaustion with the ultimate symptom being death of the biological
organism. The symptoms may change or become worse as the body weak-
ens and begins to shut down (Segerstrom & Miller, 2004). Physical activity
decreases and the effects are also manifested psychologically in depression,
lowered desire for life, narrowing and decrease in cognitive functioning/
alertness, and withdrawal from social situations. Likewise, chronic micro-
aggressive stressors have often been found to “wear down” the target and
they often describe feelings of exhaustion or a depletion of energy. Ability to
learn in classrooms, to produce at work, and to be functional in personal/
social/familial responsibilities may suffer.
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Although the GAS model was developed to account for how the body deals
with biological stressors, research now suggests that psychological and social
stressors have comparable effects. Stress has been found to make a person
more susceptible to illness and may affect the course of a disease (Keltner &
Dowben, 2007; Underwood, 2005). For example, recently bereaved widows
are 3 to 12 times more likely to die than married women; tax accountants are
more susceptible to heart attacks around April 15; people residing in high-noise
airport areas have more medical complaints and hypertension; and air traffic
controllers suffer from hypertension at a rate that is four times higher than the
general population (Luoma, Pearson, & Pearson, 2002; Wilding, 1984).

PSYCHOLOGICAL/SOCIAL STRESSORS AND
CONSEQUENCES

Taking into account the GAS model of physical response to biological stressors,
De La Fuente (1990) proposed that psychological and social stressors activate
a similar internal process within the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
make-up of the person. The model was developed from his intensive work
with earthquake victims, but De La Fuente felt it was applicable in explain-
ing psychological responses across a wide range of stressful events. Briefly,
his Crisis Decompensation Model (CDM) also contains three stages: impact,
attempted resolution, and decompensated adjustment.

In the first stage, the impact of a crisis or other stressors induces confusion
and disorientation. In interviewing earthquake victims, he found that many
expressed bewilderment and had a hard time understanding what had or
was happening, and why it was happening. Anxiety, guilt, anger, dissocia-
tion, and depression were common emotional reactions. If we compare our
process model of microaggressions to the CDM, the impact of microaggres-
sions appears to have a comparable effect on targets (initial confusion and
disorientation). The disequilibrium of the first stage is generally followed by
attempted resolution in which all the resources of the person are mobilized
to deal with the situation. The coping strategies and available resources often
determine the outcome of this stage. For example, it was found that social
support from significant others was crucial to a successful resolution. Indeed,
De La Fuente found that successful coping led to a precrisis level of func-
tioning and, at times, a growth adjustment phase. Similarly, in Chapter 4 we
described many attempts by marginalized groups to resolve their internal
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conflicts using specific strategies and/or inner resources. If coping, however, is
ineffective, the person enters into the decompensated adjustment phase, which
is marked by withdrawal, depression, guilt, apathy, anxiety, anger, and any
number of physical illnesses. Likewise, unsuccessful or ineffective means of
coping with microaggressions may lead to a lowered sense of well-being,
heightened physiological reactivity with biological consequences, and psycho-
logical problems.

While these two models of stress and coping (GAS and CDM) appear simi-
lar to the five-phase process model of microaggressions described in the last
chapter, the stressors studied by researchers such as Selye and De La Fuente
have generally concentrated on extreme psychological or physical trauma
(natural disasters, robberies, murders, automobile accidents, terrorist attacks,
airplane crashes, etc.) outside ordinary human experience. Indeed, acute stress
disorders (ASD) and posttraumatic stress disorders (PTSD) are described
in DSM-IV-TR as having to meet certain criteria: threat of possible death
or injury, and likely to induce intense fear or horror (American Psychiatric
Association, 2000). Racism, sexism, and homophobia in the form of violence,
hate crimes, and rape clearly fulfill these criteria. Women are more likely
than men to suffer from a stress disorder because of their greater exposure to
violent interpersonal situations (Cortina & Kubiak, 2006; National Institute
of Mental Health, 2007) and rape is clearly associated with extreme trauma.
Immediately following a sexual assault, for example, one study found that
74% of the victims met criteria for ASD; and after three months, 35% met the
criteria for PTSD (Valentiner, Foa, Riggs, & Gershuny, 1996).

Yet, the question remains as to whether microaggressions in the form of
insults and invalidations are sufficiently stressful to produce psychological
and physical harm to targets. Are critics correct when they claim people of
color are making a mountain out of a molehill and that these small, petty
humiliations indicate that minorities should simply “suck it up” and not
make a big deal of them (Schacht, 2008; Thomas, 2008)? The impact of rape,
they may contend, is not comparable to that of sexual objectification. Or is it?

MICROAGGRESSIONS AND DAILY HASSLES

In the last chapter, we outlined a five-phase process dealing with how mar-
ginalized groups perceive, interpret, and respond to microaggressions:
incident — perception — reaction — interpretation — consequence. The
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microaggression process model assumes that microaggressions are stressful,
that the stress-coping dynamics described in the GAS and CDM models are
similar, and that significant harm can result unless mitigated through effec-
tive coping or external intervention. While there are many similarities among
these models, a strong case is often made that microaggressions are simply
not comparable to traumatic events such as rape, overt assaults, and expe-
riencing a natural disaster (e.g., earthquake, volcanic eruption, and floods/
hurricanes). Applying these models to microaggressions, they contend, repre-
sents a false analogy. Two lines of research on the impact of daily hassles and
race-related stress challenge this conclusion.

Challenge One—Everyday Hassles and Stress

While it is true that microaggressions, when placed side-by-side with hate
crimes and rapes, may appear minimally harmful and even benign, it is now
known that for harmful effects to occur, the stressors need not be of crisis
proportion (Astin, Ogland-Hand, Foy, & Coleman, 1995; Holmes & Holmes,
1970; Rahe, 1994; Scott & Stradling, 1994). Subtraumatic stressors such as
employment problems, marital distress, and immigration adjustment have all
been shown to be stressful. In fact, seemingly small, everyday events such as
moving to a new neighborhood, driving to work in heavy traffic, breaking up
with a significant other, and changing jobs can create stress and impact health
and personal adjustment. Even a change in a small routine such as sleeping
in another bed, dietary restrictions, or having a houseguest can create stress
(Crandall, Preisler, & Aussprung, 1992). Table 5.1 outlines sample stressors
ranked by college undergraduates for stress. Note that even taking exams, trying
to decide on a major, and sitting through boring classes generate stress. The
point being made by analyzing these studies is that even small demands
on people in the form of “daily life hassles” produce stress; thus, entertaining
the notion that microaggressions can be stressful is certainly not far-fetched
(Spangenberg & Pieterse, 1995).

Life Change and Stress

Some 40 years ago, researchers found other interesting correlations with
stress. Not only could small hassles create stress, but two other factors were
important to consider: life change and cumulative impact (Holmes & Rahe,
1967; Holmes & Holmes, 1970). Their pioneering work led to the formulation of
the life-change model which assumes that all changes, large or small, desirable or
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Table 5.1 Sample Stressors and Their Rankings by Undergraduate College Students

SITUATION SEVERITY FREQUENCY
Death of family member or friend 3.97 1.89
Had lots of tests 3.62 4.39
Finals week 3.62 3.64
Breaking up a relationship 3.45 2.21
Property stolen 3.41 1.96
Roommate conflicts 3.10 2.68
Lack of money 3.07 3.36
Arguments with friends 2.97 243
Trying to decide on a major 279 3.25
Attending a boring class 1.66 4.07

Source: Crandall, Preisler, & Aussprung (1992).

Note: Event severity was measured on a 4-point scale from “none” to “a lot” and frequency was measured on
a 5-point scale from “never” to “always.”

undesirable, can act as stressors. Further, the accumulation of small changes
could summate into a powerful and potent form of stress equal in force to
one extremely traumatic event (deJong, Timmerman, & Emmelkamp, 1996;
Holmes & Holmes, 1970; Rahe, 1994).

The researchers created an instrument, the Social Readjustment Rating Scale
(SRRS), which ranked events as to their potential stress value. The total life
change units (LCUs) could be calculated for individuals based upon the number
and ranking of the daily hassles they encountered over a given period of time.
For example, they found that 93% of health problems such as infections, aller-
gies, bone/muscle injuries, and psychosomatic illnesses occurred in patients
who in the previous year obtained LCU values of 150 or more (mild crisis or
stress). Higher accumulated LCUs were correlated with the number of people
who displayed illnesses, and greater severity of illnesses, as well. The findings
from their studies led to one major conclusion that has since altered our con-
ception of stress severity: Although minor life changes and daily hassles were
not sufficient alone to constitute a serious stressor, the cumulative impact of
many events could be considered a crisis. As race-related, gender-related, and
sexual-orientation-related microaggressions have been shown to be a lifelong
and continuing experience of marginalized groups, a strong case can be made
that microaggressions are anything but insignificant: they are extremely harm-
ful and detrimental to people of color, women, and LGBTs.
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Stressor—Person Transactions

The general adaptation syndrome, crisis decompensation, and life change models of
stress place minimal emphasis on the person’s subjective definition or inter-
pretation of stressful events or life changes. As we have seen in earlier chapters,
microaggressions almost inevitably evoke a strong assessment and appraisal
process that moderates the reactions or outcomes. The thoughts and inter-
pretations we make about the stressor, the emotions we attach to them, and
the actions taken to avoid them can either increase or decrease the impact of
stressors (Levenstein et al., 1993). In his classic book, Psychological Stress and
the Coping Process (1966), Richard Lazarus proposed a transaction model of stress
based on the notion that stress resides neither in the person alone nor in the
situation, but rather is a transaction between the two.

How a person of color, for example, perceives a racial microaggression, the
adaptive resources he or she possesses, his or her racial identity development,
the presence of familial/social support, what he or she decides to do, and
so forth may moderate or mediate the meaning and impact of the incident
(King, 2005; Liang, Alvarez, Juang, & Liang, 2007; Yoo & Lee, 2008; Utsey
et al., 2008). Recall in Chapter 4 that one of the responses made by people of
color to a microaggression is “rescuing the offender.” Most African Americans
would be strongly offended and angered by the White woman in the elevator
who showed fear toward them. While the Black male passenger accurately
saw the nonverbals as a microaggression (clutching the purse more tightly in
his company—assumption of criminality), he reacted by attempting to put the
woman at ease because “She can’t help it. It’s that White cultural condition-
ing that is the problem.” Thus, while some Black Americans might interpret
this incident as stressful, this young Black man seemingly did not. Something
within his worldview, experience, and inner resources allowed him not to be
upset or offended, but instead to interpret and cope with the situation in such
a manner as to minimize its harmful impact upon him (Sellers & Sheldon,
2003; Wei, Ku, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Liao, 2008).

Challenge Two—Racial, Gender, and Sexual-Orientation
Microaggressions: Quantitative and Qualitative Differences

While the transaction model of stress added considerably to recognizing that
people are not passive organisms who simply respond to stressors without
internal appraisal (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the formulation
has been criticized for lacking cultural sensitivity and relevance (Carter, 2007;



Microaggressions and Daily Hassles 95

Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda, 1991). In many respects the transaction
model may accurately describe the process of stress-coping, but fails in
addressing racial/cultural, gender, and sexual-orientation factors that involve
group-specific race-related, gender-related, and sexual-orientation-related
stress. It also neglects the sociopolitical context under which marginalized
groups exist in the society and overlooks group-specific traumatic stress.
Because these conceptions are based primarily on a European American
perspective, it fails to understand or sympathize with the life experience of
marginality, the oppression that many experience, and how “small slights”
symbolize strong memories of historical and continuing injustice (Duran,
2006; Feagin, 2006; Feagin & McKinney, 2003). The following quote captures
the essence of this lack of appreciation and understanding of race-related
traumatic stress in stress-coping models and perspectives:

I don’t think white people, generally, understand the full meaning of racist dis-
criminatory behaviors directed toward Americans of African descent. They seem
to see each act of discrimination or any act of violence as an “isolated” event. As
a result, most white Americans cannot understand the strong reaction manifested by
blacks when such events occur . . . . They forget that in most cases, we live lives
of quiet desperation generated by a litany of daily large and small events that,
whether or not by design, remind us of our “place” in American society. [Whites]
ignore the personal context of the stimulus. That is, they deny the historical
impact that a negative act may have on an individual. “Nigger” to a white may
simply be an epithet that should be ignored. To most blacks, the term brings into
sharp and current focus all kinds of acts of racism—murder, rape, torture, denial of
constitutional rights, insults, limited opportunity structure, economic problems,
unequal justice under the law and a myriad of . . . other racist and discriminatory
acts that occur daily in the lives of most Americans of African descent. (Feagin &
Sikes, 1994, pp. 23-24)

The above quote is consistent with what may be referred to as “historical
trauma,” or the “soul wound” by American Indians (Duran, 2006).
Microaggressions are linked to a wider sociopolitical context of oppression
and injustice (historical trauma) that results in a soul wound passed on from
generation to generation of those who understand their own histories of
discrimination and prejudice (Sue, 2003). Each small race-related slight, hurt,
invalidation, insult, and indignity rubs salt into the wounds of marginalized
groups in our society. For American Indians, their everyday lives are filled
with reminders that their lands were unfairly seized from them, that they
were forced onto reservations, and that physical and cultural genocide were
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visited upon them. Just like Jews who also suffer from a historical trauma
(the Holocaust), Japanese Americans remember their internment experience
during World War II, and African Americans remember their enslavement.
Thus to equate microaggressions with only everyday hassles may be an
inaccurate comparison.

In a revealing study exploring stressful life events and race-related stress,
the researchers found that the latter was a more powerful predictor of psycho-
logical distress than everyday hassles (Utsey et al., 2008). In other words,
racial microaggressions were more impactful, harmful, and distressing to
African Americans than ordinary stressful life events. This may be true for
several reasons: (1) microaggressions are symbols and reminders of racism,
sexism, and heterosexism; (2) microaggressions are continual and perpetual
while stressful life events are time-limited; (3) microaggressions impact
nearly all aspects of the target’s life—education, employment, social inter-
actions, and so forth; and (4) stressful life events have a recognizable cause
while microaggressions are often ambiguous and invisible. If this finding and
assumptions hold true for other marginalized groups, it means that qualitatively,
microaggressions occupy a class by themselves; they are more detrimental
for disempowered groups than ordinary life stressors. Further, it has been
found that people of color report experiencing discriminatory incidents at a
very high rate (being ignored, overlooked, not given service, treated rudely,
reacted to in a fearful manner, made fun of, taunted, called names, and
harassed) (Klonoff & Landrine, 1995; Landrine & Klonoff, 1996; Sellers &
Shelton, 2003). In other words, marginalized groups are not only exposed to
greater number of stressors, but also a more potent and powerful form than
those experienced by majority individuals. When one realizes that devalued
groups in our society not only contend with ordinary stressful life events but
must also cope with additional stressors associated with race, gender, and
sexual orientation, one can only conclude that they are being asked to endure
an inhuman amount of stress.

THE EFFECTS OF MICROAGGRESSIVE STRESS

Microaggressive stressors can be defined as race-related, gender-related, or
sexual-orientation-related events or situations that are experienced as a per-
ceived threat to one’s biological, cognitive, emotional, psychological, and social
well-being, or position in life. The effects and severity of microaggressive stressors
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depend very much on the nature of the challenge posed by the threat and the
perceived available resources of the person. When a marginalized group mem-
ber encounters microaggressive stressors, four pathways may show their neg-
ative impact: (1) biological: there may be direct physiological reactions (blood
pressure, heart rate, etc.) or changes in the immune system; (2) cognitive: it
may place in motion a cognitive appraisal involving thoughts and beliefs
about the meaning of the stressor; (3) emotional: anger, rage, anxiety, depres-
sion, or hopelessness may dominate the person’s immediate life circumstance;
and (4) behavioral: the coping strategies or behavioral reactions utilized by the
individual may either enhance adjustment or make the situation worse.

Biological Health Effects of Microaggressive Stressors

Chronic microaggressive stress is the reality of women, LGBTs, and people of
color (Barrett & Logan, 2002; Feagin, 2006; Fiske, 1993; Glick & Fiske, 1996;
Greene, 2000; Hamilton & Mahalik, 2009; Harrell, 2000; Harrell, Hall, &
Taliaferro, 2003; Stambor, 2006). Marginalized groups must deal with monoc-
ultural standards that equate differences with deficiency or deviance; forced
compliance to contradictory cultural role expectations; and pervasive and
chronic prejudice and discrimination have a significant impact upon health
(Brondolo et al., 2009; Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Fang &
Myers, 2001; Worthington & Reynolds, 2009). Women who perceived greater
job stress or reported conflicting and contradictory role relationships with
their bosses have been found to have higher fibrinogen levels. Fibrinogen, a
blood-clotting compound, is believed to contribute to coronary heart disease
(Davis, Mathews, Meilahn, & Kiss, 1995). LGBTs who reported experiencing
greater levels of indirect microaggressions (assumption of heterosexuality)
reported more health-related problems (Smith & Ingram, 2004). Studies on
African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latino/Hispanic Americans all
report that race-related stress negatively impacts the biological health of these
groups (Brondolo et al., 2008; Brondolo et al., 2005; Clark et al., 1999; Liang &
Fassinger, 2008; Moradi & Risco, 2006).

These findings are not surprising in light of what we know about social and
psychological stress as it relates to physiological reactivity and detrimental
consequences to the immune system. In a series of studies on subtle racism,
African American men showed increases in heart rate, blood pressure, and
other cardiovascular responding associated with hypertension (Clark, 2006;
Merritt, Bennett, Williams, Edwards, & Sollers, 2006; Utsey & Hook, 2007).
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In one study, when African American men watched videos of social situations
depicting biased interactions, heart rate and blood pressure rose significantly
(Fang & Myers, 2001). The impact of race-related stress is demonstrated in
a plethora of studies suggesting that the physical well-being of people of
color is constantly threatened in this society. Thus, people of color may be at
increased risk for certain illnesses such as coronary heart disease, diabetes,
hypertension, allergies, asthma, and so forth due to the body’s heightened
physiological reactivity to chronic stressors.

Further, while a strong relationship between microaggressive stressors and
illnesses seems to exist, it appears that the former also affects the biological
disease process as well. Stress itself does not appear to cause infections, but
it seems to decrease the immune system’s efficiency and increases suscepti-
bility to a disease. White blood cells in the immune system help to maintain
health by recognizing and destroying bacterial or viral invasions of the body.
The two classes of blood cells, lymphocytes and phagocytes, are responsible
for detecting and destroying invaders, producing antibodies, preventing the
growth of tumors, and so forth (Cohen & Herbert, 1996). When under stress,
the body responds by releasing neurohormones such as corticosteroids that
impair immune functioning.

Exposure to chronic stress like microaggressions may make the person
more susceptible to diseases and also affects the speed of their progression
(Miller, Chen, & Zhou, 2007). Vulnerability to upper respiratory infections
such as colds and other illnesses seems to be affected by the severity, duration,
and type of stressor (Cohen et al., 1998). Lower immune system functioning
has been correlated with abrasive marital interactions, spouses living with
dementia victims, separated men, acculturative stress, and so on (Kiecolt-
Glaser et al., 1987; Kiecolt-Glazer, Glaser, Cacioppo, & MacCallum, 1997;
Pike, Smith, Hauger, et al., 1997; Steele & McGarvey, 1997). Clearly, microag-
gressive stress may affect the physical health of targets.

Emotional Effects of Microaggressive Stressors

Many scholars have noted that racism, sexism, and heterosexism affect the psy-
chological adjustment, subjective well-being, self-esteem, and mental health
of people of color, women, and LGBTs (Buser, 2009; Cortina & Kubiak, 2006;
Utsey & Hook, 2007; Moradi, van den Berg, & Epting, 2009; Hwang & Goto,
2008). These studies, however, do not necessarily separate out the overt forms
of biases from more subtle manifestations, but it appears that microaggressions
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in the form of insults and invalidations have strong detrimental effects (Sue,
Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008). Evidence suggests that microaggressive stressors
can be implicated in the manifestation of mental disorders such as depression
and anxiety.

Most microaggressions involve interpersonal interactions between per-
petrator and target. It has been demonstrated that stressors, especially inter-
personal ones, are strongly related to various forms of depression (Hammen,
2006). Four characteristics of stressors are especially important in facilitating
depression. The disorder is more likely to occur when stressors (1) are severe
in nature (severity), (2) are chronic rather than acute (chronicity), (3) where the
onset is early (onset), and (4) when they involve loss or humiliation as opposed
to dangerous events or threat (type of stressor) (Brown & Harris, 1989; Lara,
Klein, & Kasch, 2000; McGonagle & Kessler, 1990). Microaggressions fit these
criteria in that they are continuing and cumulative, begin from the moment of
birth, and assail a person’s integrity, producing humiliation. While any one
act may not be severe in nature, we have already seen how historical trauma
and multiple microaggressions can summate into a powerful force.

Homophobia for LGBTSs, for example, is a lifelong reality that interferes with
identity development and healthy self-concept (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Herek,
2004). A heterosexist social environment produces an intrapsychic conflict
between attractions to same-sex persons and being forced to alter one’s desires
for heterosexual partners. An inhospitable environment or climate to LGBTs
produces “minority stress,” a term used to describe specific sexual-orientation
stressors that involve antigay stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination (Meyer,
Schwartz, & Frost, 2008). It has been proposed that internalized homophobia is
the most insidious and damaging form of minority stressors that are the result
of a heterosexist climate for LGBTs. The relationship between increased depres-
sion and low feelings of subjective well-being is well documented in the
literature (Croteau, Lark, & Lance, 2005; Igartua, Gill, & Montoro, 2003; Meyer,
1995; Szymanski, 2009).

Much has also been written about the relationship of gender to depression.
Depression is far more common among women than men regardless of race,
social class, and region in the world (Strickland, 1992); major depressions (not
bipolar) are twice as high as those for men in the United States (Kessler, 2003).
Some believe these findings are artificially inflated due to the greater likelihood
of women seeking treatment, their greater willingness to report depression to
other people, hormonal differences, and gender bias in the diagnostic system
(Ricker & Bird, 2005; Goldberg, 2006). While these explanations hold some
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validity, evidence now points to social and psychological factors as important
contributors as well: gender-role conflicts; sexism in overt, covert, and subtle
forms; subservience to men; lack of educational opportunities; lower sense of
self-control; and sexual and child abuse (Capodilupo et al., in press; Hill &
Fisher, 2008; D. Sue, Sue, & Sue, 2010).

Assignificant relationship between depression and subjective well-being also
seems to exist between perceived discrimination and that of depression among
African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latino/a Americans (Hwang &
Goto, 2008; Utsey et al., 2008; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003). Indeed,
rates of depression have been found to be higher for Native Americans and
Southeast Asians (Vega & Rumbaut, 1991; Chung & Okazaki, 1991). Recall that
researchers believe that stressors that humiliate tended to be correlated with
depressive disorders, while stressors that produce fear are associated with anxi-
ety disorders. As microaggressions have been described as demeaning, insulting,
and humiliating, one can understand how these race-related stressors may
produce depression and lead to negative subjective feelings in people of color.

Cognitive Effects of Microaggressive Stressors

Racism, sexism, and heterosexism affect many more aspects of mental health
functioning than just depression and feelings of subjective well-being. The
cumulative impact of chronic stressors diminishes the quality of life; lowers
life satisfaction, happiness, and self-esteem; increases cultural mistrust, feelings
of alienation, anxiety, and feelings of loss, helplessness, and racial rage; and
may result in fatigue and exhaustion (Clark et al., 1999; Harrell, 2000; Jackson
et al., 1992; Jackson et al., 1995; Jones, 1997; Sue, 2003; Ponterotto, Utsey, &
Pedersen, 2006). We have already seen how stress affects the biological and
physical well-being of marginalized groups. On a biological level, stress
depresses the immune system and makes people more susceptible to catching
colds and other illnesses. We briefly turn our attention now to how stress impacts
the cognitive functioning of marginalized groups.

In Chapter 4, we describe how a microaggression often sets off a chain of
cognitive processes aimed at attempting to understand and make sense of the
incident. The greater the ambiguity of microaggressions, the more difficult it
is for the target to determine the meaning of the conflicting messages. Thus,
a request from a White teacher to an Asian American student to move to the
blackboard and show other students how to solve a math problem, because
“You people are good at that,” may provoke an internal thought process
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aimed at determining the meaning of the statement (“Was it a compliment
or stereotype?”). Considerable energy may be expended in cognitively apprais-
ing the situation. Besides the ambiguity, the target may expend more energy
deliberating whether or not to respond or evaluating the consequences of
making a response, especially when the power differential is so great. The
fact that an internal cognitive process is stimulated may divert the student’s
attention and energies away from the task and/or affect his or her problem-
solving and learning ability.

Cognitive Disruption

In a study dealing with the cognitive costs of exposure to racism, investigators
used a laboratory experiment to directly test the impact of overt racism
versus the more ambiguous messages from racial microaggressions (Salvatore &
Shelton, 2007). Volunteers witnessed a company’s hiring decisions from the
inside (competing resumes of candidates and the interviewer’s comments
and recommendations) believing it was a real company. They created a situ-
ation in which little doubt was present which candidate was best qualified.
Sometimes these candidates were fairly chosen and at other times they were
not. Experimenters varied the reasons (blatantly racist versus ambiguous
racial reasons) in all combinations to Black and White volunteers. They would
see Black candidates reviewed by Whites and Blacks, and the same for White
candidates.

Following the simulation, volunteers were then given the “Stroop test,” a
measure of cognitive and mental effort functioning. Blacks who witnessed
the unfair decisions showed pronounced impairment of problem solving;
but those who witnessed subtle racism showed more impairment than those
confronting overt racist conditions. The investigators believe that Blacks have
developed coping strategies to deal with overt racism, in which no “guess-
work” is involved. But the constant, vague, just-below-the-surface acts of covert
racism impair performance by draining psychological energy or detracting
from the task at hand. Interestingly, the findings were reversed for the White
volunteers; they were more impaired by overt rather than subtle racism. We
will elaborate more thoroughly the meaning of this finding later.

Stereotype Threat

Cognitive disruption and diminished functioning are also supported by
studies on stereotype threat (Cadinu et al., 2005; Steele, 1997; 2003; Steele,
Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). A very common microaggressive theme is “ascription
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of intelligence,” in which certain racial groups are presumed to be intellectually
inferior. For example, a common stereotype for African Americans is that they
lack global abstract/conceptual reasoning, have lower intellectual skills, and
are not capable of higher-level thinking (Jones, 1997). While women are seen
as having higher verbal skills, they lack mathematical and scientific type
reasoning that is required in objective linear thinking (Cadinu et al., 2005).
Asian Americans are perceived as having high mathematical/science skills,
but weaker verbal and people skills (Sue & Sue, 2008).

The concept of stereotype threat was first proposed by Steele (Steele, 1997;
2003; Steele et al., 2002) to describe a process by which many bright Black
students underperform on intellectual tests not because of biology, lack of
preparation, or poor motivation, but due to the chance that they will confirm a
stereotype. The threat instigates two psychological processes: (1) apprehension
that one will be evaluated by the stereotype and confirm it, and (2) protective
disidentification or a tendency to reject the situation, deeming it irrelevant
or unimportant. In other words, at the cognitive level the person tells him-
self or herself that the situation doesn’t mean much, thereby separating self-
esteem from outcome. Steele tested this hypothesis by selecting outstanding
Black and White math students and giving them a difficult math test. In one
condition (stereotype threat), students were told the test was a problem-solving
exam, and in the other condition (nonthreat), the students were assured the
test was not a measure of problem solving or abilities. Blacks under the stere-
otype threat condition performed worse than their White counterparts, but
performed equally well under the nonthreat test conditions.

Stereotype threat has also been demonstrated in women who under-
perform in math tests. Using a similar strategy as Steele, investigators also
explored the internal thought processes of the women exposed to stereotype
threat (Cadinu et al., 2005). Not only did they underperform in the stere-
otype threat condition, but they recorded a higher number of negative intrusive
thoughts that interfered with their performance. These included negative
math-related thoughts, such as “I am not good at math. I hate math” and distress
reactions, such as “I am so tired.” Cognitive energy expenditure, disruption,
deflection, and fatigue may all result from microaggressions.

Behavioral Effects of Microaggressive Stressors

Throughout all our chapters, we have identified a number of behaviors and
coping responses used by people of color, women, and LGBTs to deal with
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microaggressions that are environmentally, verbally, and behaviorally directed
at them. The range of responding is immense and depends on many factors.
Some of the coping responses seem functional and adaptive (taking care of
the self and educating the perpetrator), while others may prove dysfunctional
and maladaptive (becoming depressed, overconsumption of alcohol, engaging in
risky sexual behavior, striking back in anger). Even when a behavior appears
functional in the moment—deciding to do nothing for fear of retaliation—we
have seen how long-term consequences can be detrimental to both the bio-
logical and psychological well-being of the person.

Microaggressions can signal a hostile and invalidating climate, threaten the
physical safety, self-esteem, and racial/gender/sexual identity of the target,
and be oppressive. Forced compliance (either accept White, straight, and male
definitions of the situation or suffer the consequences) is a chronic demand
placed on marginalized groups in this society. We outline below five observed
reactions that have either adaptive or maladaptive implications: (1) hyper-
vigilance and skepticism, (2) forced compliance (surviving or being coopted),
(3) rage and anger, (4) fatigue and hopelessness, and (5) strength through
adversity.

Hypervigilance and Skepticism

Microaggressive stressors may partially explain the “cultural mistrust” or
“healthy paranoia” in the form of suspiciousness, skepticism, and hyper-
vigilance directed toward majority group members (Ridley, 2005; Sue & Sue,
2008). Some have referred to this form of behavior as “anticipatory racism
reaction” developed because of multiple experiences of stereotyping, prejudice,
and discrimination (Ponterotto et al., 2006). In the area of race relations, for
example, people of color have experienced historical racism through govern-
mental actions that include forced enslavement, taking of lands from indigenous
groups, and the incarceration of Japanese Americans.

This historical racist legacy is compounded by the everyday subtle forms
of racism that may deprive people of color equal access and opportunity.
Thus the lack of trust or skepticism exhibited by many marginalized groups
toward those in the majority society has become a healthy functional sur-
vival mechanism as well as a sanity check. On the functional end, it is an
adaptive mechanism used to survive and even thrive, but on the other side,
it may result in an inability to form close relations with members of the
majority culture. In the extreme case, marginalized group members may
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begin to see racism, sexism, and heterosexism everywhere; they may be
prone to externalizing all their failings and avoiding responsibility for their

own actions.

Forced Compliance: Surviving or Being Coopted

Among African Americans, the “Uncle Tom” label is often used to describe
members of their group who sell out or are subservient to the dominant White
culture. For LGBTs it may refer to “staying in the closet” and not revealing
their sexual orientation or dealing with internalized homophobia. In general,
these behaviors need to be viewed from the perspective of a racist, sexist, and
heterosexist environment that is responsible for the various behaviors used
by marginalized groups. Concealing true feelings, conforming to the norms
of the larger group, and behaving and expressing feelings in such a way as
to prevent offending or threatening Whites enhances the chances of survival
(Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Sue & Sue, 2008). Thus African Americans may use
defense mechanisms such as the Uncle Tom syndrome, “playing it cool” for
the purpose of protecting themselves from harm and exploitation. In the days
of slavery, many Blacks acted in a subservient manner, appeared docile, and
behaved passively for the sake of their own survival and loved ones. The
downside of the forced compliance demand may be internalized racism, inter-
nalized sexism, and internalized heterosexism, or “selling out” to advance in
society. These behaviors reveal an underlying attempt to please oppressors
in order be avoid punishments and attain rewards (being coopted), at the cost
of one’s identity or sense of integrity.

Rage and Anger

Behaviorally, a person may act out their rage, frustration, and hostility to
others, generally toward members of the dominant group (Grier & Cobbs,
1971). Years of forced compliance, assaults, and insults may lead some to
decide “not to take it any more.” They are often described as being constantly
angry, overly sensitive, and unpleasant to be around. They are likely to avoid
the oppressor, and not to form close interpersonal relationships. The opening
chapter monologue by an African American male reveals the intense irritability
and aggravation that sets off others, who see him as “always having a chip
on his shoulder.” In some respects, the intense rage may prove dysfunctional
because it leaves the person in a constant state of agitation, pushes people
away, and diminishes the joys of deep relationships with others. This is espe-
cially true when the anger becomes bitterness (Sue, 2003).
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Fatigue and Hopelessness

Microaggressive stressors are taxing to a person both physically and psycho-
logically. Many people of color, women, and LGBTs report exhaustion and
fatigue from the constant petty humiliations, insults, and demeaning situa-
tions they must face in their lives. Physically, they find little energy to deal
with microaggressions, but they also have less energy to devote to things that
bring them joy. They may withdraw from social interactions, isolate them-
selves, and evidence poor or little social behavior. Energy levels are severely
diminished to deal with everyday life events, and they may appear to have
“given up.” Hopelessness and helplessness may mean making little effort to
take control of one’s life because “it won’t do any good.” The behavioral signs of
hopelessness have been found to be correlated with depression and suicide.

Strength through Adversity

The “strength through adversity” concept was developed primarily through
observing how people of color, despite inhuman racial stressors in their lives
(poverty, lower standards of living, conflicting value systems, racial microag-
gressions, etc.), seemed to continue functioning adaptively and even thriv-
ing in a less than accepting society (Sue, 2003). In Chapter 4, we describe the
positive strengths and resources available to marginalized groups: heightened
sense of perceptual awareness, ability to accurately read nonverbal and con-
textual cues, bicultural flexibility, and sense of group identity. These attributes
have allowed people of color, women, and LGBTs to cope in a positive way

with racism, sexism, and heterosexism.

The Way Forward
Coping with Microaggressions

It is clear that racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions, far
from being benign forms of small, trivial, and innocent slights and insults,
represent major stressors for marginalized groups. Their chronicity and
cumulative lifelong nature make microaggressions extremely powerful
stressors. They have been found to cause physiological distress, depress
the immune system, increase susceptibility to infections and diseases,
decrease subjective well-being and life satisfaction, and increase anxiety,

(Continued)
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depression, and all forms of mental disorders. Microaggressions have
been found to affect the biological, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral
well-being of marginalized groups. Our chapter review, however, seems
to reveal characteristics of microaggressive stress and how marginalized
groups cope that provide insight into some basic survival and coping
principles that are helpful toward reducing microaggressive stress.

1. Aversive events that are ambiguous, nebulous, and uncertain are more
likely to be stressful than those which have a discrete and clearly defined
and obvious cause. Life events such as preparing to take a final exam,
losing a job, not getting a raise, going through a divorce, or becoming
ill are all stressful, but the causes are clear and obvious to the indi-
vidual and others. Microaggressions, however, are oftentimes invisible,
diffuse, and intangible to both the perpetrator and potential target. As
indicated earlier, people of color are less disturbed by overt and blatant
forms of racism than microaggressions that are less obvious and difficult
to determine. Reducing ambiguity and uncertainty and making the invis-
ible visible would do much to lower the stress levels among marginal-
ized groups. Indeed, one of the major contributions of microaggression
research has been giving oppressed groups the language and concepts
to speak about their experiences, to be able to name the offenses, to be
liberated, and to feel empowered by the understanding of their experi-
ences. The microaggression taxonomy has allowed many people of color,
women, and LGBTs to define their experiences in concrete terms, to lower
uncertainty, and to increase predictability of aversive events.

2. For the benefit of marginalized groups, education, training, and research
aimed at identifying practical coping strategies in dealing with micro-
aggressions may prove beneficial. How to confront microaggressors, take
care of one's psychological health, and promote the education of oppres-
sors are all very important. We know, for example, that psychological with-
drawal, escapism, disengagement, resignation, internalizing racist, sexist,
and heterosexist attributions, and denial of group identities are unhealthy
coping behaviors. Yet little is known about healthy and effective ways that
people of color, women, and LGBTs use to survive microaggressions. Most
of the research on coping with perceived discrimination has defined it
as an inner resource or “protective factors” (resistance to stress, high
self-esteem, group identity, optimism, etc.) (Meyer, 2003; Utsey et al.,
2008; Wei et al., 2008; Yoo & Lee, 2008). Few studies have actually

(Continued)
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been conducted on specific behavioral or cognitive strategies employed
by marginalized groups to cope with microaggressive events. Are active
coping strategies better than passive ones (Liang et al., 2007)? What
about early distinctions made between emotion-focused (reducing the
impact of emotions) versus problem-focused (direct action) approaches
to dealing with racism (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984)? Some promising work
has been done in identifying styles of coping skills—problem-solving,
reactive, suppressive, and reflective—in an attempt to answer this question
(Heppner, Cook, Wright, & Johnson, 1995; Yoo & Lee, 2008).

. Social reassurance and support are powerful forces that act as either
a resource or buffer against microaggressive stress. We have already
indicated how microaggressions are different from stressful life events:
in the latter case, the cause is clear, problem solving and coping can
be goal directed, others will not deny the difficulties and will be empa-
thetic and generally offer emotional support, if not direct help. This
is not necessarily true for microaggressive stress. Oftentimes, when
a person points out a microaggression, the perpetrators deny it, are
unsympathetic, and do not offer emotional support. In fact, they will
frequently and actively attribute it to the target's oversensitivity. Our
studies, for example, show that seeking social support and social valida-
tion from one's group is a powerful means of maintaining one's sanity
and integrity (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Sue, Lin, Torino, et al.,
2009). Whether the cultural nutrients come from one’s group members,
family, friends, or allies is unimportant. Social support and reassurance
allows one to not feel isolated and alone, supports and validates a
person’s worldview, and offers possible responses to the invalidating
and insulting events.

. Preparation and practice in dealing with microaggressions are important
for people of color, women, and LGBTs. It seems incumbent upon
parents to teach their sons and daughters about microaggressions, what
they mean, and how to deal with them. It may be a sad statement, but it
is important for people of color, women, and LGBTs in our current culture
to experience racism, sexism, and heterosexism (Sue, 2003). Racism,
sexism, and heterosexism are realities in the everyday life of these three
marginalized groups. If a member of one of these groups is to survive, he
or she must learn to develop the ability to deal effectively with “put downs”
and insults. Protecting people of color, women, or LGBTSs or attempting to

(Continued)
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insulate them from such forms of prejudice and discrimination will lead
to a false sense of security and consequently not allow them to develop
the necessary survival tools. Teaching them how to recognize micro-
aggressions reduces confusion and uncertainty, allows them to practice
coping skills, and helps to maintain self-esteem.

5. As mentioned previously, considerable research has been directed at
identifying inner resources or protective factors that make some people
stronger and more immunized against microaggressions. High self-
esteem, optimism, resilience, collectivism, and racial, gender, and sexual-
orientation group identities (social identities) have all been posited as
possible internal resources that (1) deter the onset of stress by functioning
as an immunizing psychosocial resource (stress inoculation), (2) suppress
the stressful experience, and (3) increase the availability of resources
to combat a stressor (Ensel & Lin, 1991; Utsey et al., 2008). Studies do
support the notion that high self-esteem and collectivism may suppress
the negative impact of stress. However, the role of social group identity
(for example, racial identity) has revealed mixed results (Sellers & Shelton,
2003; Utsey et al., 2008; Yoo & Lee, 2008). Some have speculated that
ethnic identity would serve as a protective factor against experiences
of racism (Lee, 2003; Liang & Fassinger, 2008), but some research
suggests otherwise. In fact, some findings indicate that those with
higher racial identity may experience greater distress than those with low
racial identity (Yoo & Lee, 2008). It has been hypothesized that highly
group-identified individuals may be more sensitive and willing to label
negative incidents as prejudice. Thus, they may experience greater stress
than those with lower group identities, who may not label a negative
incident as race-related.

6. It is clear that not all forms of racial, gender, and sexual-orientation
microaggressions have the same impact. Research has only just begun
to scratch the surface in understanding the impact of microaggressions.
Some future research areas involve:
¢ Firstand foremost, in what ways are racial, gender, and sexual-orientation

microaggressions the same or different from one another? Do they
operate under similar or different processes? There are clearly defi-
nite thematic differences between the three groups. Likewise, anec-
dotal reports seem to suggest that microassaults are more common
for LGBTs than for people of color and women. How does being an

(Continued)
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invisible minority (LGBT) differ from being a visible minority group
member with respect to the experience of microaggressions?

e Within racial groups, what similar and different racial microaggres-
sions do African Americans, Asian Americans, Latino(a) Americans,
and Native Americans experience? What are the specific racial or
ethnic microaggressions associated with each group? Our studies
suggest, for example, that Asian Americans and Latino(a)s are more
likely to experience microaggressive themes associated with being
"an alien in one’s own land” while African Americans are more likely
to experience themes of “criminality.” In fact, Asian Americans seldom
experienced criminality themes.

® In the taxonomy of microaggressions, are there differences in how
microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations impact marginalized
groups. Which are more harmful? Sue (2003) has asserted that he
believes microinvalidations are the most harmful because they deny the
racial, gender, and sexual-orientation realities of these three groups,
while the other two forms represent a more direct attack.

* \What are other factors that mediate or moderate the impact of micro-
aggressions? Do microaggressions from strangers have less impact
than those delivered by family, friends, or colleagues? Is the experience
of a microaggression more severe when an unequal status relation-
ship exists between perpetrator and target?

These are important areas of research that hopefully will lead us to shed
light on microaggressive stresses and coping with them.




CHAPTER SIX

Microaggressive
Perpetrators and
Oppression: The Nature
of the Beast

All the white people I know deplore racism. We feel helpless about racial injustice
in society, and we don’t know what to do about the racism we sense in our own
groups and lives. Persons of other races avoid our groups when they accurately
sense the racism we don’t see (just as gays spot heterosexism in straight groups,
and women see chauvinism among men). Few white people socialize or work
politically with people of other races, even when our goals are the same. We
don’t want to be racist—so much of the time we go around trying not to be, by
pretending we’re not. Yet, white supremacy is basic in American social and eco-
nomic history, and this racist heritage has been internalized by American white
people of all classes. We have all absorbed white racism; pretence and mystification
only compound the problem. (Winter, 1977, p. 2)

Spoken by Sara Winter, a White woman, nothing could be a more straight-
forward statement about the internal struggle that she and many other well-
intentioned people experience as they confront racism, sexism, and heterosexism:
(1) a realization of the pervasiveness of oppression and injustice toward mar-
ginalized groups; (2) burgeoning recognition of their own role and complicity
in the oppression of others; (3) pretending that they are free of biases and
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prejudices; (4) avoiding marginalized groups so they are not reminded about
the racism, sexism, and heterosexism that lies inside and outside of them;
(5) feeling impotent about changing social injustices in our society; (6) a reali-
zation that White, male, and heterosexual “supremacy” is a basic and integral
part of U.S. society; and (7) an awareness that no one is free from inheriting
the racial, gender, and sexual-orientation biases of this society.

Winter’s quote, while addressing mainly racism, is directed toward well-
intentioned Whites who are only marginally aware of their biases and their
roles in the oppression of others. The internal struggle she describes is mani-
fested cognitively (awareness vs. denial, mystification, and pretense) and
behaviorally (isolation and avoidance of marginalized groups). The internal
struggle, however, brings about strong, intense, and powerful emotional
feelings as well:

When someone pushes racism into my awareness, I feel guilty (that I could
be doing so much more); angry (I don’t like to feel like I'm wrong); defensive
(Ialready have two Black friends. . . . Iworry more about racism than most whites
do—isn’t that enough?); turned off (I have other priorities in my life than guilt
about that thought); helpless (the problem is so big—what can I do?). THATE TO
FEEL THIS WAY. That is why I minimize race issues and let them fade from my
awareness whenever possible. (Winter, 1977, p. 2)

On cognitive, behavioral, and emotional levels, little doubt exists that when
microaggressive perpetrators become increasingly aware of their biases, they
often experience debilitating emotional turmoil (guilt, fear, defensiveness)
(Bowser & Hunt, 1981; Sue, 2003), cognitive distortion and constriction
(false sense of reality) (Goodman, 2001; Spanierman & Heppner, 2004), and
behavioral avoidance or inauthentic actions that impair relationships with
marginalized individuals and/or groups (Hanna, Talley, & Guindon, 2000).
So far, we have concentrated our discussion and analysis of racial, gender,
and sexual-orientation microaggressions on the recipients, especially with
respect to their harmful impact upon people of color, women, and LGBTs.

In this chapter, however, we turn our attention to describing the social and
psychological dimensions of oppression as it relates to microaggressive per-
petrators. Specifically, we are interested in addressing several questions. First,
how and why do people become microaggressive perpetrators with oppres-
sive attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors? Second, what makes it so difficult for
those most empowered to become aware of their biased attitudes and behav-
iors? What mechanisms prevent them from realizing how they hurt and
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oppress others? Third, what are the psychosocial costs to perpetrators of
racism, sexism, and heterosexism? This last question may seem contradictory
as most discussions of oppression seem to focus on the benefits of racism for
Whites, sexism for men, and heterosexism for straights (Pinterits, Poteat, &
Spanierman, 2009; Spanierman, Todd, & Anderson, 2009; Sue, 2003, 2005). But
increasing interest and scholarly works on the psychosocial costs of racism, for
example, have spawned renewed interest in looking at the detrimental impact
on those who oppress (Goodman, 2001; Hanna, Talley, & Guindon, 2000;
Spanierman, Oh, et al., 2008) and even the development of a White Privilege
Attitudes Scale (Pinterits et al., 2009).

OPPRESSION, OPPRESSORS, AND
MICROAGGRESSIVE PERPETRATORS

Racism, sexism, and heterosexism are forms of oppression that unjustly per-
secute, subjugate, and denigrate others through the cruel exercise of power
over individuals or groups (Hanna et al., 2000; Sue, 2003, 2004). When biases
and prejudices become institutionalized and systemized into the norms, val-
ues, and beliefs of a society, they are passed on to generations of its citizens
via socialization and cultural conditioning. These normative standards and
beliefs are enforced by society through education, mass media, significant oth-
ers, and institutions (Banks, 2004; Cortes, 2004). The effects of oppression may
move through a progression of denigration, dehumanization, and demoniza-
tion that adversely affect marginalized groups in our society.

None of us, however, would consciously and willingly consent to such
heinous actions. In order to assure the continuance of the oppressor-oppressed
relationship, and to keep such injustices hidden, therefore, it is desirable
to perpetuate a “culture of silence” among oppressed groups (Freire, 1970)
as well as perpetrators (Sue, 2004). When the oppressed are not allowed to
express their thoughts and outrage, when their concerns are minimized, and
when they are punished for expressing ideas at odds with the dominant
group, their voices are effectively silenced. This allows perpetrators to hold
on to a belief that they are good, moral, and decent human beings. In other
words, pretense and mystification that racism, sexism, and heterosexism
have been minimized or that they no longer pose a problem is reinforced
by a “code of silence” that leaves perpetrators guilt-free and inequities
unchallenged.
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The nature of oppression can take many forms, as described by Hanna and
colleagues (2000). The first form is oppression by force, coercion, or duress.

It is the act of imposing on another or others an object, label, role experience, or
set of living conditions that is unwanted, needlessly painful, and detracts from
physical or psychological well-being. An imposed object, in this context, can be
anything from a bullet, a bludgeon, shackles, or fists, to a penis, unhealthy food,
or abusive messages designed to cause or sustain pain, low self-efficacy, reduced
self-determination, and so forth. Other examples of oppression by force can be
demeaning hard labor, degrading job roles, ridicule, and negative media images
and messages that foster and maintain distorted beliefs. (p. 431)

With respect to microaggressions, labels or messages of inferiority, crimi-
nality, sexual objectification, and foreigner status may be imposed upon mar-
ginalized groups. Eroticization of Asian American women and using symbols
and mascots that coopt and diminish the importance of American Indian cul-
tures are a few of the examples.

The second form identified by Hanna et al. (2000) involves oppression by
deprivation. It is the converse of imposition and involves depriving others
of an object, label, role experience, or living conditions that are desirable for
physical and mental well-being. A person can be deprived of psychological
and social needs such as respect, love, social support, and dignity, or material
needs such as clothing, food, shelter, and so forth. For example, in the early
history of the Sioux nation, the U.S. Government banned certain spiritual
and religious practices they considered subversive: American Indians were
deprived of the rights to practice their religions.

“Elderspeak” is a microaggressive example of oppression by deprivation;
it deprives the elder person the role of being a competent and capable adult
by infantilizing him or her. It has been found that using the terms “Sweetie”
and “Dear” are forms of belittlement directed toward the elderly. The doc-
tor who talks to an elderly man’s children about his health problems, a store
clerk who assumes the older customer doesn’t know how to work a computer,
and a new acquaintance who speaks loudly to an elderly woman, send clear
messages that assume less competence and capability (Leland, 2008). In other
words, they are “being spoken down to.” These negative messages of feeble-
ness and forgetfulness deny the dignity of the elderly. It has been found that
“elderspeak” may cause a downward spiral for older persons, result in physi-
cal health problems, and create low self-esteem, depression, and withdrawal
(Leland, 2008).
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The manifestations of oppression come in many forms. From the examples
given throughout these chapters, it is inescapable that microaggressions are
forms of oppression. Oppression can be overt or covert, subtle or obvious,
intentional or unintentional, conscious or unconscious. In light of our democratic
ideals and beliefs about egalitarianism, however, how do well-intentioned
people fall into occupying roles that oppress and engage in prejudicial actions
that harm others? The answer seems to reside in a dominant culture that
values ways of being, thinking, and acting that reflects the reality of a prima-
rily Eurocentric, masculine, and heterosexual worldview that is imposed upon
racial, ethnic, gender, and sexual minorities (Hanna et al., 2000; Sue, 2004).

To illustrate the conversion process, I will use the concept of “whiteness”
and White racial conditioning as it applies to racism and racial microaggres-
sions. It would be an oversimplification and disservice to attempt equating
the development of sexism and heterosexism to that of racism. Nevertheless,
many of the sociopolitical and sociocultural dynamics describing the trans-
formation of Whiteness to that of White supremacy and finally White racism
may share similarities with the development of group-specific biases and
prejudices experienced by other marginalized groups. We now turn our attention
to “the nature of the beast.”

THE INVISIBLE WHITENESS OF BEING:
THE NATURE OF THE BEAST

One of the major characteristics of both microinsults and microinvalidations
is that perpetrators are often minimally aware that they have engaged in a
demeaning or denigrating manner toward people of color. Because Whites
are socialized into Eurocentric values, beliefs, standards, and norms, they
become invisible to them, and represent a default standard by which all other
group norms and behaviors are consciously and unconsciously compared,
contrasted, and made visible (Sue, 2004; Wildman & Davis, 2002). Some have
argued that Whiteness in our society is considered to be normative and ideal
and, as a result, dominance is automatically conferred on fair-skinned people
(McIntosh, 2002; Jensen, 2002). It could also be argued that masculine and
heterosexual standards are likewise operative, which disadvantages women
and LGBTs.

The term “visible racial /ethnic minorities” was coined by Helms (1992, 1995)
to refer to sociodemographic groups such as people of color who possessed
phenotypical characteristics (skin pigmentation, head form, hair texture, and
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facial features such as nasal index and lip form) that distinguished them from
the idealized physical features of the dominant group (fair skin, blue-eyed,
straight hair, etc.). Although there is a lack of scientific support for a clear
biological definition of race (Helms, Jernigan, & Mascher, 2005; Wang & S.
Sue, 2005; Rowe, 2005), people continue to differentiate between groups on
the basis of phenotype. In general the term “White,” as used in the United
States, refers not only to White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, but other White
ethnics as well (Ponterotto, Utsey, & Pedersen, 2006). As they point out, the
defining Anglolike features, primarily white skin, allowed White ethnics to
assimilate and acculturate into mainstream America.

The experience of people of color, however, has been qualitatively differ-
ent; their physical characteristics were seen as unacceptable by White people
who blocked them from fully participating in the “land of opportunity.”
Thus, a color line that separated visible racial/ethnic minority features from
those in the majority (dominant) culture became institutionalized with result-
ing psychological, sociological, economical, political, and legal implications.
Whiteness became associated with everything desirable, while other physi-
cal features became associated with undesirability. In a broad sense, physical
differences like Whiteness would not be problematic if it were not predicated
on White supremacy, imposed overtly or covertly on people of color, and
made invisible to well-intentioned perpetrators (Sue, 2003, 2004).

The deleterious effects of racial microaggressions, for example, are cloaked
within an invisible White veil. In this manner, perpetrators are allowed to
enjoy the benefits that accrue to them by virtue of their skin color. They resist
the realization that Whiteness, White supremacy, and White privilege are
three interlocking forces that disguise covert forms of racism. It allows many
Whites to continue their oppressive and harmful ways while maintaining
their individual and collective advantage and innocence. Covert racism hides
in the background of Whiteness: (1) it is an unacknowledged secret protected
through silence, (2) it advantages many Whites who enjoy unearned advan-
tages due to skin color, and (3) it allows many Whites to deny responsibility
for how it disadvantages and harms other groups of color (Sleeter & Bernal,
2004; Tatum, 2002).

Four-Step Process Model of Whiteness-to-Racism Conversion

The symbolic manifestation of Whiteness is an everyday occurrence and its
normative features are insidiously manifested in our institutions and culture.
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It becomes invisible, transparent, and an inseparable part of the background
when White people are taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, aver-
age, or ideal (Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). The result is that both White suprem-
acy and overt/covert racism become culturally conditioned into the lives
of White people, albeit without their informed consent, and institutional-
ized in the very organizations that control their lives (Jones, 1997; Ridley,
2005; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). This transformation is quite insidious
and Sue (2006a) has proposed a four-step process model to explain how
Whiteness becomes converted to racism (see Table 6.1). The majority of White
Americans are unaware of how the process of social conditioning has affected
their worldview; some may understand the process on an intellectual level,
but still emotively and behaviorally lag far behind their cognitive insights.
Nevertheless, liberation psychology speaks to making the “invisible” visible
as the first step to combating oppression and its consequences (Freire, 1970;
Sue, 2004).

Transformation One—~Association of Whiteness
with White Supremacy

White skin color is a given and by itself carries no positive or negative con-
notations. It is when Whiteness becomes inextricably linked with White
supremacy that the foundations are set for the development of racism. White
supremacy notions rest on an interlocking set of beliefs and principles that
justify discrimination, segregation, and domination of people of color (Feagin
& Feagin, 1996; Welsing, 1991): (1) fair skin color is elevated to superior sta-
tus while darker colors symbolize inferiority (Sue, 2005); (2) strong in-group
preferences develop that reject or view other customs as unacceptable, devi-
ant, or primitive (Jones, 1997); and (3) a sense of entitlement or divine des-
tiny associated with White superiority develops (Sue, 2006a). The doctrine of
White supremacy can operate at both a conscious and unconscious level. As
we have mentioned previously, the extreme conscious manifestation of White
racial superiority and minority inferiority are most clearly associated with White
supremacists such as Skinheads and Ku Klux Klan members. Most
White Americans in our society, however, inherit and possess unconscious
White supremacist notions that are revealed in aversive racism or forms of
racial microaggressions.
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Table 6.1 Four-Step Process Model of Whiteness-to-Racism Conversion

Whites vary in the level of awareness they possess regarding the transformation
process and how they are situated in the process.

Completely Unaware ----------------- — Minimally Aware ------------- — Fully Aware

Whiteness

The constellation of physical features most characterized by fair or light skin color/
tone. Other physical features may be considered ideal (associated with Western traits)
such as blond hair, blue eyes, or elongated face. Whiteness alone conveys neither
positive nor negative valence.

White Supremacy

A doctrine of White racial superiority and non-White inferiority that justifies domination
and prejudicial treatment of minority groups. It strongly attributes positive qualities to
Whiteness and negative qualities to non-White groups.

+
Power Imposition

The ability to define racial reality by imposing White supremacist ideology and beliefs
on the general population (both Whites and people of color).

+
Tools of Imposition
Schooling and Education + Mass Media + Significant Others and Organizations

These three mechanisms are used to convey the superiority of Whiteness and its
associated correlates through a process of social conditioning.

White Racism

The individual, institutional, and cultural expression of the superiority of one group's
cultural heritage over another and the power to impose and enforce that worldview
upon the general populace.

1. White Privilege
(Advantage)

Unearned advantages and benefits that accrue to Whites by virtue of a system
normed on the experiences, values, and perceptions of the group.

2. Non-White Inferiority
(Disadvantage)

Unequal/unfair treatment that occurs to people of color, not from their own actions,
but based solely on the color of their skin or visible physical features.

Source: Adapted from Sue (2006).
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Transformation Two—DPower to Impose a Biased Racial Reality

Elsewhere, we have indicated that true power lies in a group’s ability to define
reality. If one looks at the history of the United States, it is the history of racism:
enslavement of Black Americans, taking land from Native Americans, the World
War II internment of Japanese Americans, and many other racist actions (Jones,
1997; Ponterotto et al., 2006; Ridley, 2005). In each case, such actions were justi-
fied by a racialized worldview that was primarily Western European in origin
and filled with racist beliefs, attitudes, and myths: (1) Blacks were intellectually
inferior, not truly human, and freedom was an unnatural state for them; (2)
Japanese Americans, despite “two-thirds” being citizens by virtue of birth, were
still more loyal to Japan and potentially spies; and (3) “manifest destiny” decreed
it a divine mandate for Whites to expand across the continent and take land
away from Native Americans (Jones, 1997; Sue, 2003). These views, which have
been challenged and subsequently found inaccurate and harmful, were shared
by the general populace in recent history. In all three cases, beliefs that one’s own
group held the corner on “truth” and that imposed a view of White superiority
and minority inferiority resulted in oppression toward groups of color.

To this very day, White supremacist notions, whether intentional or unin-
tentional, conscious or unconscious, continue to be transmitted to its citizens
via a racial curriculum that glorifies the history of certain groups (White
Western Europeans) while denigrating others and portraying them as inferior,
primitive, and undesirable (Hanna et al., 2000; Jones, 1997). People are
conditioned and taught to believe that Asian Americans are sneaky, foreigners,
disloyal, and lack leadership skills; African Americans are dangerous, crimi-
nals, drug addicts, and intellectually inferior; Latinos are illegal aliens, wel-
fare recipients, poor, and lazy; and Native Americans are alcoholics, primitive,
savages, superstitious, and uneducable. These images teach children that certain
groups are to be feared and avoided and evoke feelings of revulsion, fear,
disgust, and contamination.

Transformation Three—Using the Tools: Socialization
Mechanisms to Enforce Social Conditioning

The actual imposition of power to create a false racial reality and to enforce
mistruths occurs through social and cultural conditioning where schooling
and education, the mass media, significant others, and institutions collude in
perpetuating a racial curriculum that is equated with “truth” and “reality”
(Jones, 1997; Ridley, 2005; D. W. Sue, 2003).
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First, our schools and curriculum are monocultural in nature and come
primarily from a White Western European perspective that omits, distorts, or
demonizes the history of non-White groups in America. Many multicultural
scholars argue that changing the racial reality of people necessitates incor-
porating the accurate histories and cultures of people of color not only into
the study of Western civilization but also into the materials used for educa-
tion, teaching and learning styles, the attitudes and behaviors of teachers and
administrators, and the school campus culture (Banks, 2004; Sleeter & Bernal,
2004). We have already shown how falsehoods can have major negative con-
sequences for groups of color when they are disguised as educational truths:
when students are taught that Columbus discovered America, the internment
of Japanese Americans was a national security issue (not racism), and the
taking of land from Native Americans was manifest destiny, worldviews are
shaped to reflect White racial superiority and non-White racial inferiority.

Second, the mass media that includes printed materials (newspapers,
magazines, websites, etc.), television, film, and radio often dispense powerful
images of race and racial beliefs to the general public. The continual repetition
of themes and messages about race that involve criminality, poverty, intel-
lectual deficiencies, foreignness, and so on provides an information base by
which we learn about other groups in our society (Cortes, 2004). Interestingly,
the portrayal of people of color in the media may also have devastating con-
sequences for the oppressed as well as the oppressor. In a media study carried
out by Children Now (1998), it was found that children representing all racial
groups were most likely to associate positive qualities with White characters
and negative ones with minority characters. Latino and Asian children were
more likely to be omitted in media portrayals; Whites usually played high sta-
tus roles such as doctors, police officers, and bosses; Blacks played the roles of
criminals or domestic servants. The study concludes that media portrayals
of persons of color showed them as less worthy of respect, less capable, dan-
gerous, and to be feared.

Third, peers and social/organizational groups exert an equally powerful
means of dispensing a racial curriculum to the general populace. The Boy
Scouts of America propagates its attitudes toward gays by denying the exist-
ence of gay scouts and barring prospective gay scout leaders from admission
or leadership positions, and the U.S. military conveys its beliefs about gays
through its policy of “don’t ask, don’t tell.” The exclusion and codified taboo
against “coming out” silences those who are oppressed and demeans them as
deviant and socially unacceptable. Messages received from schools, places of
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employment, churches, and one’s own family perpetuate racism. The social
conditioning of young children, for example, can occur nonverbally through
parental actions as described below.

It was a late summer afternoon. A group of white neighborhood mothers, obvi-
ously friends, had brought their 4- and 5-year-olds to the local McDonald’s for
a snack and to play on the swings and slides provided by the restaurant. They
were all seated at a table watching their sons and daughters run about the play
area. In one corner of the yard sat a small black child pushing a red truck along
the grass. One of the white girls from the group approached the black boy and
they started a conversation. During that instant, the mother of the girl exchanged
quick glances with the other mothers who nodded knowingly. She quickly rose
from the table, walked over to the two, spoke to her daughter, and gently pulled
her away to join her previous playmates. Within minutes, however, the girl again
approached the black boy and both began to play with the truck. At that point,
all the mothers rose from the table and loudly exclaimed to their children, “It’s
time to go now!” (D. W. Sue, 2003, pp. 89-90)

Transformation Four—Racism through Whiteness

Cultural racism comprises the cumulative effects of a racialized worldview,
based on belief in essential racial differences that favor the dominant racial
group over others. These effects are suffused throughout the culture via insti-
tutional structures, ideological beliefs, and personal everyday actions of people
in the culture, and these effects are passed on from generation to generation.
(Jones, 1997, p. 472)

The conditioning aspect of culture is well known as it guides us in how
we think, feel, and act. The association of Whiteness with White supremacy
through social conditioning and the imposition of racial realities that advan-
tage one group but disadvantage another become transformed into White
racism. In broad terms, racism is the individual, institutional, and cultural
expression of the superiority of White Western cultural heritage over all non-
White groups. Inherent in this definition is the power to impose and enforce
that worldview on those in this society (Whites and non-Whites). There are
three outcomes associated with White racism: (1) justification of unequal and
unfair treatment to people of color based solely on the color of their skin or
visible physical features, (2) unearned advantages and benefits that accrue to
Whites by virtue of their skin color (White privilege), and (3) inherent disad-
vantages (inferior education, segregated housing, lower wages, and negative
sociopsychological consequences) to people of color.
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THE RELATIONSHIP OF IMPLICIT BI1AS
TO MICROAGGRESSIONS

The transformation of Whiteness to racism and the social/cultural condition-
ing described above have broad scholarly support (Banks, 2004; Cortes, 2004;
Jones, 1997; Ridley, 2005). One of the questions we posed at the beginning of
this chapter was how and why people become unintentional oppressors. Why
do they have biases and prejudices? If White Americans experience them-
selves as good, moral, and decent human beings, why would they engage
in racial microaggressions that harm others? It is clear from our analysis that
Whites are unwitting victims in a social conditioning process that imbues
within them biased racial attitudes; many biases exist outside the level of
awareness because they are deeply embedded in the psyche and made invis-
ible. As a society, we have come a long way in recognizing our racist heritage
and have actively sought to deal with the overt and obvious manifestations
of racism. While we have had success in reducing overt and explicit forms of
bias and discrimination, we have been less successful in eradicating covert or
implicit forms (Baron & Banaji, 2006; Boysen & Vogel, 2008).

Studies on racial microaggressions (microinsults and microinvalidations)
suggest that they are implicit in nature and, therefore, less prone to change
over time than explicit expressions (Sue, Capodilupo, et al.,, 2007; Sue,
Capodilupo, Nadal, & Torino, 2008; Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007).
There is some evidence supporting this conjecture in the “implicit attitudes”
studies in social psychology (Baron & Banaji, 2006; Greenwald, McGhee, &
Schwartz, 1998). The traditional measurement of biases, stereotypes, and prej-
udices comes primarily from conscious self-reports in which participants are
directly asked about their attitudes toward specific social groups. These meth-
ods are prone to the influence of social desirability and political correctness,
and they do not adequately tap the underlying implicit attitudes that are
outside conscious awareness (Sue, 2003). In the field of social psychology,
implicit measurement of bias relies on having people make decisions or
judgments that avoid conscious introspection. One such instrument is the
Implicit Attitudes Test (IAT) in which reaction time in associating a target
group with positive and negative qualities is measured. It is possible to
measure pro-White and anti-Black implicit attitudes, for example, using
the IAT.

In viewing the conversion model outlined above, it is clear that explicit
attitude (conscious) and implicit attitude (unconscious) are subject to the



122 MICROAGGRESSIVE PERPETRATORS AND OPPRESSION

same socialization process, but there may not be a one-to-one correspondence
with one another. In other words, it is possible for someone to consciously
denounce racism, and believe they would never willingly discriminate against
others, but still harbor unconscious racist beliefs and attitudes. In one of the
first studies to measure the development and change of implicit and explicit
racial attitudes over time, the investigators sampled three different age groups:
6-year-olds, 10-year-olds, and adults (Baron & Banaji, 2006). The 6-year-old
age group was chosen because studies indicate that children between 3 and
6 years of age begin to form attitudes about specific social groups, and by age
5 usually have an adultlike concept of race (Aboud, 1988; Hirschfeld, 2001).
The investigators created a children’s version of the adult IAT and adminis-
tered it to the children. They found the following: (1) at age 6, implicit and
explicit race bias attitudes were relatively similar; (2) at age 10, a dissociation
began to occur between implicit and explicit race bias—explicit bias tends to
decrease, but implicit bias remains unchanged; and (3) at adulthood, explicit
bias dropped even further, but implicit bias remained unchanged.

These findings are extremely meaningful because they suggest that implicit
biases (pro-White and anti-Black attitudes) among all three age groups remained
constant, but that explicit biases were significantly decreased. Implicit racial
biases appear to be highly resistant to change, as indicated in another study
that explored the relationship between level of training, implicit bias, and cul-
tural competence (Boysen & Vogel, 2008). Boysen and Vogel studied the effects
of multicultural training on implicit bias associated with African Americans,
lesbians, and gay men. While multicultural competence increased with more
training, implicit biases toward these groups remained untouched!

These findings are extremely disturbing and indicate the “nature of the
beast.” Microaggressions reflect a worldview of inclusion—exclusion, and
superiority—inferiority at both the implicit and explicit levels. At the explicit
and conscious levels, we have made great strides in combating racism, sexism,
and heterosexism, but our task is daunting at the implicit level. To adequately
address implicit racial, gender, and sexual-orientation attitudes, however,
means to somehow understand the mindset of unintentional oppressors—
their psychological defenses and resistances.

Confronting Implicit Biases and Microaggressions

I was deeply troubled as I witnessed on a daily basis the detrimental effects of

institutional racism and oppression on ethnic-minority groups in this country.



The Relationship of Implicit Bias to Microaggressions 123

The latter encounters forced me to recognize my privileged position in our
society because of my status as a so-called Anglo. It was upsetting to know that
I, a member of White society, benefited from the hardships of others that were
caused by a racist system. I was also disturbed by the painful realization that I
was, in some ways, a racist. I had to come to grips with the fact that I had told
and laughed at racist jokes and, through such behavior, had supported White
racist attitudes. If I really wanted to become an effective, multicultural psycholo-
gist, extended and profound self-reckoning was in order. At times, I wanted to
flee from this unpleasant process by merely participating superficially with the
remaining task . . . while avoiding any substantive self-examination. (Kiselica,
1998, p. 10-11)

We had posed earlier the question as to why it is so difficult for people
to acknowledge their biases and preconceived notions about marginalized
groups in our society. Why do they react so angrily or emotionally when it is
suggested that they may have expressed a biased attitude or belief, or acted
in a discriminatory manner (microaggression)? Mark Kiselica’s (1998) quote
of his own racial/cultural awakening, his realization of his own racism, the
guilt experienced in benefiting from the hardship of others, and his desire to
flee from further exploration or self-examination are typical of many Whites
(Sue & Constantine, 2007). Herein lay clues as to why many Whites (1) pre-
tend not to see race (color); (2) resist the notion that they may hold racist,
sexist, or heterosexist attitudes; and/or (3) find it disconcerting to conclude that
they may be racist, sexist, or homophobic. A review of the scholarly literature
suggests four psychological fears or obstacles to honest self-examination: fear
of appearing racist, realizing one’s own racism, acknowledging White privi-
lege, and accepting the consequences of action or inaction (Sue & Constantine,
2007). Each is layered one upon another and represents defensive barriers
with deeper and deeper fears and meanings.

Layer One—Fear of Appearing Racist

One of the disconcerting microaggressions experienced by people of color
from well-intentioned Whites is color-blindness; the avoidance by Whites of
talking about race or even acknowledging that they notice a racial difference.
A multitude of studies, however, indicate that race is among the most automatic
and quickest ways to categorize people and that perceiving the race of the other
person is more the norm than the exception (Apfelbaum, Sommers, & Norton,
2008; Ito & Urland, 2003). Yet, why do people continue to claim they do not see
color or race in social situations? The use of “strategic color-blindness” is an
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attempt to appear unbiased in social interactions by pretending not to notice
racial differences (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Sue, 2004). Studies suggest that many
Whites fear that whatever they say or do will appear racist; thus, avoidance,
pretense, and mystification guide their behaviors (Dunton & Fazio, 1997;
Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005; Plant & Devine, 1998). Denial is the major defense
used in this stage of development.

The fear of appearing racist has both a positive and negative quality about
it. On the one hand, and in an ironic way; it reaffirms a belief in equity and the
intrinsic worth of everyone. It is heartening to know that many Whites con-
sciously believe in equal opportunity, democracy, and social justice as taught
to us in the U.S. Constitution, Bill of Rights, and Declaration of Independence.
Thus, managing and/or preventing prejudice from occurring may be seen as
a positive aspect of personal character. On the other hand, it indicates that
many people may possess less than desirable attributes associated with race
and gender. In some respects, it may indicate recognition that many possess
hidden biases that are at odds with these cherished beliefs. Considerable
evidence indicates, however, that in racially related situations, strategic
color blindness and impression management are unsuccessful for Whites;
their nonverbal behaviors give the opposite impression, and their verbali-
zations become hesitant, convoluted, and full of broken utterances, all of
which are indicative of anxiety (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Utsey, Gernat, &
Hammar, 2005). In essence, many Whites desperately attempt to hide their
prejudicial attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors not only to others, but to them-
selves as well.

Layer Two—Fear of Acknowledging One’s Racism

Strategic color blindness has been postulated as an attempt to appear unbi-
ased to others in interpersonal interactions that possess race-related implica-
tions. If we peel away that layer, however, there appears to be a deeper fear—a
potential revelation that one possesses racial biases. More frightening may be
what Mark Kiselica concludes in the extract from his book quoted previously:
“I was also disturbed by the painful realization that I was, in some ways, a racist.”
He continues his racial awakening by indicating that he has been complicit
in benefiting from the oppression of others, although unknowingly (Kiselica,
1998). The resistance to acknowledging racist attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
in oneself is linked to a major conflict dealing with self-image and identity.
As mentioned previously, White Americans on a conscious level have been
taught and genuinely believe in egalitarian values, that everyone should be
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treated equally, and that they would never intentionally discriminate against
others (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1996; Watt, 2007). Their self-identity is encased in
a strong belief in their own morality and decency as human beings.

For White Americans to acknowledge that they harbor antiminority feel-
ings and have acted in ways that oppress others shatters their self-concept as
good and moral human beings. To realize that one is racist or at least holds
prejudicial attitudes is both frightening and unsettling because it strikes at
the core of human decency. No wonder so many White Americans find even
entertaining the notion of their own racism anxiety-provoking and painful.
No wonder they react with defensiveness and anger when there is even a
slight hint of possible racial bias.

Layer Three—Fear of Acknowledging White Privilege

When the first and second layers are unmasked, when Whites begin to
acknowledge that they have been complicit in the oppression of others, and
when they admit that they harbor racial biases, another deeper layer of reali-
zation presents itself: the possibility that they have benefited from racism
and the present racist arrangements and practices of society that oppress one
group, but advantage another (McIntosh, 2002; Jones, 1997; Sue, 2004). As the
invisible White veil of self-deception begins to lift, they no longer can deny
their complicity in the oppression of others and that they directly and indi-
rectly benefit from the current state of affairs. While denial is most prevalent
in level one and anger/defensiveness in level two, level three is marked by
strong feelings of guilt.

White privilege is the term used to describe the unearned benefits and
advantages that automatically accrue to Whites by virtue of their skin color
(McIntosh, 2002; Watt, 2007). Many have broadened this concept to address
“male privilege” and “heterosexual privilege” as well. While most Whites
are seemingly willing to entertain the notion that people of color suffer from
prejudice and discrimination and are thus “disadvantaged,” they resist con-
sidering the possibility that they are automatically “advantaged” because of
their skin color (Sue, 2003). Acknowledging White privilege is difficult for
two reasons. First, as shown in our transformation process model, it is clear
that White privilege could not exist outside the confines of White supremacy.
Second, if Whites benefit from White privilege, then they must entertain
the notion that they did not achieve their success in life through their own
individual efforts, but through a system normed and standardized on the
experiences of Whites. They are unfairly advantaged in nearly all aspects of
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employment and education. The following quote illustrates this realization
and meaning:

I know I did not get where I am by merit alone. I benefited from, among other
things, white privilege. That doesn’t mean that I don’t deserve my job, or that
if I weren’t white I would never have gotten the job. It means simply that all
through my life, I have soaked up benefits for being white. I grew up in fertile
farm country taken by force from non-white indigenous people. I was educated
in a well-funded, virtually all-white public school system in which I learned that
white people like me made this country great. There I also was taught a variety of
skills, including how to take standardized tests written by and for white people.

There certainly is individual variation in experience. Some white people have
had it easier than me, probably because they came from wealthy families that
gave them even more privilege. Some white people have had it tougher than
me because they came from poorer families. White women face discrimination I
will never know. But, in the end, white people all have drawn on white privilege
somewhere in their lives. (Jensen, 2002, 104-105)

Layer Four—Fear of Taking Personal Responsibility to End Racism

Once Whites achieve level-three awareness, they are confronted with another
dilemma in level four: How do they deal with their own racism and the ben-
efits and advantages that they have enjoyed individually and collectively?
Does the realization of inequities built upon racism and how they personally
profit from it motivate change and action? Or do Whites deny responsibil-
ity for it? The ultimate White privilege may be the ability to acknowledge
one’s privileged position in life, but do nothing about it! One would hope that
awareness of racial injustice at this level would be powerful motivation to
take action against these unfair personal and structural advantages for Whites
and disadvantages for people of color.

It is therefore disheartening to realize that despite awareness of inequities and
injustice (cognitive insight), many White Americans may not follow through
affectively and behaviorally in taking responsibility to intervene when racial
injustice occurs and/or proactively combat discrimination. In a study aimed
at predicting affective and behavioral responses to racism, for example, inves-
tigators found that Whites mispredict their affective and behavioral responses
to racism (Kawakami, Dunn, Karmali, & Dovidio, 2009). While they (1) clearly
recognized racist actions, verbalizations, and events, and (2) indicated that
they would find such situations distressing, and (3) predicted they would
take responsible action against the person (rejecting the racist person), White
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participants in the study were not only less distressed about racist incidents,
but also less likely to take any action at all!

What, therefore, keeps Whites from acting against racism when they no
longer deny its existence within themselves and fellow Whites? Don’t these
insights demand action? Sue and Constantine (2007) summarize the over-
whelming insights that may flood the person at this level and provide a clue
of the forces that make change difficult. The magnitude of the change is so
overpowering that helplessness and hopelessness may ensue.

Most White Americans who come to this realization find the implications fright-
ening. It means seeing some family and friends in a different light; for example,
a favorite relative could engage in racist comments or jokes. It may mean real-
izing you may have been offered a job over a candidate of color because you had
the “right” (White) skin color and not because of your qualifications. It means
understanding how systemic societal forces produce segregation, allowing only
certain groups to purchase homes in affluent neighborhoods. It means knowing
that you participate in perpetuating segregated schools that dispense inferior
education to one group, but advantaged education to another. It means seeing
how your school uses biased curricula, textbooks, and materials that reaffirm the
identity of one group while denigrating other groups. It means knowing that hir-
ing policies and practices that utilize the “old boy’s network” to recruit and hire
prospective employees work to your advantage.

To accept responsibility for combating racism and injustice means actions that
would forever change their lives because it means constant vigilance and action
against the forces of oppression. It means potentially alienating family, friends,
or colleagues when you confront them about their biases. It means risking their
position at work (not getting a promotion or being fired) by speaking up against
unfair employment practices. It means making new friends that include people
of color in an attempt to change their experiential reality. It means confronting
forces in our society that constantly attempt to have them move back to a stance
of denial, to once again enter into a conspiracy of silence and to maintain a naive
posture. (Sue, 2005, pp. 141-142)

Each of these layers of awareness has their own unique challenges, but all
represent the herculean task of getting White Americans to understand rac-
ism. When seen from this perspective, it becomes clear why denial, anger,
defensiveness, guilt, and helplessness/hopelessness represent unpleasant
emotional roadblocks that prevent Whites from recognizing racial microag-
gressions. To do so changes their self-concept and shatters the false racial
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reality that has been instrumental in shaping their identities and establishing
their positions in life.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL COSTS OF OPPRESSION
(MICROAGGRESSIONS) TO PERPETRATORS

While most people describe racism, sexism, and heterosexism as unfairly
benefiting oppressors, an increasing body of literature suggests they are not
without costs for perpetrators. Some scholars have described the downside
for perpetrators of oppression across various marginalized groups at both
the national and international levels (Bowser & Hunt, 1981; Freire, 1970;
Goodman, 2001; Hanna et al., 2000; Sue, 2003). Spanierman and colleagues
(Spanierman & Heppner, 2004; Spanierman, Oh, et al., 2008; Spanierman,
Poteat, Wang, & Oh, 2008; Spanierman et al., 2009) have been instrumental in
researching and contributing to our understanding of the “psychosocial costs
of racism to Whites.” They developed a tripartite model of cognitive, affec-
tive, and behavioral costs to Whites of racism and an instrument to measure
their effects (Spanierman & Heppner, 2004). More recently, the initial develop-
ment of the White Privilege Attitudes Scale has indicated the tripartite division
as very useful in understanding how oppression affects these dimensions
(Pinterits et al., 2009). We will use their conceptual framework to organize
our discussion around the psychosocial costs of oppression to oppressors, but
add a spiritual/moral component as well (Goodman, 2001; Kivel, 1996).

Cognitive Costs of Oppression

Many have argued that being an aversive racist requires a dimming of percep-
tual awareness and accuracy that is associated with self-deception (Bowser &
Hunt, 1981; Goodman, 2001; Hanna et al., 2000). The detrimental cognitive
and perceptual consequence to White Americans comes from two psychologi-
cal dynamics related to oppression. First, few oppressors are completely una-
ware of their roles in the oppression and degradation of others. To continue in
their oppressive ways, however, they must engage in denial and live a false
reality that allows them to function in good conscience. Second, the oppres-
sors’ empowered status over marginalized groups may have a corrupting
influence in the ability to attune to the plight of marginalized groups. The
oft-quoted saying that “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts
absolutely” has been attributed to Lord Acton in 1887. In essence, an imbalance
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of power acutely affects perceptual accuracy and diminishes reality testing.
In the corporate world, for example, women must attune to the feelings and
actions of their male colleagues in order to survive in a male culture. People
of color must be constantly vigilant to read the minds of their oppressors
lest they incur their wrath. Oppressors, however, do not need to understand
the thoughts, beliefs, or feelings of various marginalized groups to survive.
Oppressors do not have to account for their actions to those without power,
and they need not understand the marginalized groups to function effectively.
Therefore, it is not surprising to find that those who are most empowered
are least likely to have an accurate perception of reality (Keltner & Robinson,
1996). Thus, it is clear that racism serves as a clamp on the mind of many
White Americans, distorting their perception of reality. Their obliviousness
to racism, sexism, and heterosexism allows people to misperceive themselves
as superior and other groups as inferior; it allows oppressors to live in a false
reality.

Affective Costs of Oppression

As we have seen, when racism, sexism, or heterosexism is pushed into the
consciousness of oppressors, they are likely to experience a mix of strong and
powerful disruptive emotions. These intense feelings represent emotional
roadblocks to self-exploration and must be deconstructed if oppressors are
to continue in their journey to self-reckoning (Kiselica, 1998). Three especially
disturbing emotional costs are outlined below.

1. Fear, anxiety, and apprehension are common and powerful feelings that
arise when race, gender, or sexual-orientation related situations present them-
selves (Apfelbaum et al., 2008; Pinterits et al., 2009; Spanierman et al., 2009).
The fear may be directed at members of marginalized groups—that they are
dangerous, will do harm, are prone to violence, or contaminate the person
(catching AIDS). Thus, avoidance of certain group members and restrict-
ing interactions with them may be chosen. Fear of people of color has been
found to be related to lower racial awareness, fewer interracial friendships,
less openness to diversity, and many other negative features (Spanierman &
Heppner, 2004).

Fear of seeming racist (strategic color blindness) is another type of fear that
takes a toll because it fosters pretense and inauthenticity (Apfelbaum et al,,
2008; Spanierman, et al., 2009; Sue, 2003) in social interactions. In fact, there
are indications that color blindness as a means to manage impression forma-
tion fails miserably and has the opposite effect; it makes people appear more
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biased through their nonverbal behaviors. Such constant vigilance related to
color blindness has been found to result in cognitive depletion, less warmth,
and the sending of mixed signals in social situations (Dovidio, Gaertner,
Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002; Apfelbaum et al., 2008).

2. Guilt is another strong and powerful emotion that many Whites experi-
ence when racism is brought to their awareness. As we have indicated, an
attempt to escape guilt and remorse means dulling and diminishing one’s
own perception. Knowledge about race-based advantages, the continued
mistreatment of large groups of people, and the realization that people have
personally been responsible for the pain and suffering of others elicits strong
feelings of guilt (Spanierman & Heppner, 2004). Guilt creates defensiveness
and outbursts of anger in an attempt to deny, diminish, and avoid such a
disturbing self-revelation.

3. Low empathy and sensitivity toward the oppressed is another outcome of
oppression for the perpetrator. The harm, damage, and acts of cruelty visited
upon marginalized groups can only continue if the person’s humanity is dimin-
ished; oppressors lose sensitivity to those that are hurt; they become hard, cold,
and unfeeling to the plight of the oppressed; and they turn off their compassion
and empathy for others. To continue being oblivious to one’s own complicity in
such acts means objectifying and dehumanizing people of color, women, and
LGBTs. In many respects it means separating oneself from others, seeing them as
lesser beings, and in many cases treating them like subhuman aliens (Sue, 2005).

Behavioral Costs of Oppression

Behaviorally, the psychosocial costs of racism include fearful avoidance
of diverse groups and/or diversity activities/experiences in our society;
impaired interpersonal relationships; pretense and inauthenticity in dealing
with racial, gender, or sexual-orientation topics; and acting in a callous and
cold manner toward fellow human beings (Freire, 1970; Hanna et al., 2000;
Spanierman & Heppner, 2004; Spanierman, Poteat, Beer, & Armstrong,
2006; Spanierman et al., 2009; Sue, 2005).

Fearful avoidance deprives oppressors the richness of possible friendships
and an expansion of educational experiences that open up life horizons and pos-
sibilities. If we use racism as an example, there is great loss in depriving oneself
of interracial friendships, forming new alliances, and learning about differ-
ences related to diversity. Self-segregation because of fear of certain groups in
our society and depriving oneself of multicultural/diversity experiences con-
stricts one’s life possibilities and results in a narrow view of the world.
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We have already mentioned how interpersonal relationships are seriously
undermined because of racist, sexist, or homophobic fears. The fear of appear-
ing racist, for example, makes people avoid talking about the subject, even
when it is central to the interaction or situation (Sue, Rivera, Capodilupo,
Lin, & Torino, 2009; Young & Davis-Russell, 2002). When Whites do speak
about race, however, they become convoluted in their communications and
their utterances are marked by excessive hesitations, stammering, and pauses
(Utsey et al., 2005). All of this conveys anxiety as they deny or pretend not to
see race (inauthenticity). The internal dialogue and conflict of Whites regard-
ing race is aptly captured in the following quote:

We avoid people of color because their presence brings painful questions to
mind. Is it OK to talk about watermelons or mention “black coffee”? Should we
use Black slang and tell racial jokes? How about talking about our experiences
in Harlem, or mentioning our Black lovers? Should we conceal the fact that our
mother still employs a Mexican cleaning lady? . . . We’re embarrassedly aware
of trying to do our best but to “act natural” at the same time. No wonder we're
more comfortable in all-White situations where these dilemmas don’t arise.
(Winter, 1977, p. 3)

Spiritual and Moral Cost of Oppression

During the so-called “war on terror,” and as a direct result of fears associ-
ated with the terrorist attack of 9/11, the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq was used
to hold suspected terrorists who were captured or arrested. In 2004, reports
of torture, sodomy, abuse, and homicide of prisoners were leaked to the
press and public. A criminal investigation along with disturbing photos of
torture and humiliation visited on prisoners by American sons and daugh-
ters of the military surfaced. Seven soldiers were convicted of dereliction of
duty, maltreatment, and aggravated assaults. The pictures of our own sol-
diers taking such delight in torturing prisoners were shocking and prompted
many to ask, “How could good and decent Americans, our sons and daugh-
ters, have engaged in such grotesque, humiliating, and perhaps murderous
actions toward prisoners (fellow human beings)?” The answer seems to lie in
the dehumanization process that portrayed the prisoners as subhuman aliens
that were even lower than animals. This is certainly not a new phenomenon.
During World War II and the Vietham War, the Japanese and Viet Cong were

a

referred to in demeaning racial epithets: “Japs,” “gooks,” and “slants.” This
allowed soldiers to kill their enemies without guilt or compassion, because

they were lesser beings. To carry out the atrocities of the Holocaust, soldiers
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and German citizens needed to believe that the Jews were subhuman and
unworthy of life.

In essence, oppression inevitably means losing one’s humanity for the
sake of the power, wealth, and status attained from the subjugation of others.
It means losing a spiritual connection with fellow human beings. It means
a refusal to recognize the polarities of the democratic principles of equality
and the inhuman and unequal treatment of the oppressed. It means turning
a blind eye to treating marginalized groups like second-class citizens, impris-
oning groups on reservations or in concentration camps, inferior schools, or
segregated neighborhoods, in prisons, or in lifelong poverty. To allow the
continued degradation, harm, and cruelty to the oppressed means diminish-
ing one’s humanity, and lessening compassion toward others. People who
oppress must, at some level, become callous, cold, hard, and unfeeling toward
the plight of the oppressed.

The Way Forward
The Ethical Mandate

Racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions are manifestations
of oppression. They reflect a worldview of superiority—inferiority, albeit in
a much more subtle but equally harmful manner as overt forms of oppres-
sion. They remain invisible because of a cultural conditioning process that
allows perpetrators to discriminate without knowledge of their complicity
in the inequities visited upon people of color, women, LGBTs, and other
marginalized groups.

Because bigotry is such a despised concept in our society, the actions of
others are protected through a conspiracy of silence that allows perpetra-
tors to benefit in good conscience and innocence. The herculean task of
making the "invisible” visible is met with many psychosocial defenses that
consistently prevent oppressors from realizing their biases and acting in
ways to change themselves, others, and systemic injustices.

The costs of inaction for perpetrators can be calculated in the cognitive,
emotional, behavioral, and spiritual toll to oppressors. As we have indicated,
even when perpetrators recognize and acknowledge their responsibility in
combating oppression, and even when they state they will take action, they
tend not to do so.

(Continued)
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The way forward is a difficult journey, but the moral and ethical mandate
for social justice requires action, not passivity and inaction. Since publica-
tion in 1954 of his classic book, The Nature of Prejudice, Gordon Allport's
work still serves as the foundations of revealing basic principles of preju-
dice reduction and lowering intergroup hostility. Since that time, continued
work on antiracism has shown the importance of establishing the follow-
ing conditions to combat racial bias and prejudice. Additionally, each is a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition to combat racism. In other words,
change is most likely to be positive when all seven conditions exist. Each
would require considerable elaboration, but are only briefly listed here.
A more thorough description can be found in D. W. Sue (2003).

1. Having intimate contact with people who differ from us in race, culture,
ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation.

2. Working together in a cooperative rather than a competitive environment.

3. Sharing mutual goals (superordinate goals) as opposed to individual
ones.

4. Exchanging and learning accurate information rather than stereotypes
or misinformation.

5. Sharing an equal status relationship with other groups instead of an
unequal or imbalanced one.

6. Having leadership and authority as supportive of group harmony and
welfare.

7. Feeling a sense of unity or spiritual interconnectedness with all humanity.

It is easy for me to outline these conditions, but the question is how to
achieve them in this society. There are no simple answers, but | end this
chapter with the following quote, attributed to Albert Einstein: “The world
is too dangerous to live in—not because of the people who do evil, but
because of the people who sit and let it happen.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Racial/Ethnic
Microaggressions
and Racism

Then, in his calm, baritone voice, Judge Parker spoke to me slowly and delib-

erately . ..

“I believe you were terribly wronged by being held in custody pretrial in the
Santa Fe County Detention Center under demeaning, unnecessarily punitive
conditions. I am truly sorry that I was led by our executive branch of govern-
ment to order your detention last December.

“Dr. Lee, I tell you with great sadness that I feel I was led astray last December
by the executive branch of our government through its Department of Justice, by
its Federal Bureau of Investigation, and by its United States attorney for the district
of New Mexico, who held the office at that time . . .

“I sincerely apologize to you, Dr. Lee, for the unfair manner you were held in
custody by the executive branch.”

The judge then adjourned the court: I was moments away from being freed.

I'leaned over to [my lawyer] Mark Holscher and asked him, “Is it common for a
judge to talk like this?”

Mark replied, “No, Wen Ho. This is very, very rare.” (W. H. Lee, 2001, pp. 6-7)

In his book, My Country versus Me (2001), Wen Ho Lee, a patriotic American
scientist who had devoted decades of his life to science and helping improve
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U.S. defense capabilities, tells the riveting story of how he was arrested,
shackled, and jailed in a tiny solitary-confinement cell for 9 months based
upon suspicions that he was a spy. The case sparked controversy throughout
the country and brought forth issues of national security, McCarthyism par-
anoia, and racism. Judge Parker’s apology made on behalf of the American
people spoke volumes about how the government profiled, mistreated,
manufactured evidence, and deceived others based upon their belief that he
was a disloyal American who had sold out his country.

While many of the acts were forms of blatant racism directed against Lee,
reading the book gives a firsthand account of how racial microaggressions
played a major role in his incarceration. As he states, the government’s suspi-
cions, and the bias and beliefs of the media (most prominently the New York
Times), played on the fears of the American public that Asians are foreigners,
spies, sneaky, and have greater allegiance to Asia. These beliefs, attitudes,
and fears reflected both a conscious and unconscious worldview of Asians in
America: they are more loyal to Asia, not true Americans, and are not to be
trusted in international affairs (DeVos & Banaji, 2005; Lee, 2001). The many
racial microaggressions directed toward Wen Ho Lee symbolized a White
Western European worldview that has historically been held toward Asian
Americans since immigration began.

In a study, for example, it was found that one of the most frequent racial
microaggressions directed toward Asian Americans is being perceived
as an alien or perpetual foreigner in one’s own country (Sue, Bucceri, Lin,
Nadal, & Torino, 2007). And, in a first of its kind survey conducted by the
Committee of 100 about American attitudes toward Chinese Americans and
Asian Americans (Hire Diversity, 2001), the following disturbing statistics
were found:

* 46% say Chinese Americans passing secret information to the Chinese
government is a problem.

* 32% believe Chinese Americans are more loyal to China than the United
States.

* 34% believe they have too much influence in U.S. high technology.

* 25% indicated strong negative attitudes and stereotypes toward Chinese
Americans.

* 23% are uncomfortable voting for an Asian American to be president of
the United States. This is in marked contrast to 15% for African Americans,
14% for a woman candidate, and 11% for a Jewish candidate.
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As we have repeatedly emphasized, racism in the form of racial microaggres-
sions may seem trivial, harmless, and innocent enough (conscious and uncon-
scious associations that Asians are not “real Americans” but aliens) (DeVos &
Banaji, 2005), but their impact may create maximum harm to the individual.
Wen Ho Lee’s personal life was shattered, his family and friends suffered, and
to this day, he may continue to live under a cloud of suspicion in spite of the
outcome of his case. Since the terrorist attack of 9/11, many Muslim brothers
and sisters have also experienced the sting of suspicion and the many detri-
mental consequences of mistrust.

Personal consequences, however, may pale in comparison to systemic
actions that can be and were perpetrated against people of color under the
umbrella of a racially biased worldview. The belief that Japanese Americans
were more loyal to Japan and might aid “their country” by passing on state
secrets during World War II resulted in the incarceration of 120,000 Japanese
Americans, two-thirds of whom were citizens by virtue of birth in the United
States. As in the case of Wen Ho Leeg, the actions of the U.S. government were
justified by the need for “national security,” and racism was never acknow-
ledged. Many well-intentioned White brothers and sisters went along with
these actions because they also shared these beliefs and suspicions. There was
a failure, however, to realize that not only were we at war with Japan, but also
Italy and Germany; yet Italian Americans and German Americans were not
incarcerated into camps! Asian Americans continue to ask: “How much did
skin color have to do with the differential treatment?”

As we saw in the last chapter, White supremacy forms a worldview that
justifies oppressive actions. This worldview and its detrimental impact upon
many groups of color operated on a systemic governmental level for Native
Americans and African Americans as well. The belief in “manifest destiny,”
a philosophy that the United States was destined (even divinely decreed)
to acquire land, provided a rationale for the unchecked taking of land from
indigenous peoples in this country. It justified expansion into the western and
southern territories during the early 1800s and legitimized taking land from
Native Americans and from Mexico. Acts of racism were also contained in
belief systems that justified and maintained the system of slavery. For example,
it was believed that Blacks living under “unnatural conditions of freedom”
were prone to anxiety and that for their own mental health Blacks were better
off in conditions of subservience (Jones, 1997; Thomas & Sillen, 1972). During
the 1840s, for example, a psychiatric disorder called “drapetomania” (flight-
from-home) was used to describe the abnormal desire for freedom and the
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subsequent behavior of enslaved persons who attempted to escape from their
slave masters (Thomas & Sillen, 1972).

Racism was thus couched in a language of beliefs that justified discrimi-
natory actions, but provided convenient nonracist rationalizations to oppress,
take advantage of, and deny the humanity of people of color. As research
on racial microaggressions indicates, such beliefs and attitudes continue to
be manifested in the actions of well-intentioned White brothers and sisters
(Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 2008; Sue, Bucceri, et al., 2007; Sue, Lin, Torino,
Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009). Thus, when well-intentioned Whites express
annoyance with these facts by stating “Why blame me, my parents and grand-
parents didn’t own slaves” or “Why blame me, I didn’t take land away from
American Indians” they do not realize that they are committing a gross racial
microaggression by denying responsibility for these past and continuing injus-
tices. Yes, it is true that Whites today did not take land from Native Americans,
and yes, it is true that Whites today do not own slaves. They are not responsi-
ble for these past injustices. But they fail to realize one important fact: White
Americans continue, to this present day, to benefit from these past actions and
the current structural arrangements that arose from systems of unfairness!

FrROM OLD-FASHIONED RACISM TO MODERN
RAcisM: THE MORPHING OF BIGOTRY

Most people recognize racism when it is manifested in overt, conscious, and
deliberate acts of hatred and discrimination directed toward people of color.
Racism has been defined as the individual and institutional expression of the
superiority of one group’s cultural heritage (Whites), its arts /crafts, traditions,
language, religion, history, and values over all other groups (non-White) (Sue,
2003). Others have more specifically defined it as any attitude, action, institu-
tional structure, or social policy that subordinates groups because of their
color (Jones, 1997; Nelson, 2006).

Old-Fashioned Racism

The term “old-fashioned racism” has been used to define its blatant and visible
forms (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000) at three different levels: individual, institu-
tional, and cultural (Jones, 1997).

1. Individual racism is associated with personal acts of racial prejudice and
discrimination that may be manifest in violent hate crimes toward people
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of color to less dramatic and more subtle forms such as refusing to rent an
apartment or sell a house to a Black couple or discouraging sons or daughters
from marrying outside of their race. Most Whites would actively condemn
these acts as illegal, immoral, and contrary to the democratic ideals we hold
in this society (Sue, 2003). Individual racism occurs between people and/
or between groups. However, open expressions of racism are not the only
manifestations of racism. More broad definitions of racism include acknowl-
edgment that it may be expressed unintentionally and unconsciously as well.
Whether intentional or unintentional, and conscious or unconscious, it has the
effect of subordinating or oppressing a person or group because of attributes
such as color.

2. Institutional racism does not reside in individuals, but in the very
institutional policies, practices, and structures of governments, businesses,
courts, law enforcement agencies, schools, unions, churches, and other organ-
izations. It unfairly subordinates groups of color while allowing White
European American groups to profit or to be advantaged. There are many
examples of such inequities created by unfair policies and practices: segregated
neighborhoods and schools, discriminatory employment and promotion
policies, racial profiling, inequities in health care, and an educational curriculum
that ignores or distorts the history of people of color.

Ironically, institutional structures and practices are designed to regularize
procedures, to increase efficiency, and to allow for application of fairness, but
in reality they often contribute to oppression and discrimination: for example,
(1) Blacks were once defined as three-fifths of a man, (2) laws forbade Native
Americans to practice their religions, (3) Asians were not allowed to own
land, and (4) the “separate but equal doctrine” justified educational segrega-
tion. These unfair policies continue in the forms of bank lending practices,
environmental racism (allowing factories to set up shops that pollute minority
neighborhoods, but preventing them from entering affluent and White neigh-
borhoods), housing segregation, and so on.

3. Cultural racism is the overarching umbrella under which both individual
and institutional racism flourish. It is composed of a worldview that contains a
powerful belief: the superiority of one group’s cultural heritage over another.
There is a collective sense of superiority in a White Western European way of
life that possesses elements of “chosenness” and “entitlement” (Eidelson &
Eidelson, 2003; Sue, 2004): individualism is perceived as more desirable than
collectivism, and the Protestant work ethic, capitalism, Christianity, use of
English, written traditions, and European physical features (blond hair, blue
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eyes, and fair skin) are seen as normal and ideal (Guthrie, 1998; Jones, 1997;
Katz, 1985; Sue & Sue, 2008). Individuals or groups that adhere to these
beliefs/values and /or possess such physical features are allowed easier access
to the rewards of society.

Such a worldview has another equally damaging effect. For example, his-

i

torical references to “rugged individualism,” “taming the West,” civilizing
“heathens,” “helping other groups adopt a single-god concept,” and bringing a
Western way of life to “less developed” and “primitive” cultures all speak to
the converse of superiority—the inferiority of other groups, cultures, and
societies (Hanna, Talley, & Guindon, 2000).

Physical characteristics such as dark complexion, black hair, and brown
eyes; cultural characteristics such as belief in non-Christian religions (Islam,
Confucianism, polytheism, etc.), collectivism, present-time orientation, and
the importance of shared wealth; and linguistic characteristics such as bilin-
gualism, nonstandard English, speaking with an accent, use of nonverbal and
contextual communications, and reliance on the oral tradition are usually
seen as less desirable by the society (Sue & Sue, 2003, p. 70).

Modern Racism

In his book, The Psychology of Prejudice, Nelson (2006) asks a sarcastic question:
“Where have all the bigots gone?” He observes that it was once common for
Whites to openly express racist attitudes and beliefs, advocate for segrega-
tion, and denigrate people of color—especially Black Americans—as morally
and intellectually inferior. Over many decades, however, the old-fashioned
forms of racism that characterized the segregated Southern States diminished
greatly in importance and seemed to have disappeared (Dovidio, Gaertner,
Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002; Jones, 1997, Miller & Garran, 2008; Nelson,
2006). Much of this change has been attributed to the landmark rulings of the
Supreme Court, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Third World Movements
(Sue & Sue, 2008). If one traces the stereotypes of Black Americans over time,
for example, early characterizations of them as superstitious, lazy, and ignorant
have declined dramatically (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1991, 1993).

Many race scholars, however, believe that racism has not disappeared, but
(a) morphed into a highly disguised, invisible, and subtle form that lies outside
the level of conscious awareness, (b) hides in the invisible assumptions and
beliefs of individuals, and (c) is embedded in the policies and structures of
our institutions (Dovidio et al., 2002; McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988; Sue,
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Bucceri, et al., 2007). These researchers and scholars do not deny that major
advances in positive race-relations have occurred because of legal, political,
and social forces against racism, but they cite an increasing body of evidence
suggesting that prejudice is alive and well under the labels “modern racism,”

i

“symbolic racism,” “aversive racism,” and “racial microaggressions.” These
modern forms of racism have been described more thoroughly elsewhere,
so we will only briefly mention them here.

In general, the body of literature on the morphing of racism suggests that
while old-fashioned racism has declined significantly, it has manufactured a
new face: it is more covert, has become implicit, and is not under conscious
control (Dovidio, et al., 2002; Jones, 1997; Nelson, 2006). Central to our under-
standing of modern racism is the outstanding work of Dovidio and colleagues
(Dovidio & Gaertner, 1991, 1993, 1996, 2000; Dovidio et al., 2002; Dovidio,
Kawakami, Smoak, & Gaertner, 2009; Kawakami, Dunn, Karmali, & Dovidio,
2009) on aversive racism. According to the aversive racism theory, individuals
who believe in equality and embrace democratic ideals may continue to harbor
nonconscious racist attitudes and beliefs toward people of color.

In predicting what facilitates or impedes the expression of modern racism,
they identified several guiding principles derived from their research. First,
egalitarian beliefs of most Whites generally operate on a conscious level where
deliberate and careful thought can be used to guide their actions related
to race-related situations. Open displays of bias, prejudice, and racism are
unlikely to occur when conscious cognitive processes and awareness can be
brought to bear on actions or decisions. Second, if one does harbor unconscious
negative attitudes toward people of color, they are most likely to occur when
more spontaneous responses are called for and/or when careful cognitive
deliberation is not possible. In other words, modern racists are most likely to
express their implicit negative attitudes and behaviors in the form of micro-
aggressions under the following conditions:

e Situational ambiguity—When the situation is ambiguous and unclear,
right or wrong responding is not obvious. For example, when White
participants witnessed Black or White motorists in distress alone, they
would offer help to both at approximately the same rates. However,
if Whites believed others also witnessed the emergency situations along
with them, they were less likely to offer help to Black than White motor-
ists. One of the reasons given for inaction was “I thought others would
step in to help.” We know, however, that this reason does not explain the
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fact that Whites offered help at a much higher rate to White motorists
even when others witnessed the emergency along with them! In other
words, a diffusion of responsibility offered cover for them to mask their
racist behaviors to others, or to deceive themselves.

¢ Ideological ambiguity—When a philosophical ideology is used to justify
discriminatory treatment. In many cases, racism can be masked or dis-
guised when it is linked to symbols of conservative ideology and values.
For example, during the 2008 presidential campaign, Barack Obama
was severely criticized for not wearing an American flag on the lapel of
his jacket. He was called unpatriotic and people questioned his devo-
tion to the country. Philosophical ideology can even combine in complex
ways to influence biased behaviors. When people express beliefs in meri-
tocracy, that racism has been eradicated, that anyone can succeed if they
work hard enough, and that we all operate on a level playing field, then
it allows Whites in good conscience to vote against affirmative action,
or to openly express opinions that people of color are lazy and simply
need to work harder to succeed. The racial microaggressive statement
“I believe the most qualified person should get the job” may reflect this
constellation of worldview beliefs.

® Failure to help instead of conscious desire to hurt—The type of racism
most likely to emerge is not a behavioral desire to hurt or injure, but is
instead a failure to help. Most White Americans no longer harbor intense
hatred and hostility toward people of color, but instead may express a
more “benign” form of racism that involves feelings of discomfort, uneas-
iness, and anxiety that result in avoidance or inaction. No other incident
better exemplifies this statement than the disastrous consequences of
Hurricane Katrina. The long-delayed FEMA rescue of primarily African
American residents left behind in New Orleans was scandalous, resulting
in many lost lives. Questions were asked about whether governmental
rescue attempts would have been quicker if the residents were primarily
White. Accusations of racism abound and President Bush was accused
of “not caring.” In essence, aversive racism theory would probably
not accuse Bush of not caring, but that White Americans “did not care
enough.” The failure to help in the case of Katrina is a ringing statement
of racism.

* Availability of other explanatory options—In essence, discrimination is
likely to emerge not when a behavior would look prejudicial, but when
other rationales can be offered for prejudicial behavior, and when we
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attempt or pretend not to notice differences. In other words, racism is least
likely to emerge in situations where behaviors would appear prejudicial
to others. This statement is also related to situational ambiguity, but the
dynamics are broader. One particular study presented participants with
records of Black and White students and told White participants to rate
them for admission. The two criteria they looked at were grade-point aver-
age (GPA) and SAT scores. When both criteria were equally high or equally
low for Black and White participants, they were rated equally. However,
when presented with candidates that had either high GPA/low SAT or
high SAT /low GPA, Whites selected the White candidate more often. White
participants would often favor the White candidate by shifting the impor-
tance of the criteria they used for their ratings. A Black person with high
GPA and low SAT, for example, would be denied because SAT scores were
more important. However, if Blacks had high SAT, but low GPA, the raters
would also decide against the Black candidate, in this instance because
“GPA was more important”! In other words, the definition of the “most
qualified candidate” shifted depending on the race of the candidate.

In summary, it is clear that the modern forms of racism operate in such a
manner as to preserve the nonprejudiced self-image of Whites by offering them
convenient rationalizations for their actions; they are prevented from recog-
nizing their own racial biases or the implicit prejudicial attitudes they harbor
toward others. Such a form of self-deception is reinforced by several continu-
ing and problematic beliefs: (a) racism is a sickness and does not exist in good
and decent human beings, (b) racism is only associated with dramatic and
overt hate crimes, and (c) good citizens do not engage in such heinous acts.

Racism as Only a Sickness

It goes without saying that many people perceive White supremacists, Ku
Klux Klan members, or Skinheads as suffering from some defect of charac-
ter, pathology, or even mental disorder. Who could argue, for example, that
John William King and his two accomplices, who killed African American
James Byrd in Jasper, Texas, were not depraved murderers? Recall that these
men chained Byrd to the back of a pick-up truck and dragged him for miles
until his body was shredded and he was decapitated. The actions of these men
were certainly those of “sick minds.” In fact, some have argued that racism
should be classified in the American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual (American Psychological Association, 2000) as a mental
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disorder, and that “racists” should be considered mentally disturbed (Sue,
2005). Early theories on racism did attempt to explain “racists” and racism as
internal attributes and forms of individual pathology, such as the “authoritarian
personality theory,” which assumes such individuals are predisposed to racism
(Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950).

Further, a strong case can be made that hatred, bigotry, and stereotypes are
delusional belief systems, and White supremacists are out of contact with reality.
There are two potential downsides to equating racism to a manifestation of
pathology. First, although many overt racists could be classified as suffering
from some form of mental disorder, these individuals represent an extremely
small part of the racism problem. The overwhelming number of people who

” o

harbor implicit biases are not “hate mongers,” “racists,” or likely to engage in
hate crimes (Pettigrew, 1981). Thus, limiting our concepts of racism to only
extreme acts of overt hatred is to deny its pervasiveness. Studies indicate
that racism is far more common and that nearly everyone in our society
has inherited the racial biases of their forebears (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2002;
Jones, 1997; Pettigrew, 1981; Sue, 2003). Equating racism with pathology,
unfortunately, diminishes its widespread nature by fostering an illusion
that good, normal, moral, and decent human beings do not harbor racist
attitudes and beliefs; thus, they do not discriminate or oppress. It allows
many to personally condemn racism and racists, but still cling to a personal
deception that they are free of bigotry.

In conclusion, it is not overt racists or White supremacists who create and
control the tools that result in personal pain suffered by people of color or in the
damaging disparities in education, health care, and employment. It is ordinary
citizens we elect to office, teachers who educate our children, business lead-
ers who carry out the policies and practices of their corporations, government
leaders, law enforcement officers, physicians, dentists, construction workers,
our family, friends, and neighbors. Let us briefly address how racial microag-
gressions not only reflect a worldview of White supremacy, but affect groups
of color in the United States.

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS AND
AFRICAN AMERICANS

Race-related stress in the form of racism is a constant and continuing reality of
African Americans (Carter, 2007; USDHHS, 2001; Utsey & Hook, 2007). As we
have seen, racism may occur in any combination of these qualities: acute or
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chronic, overt or covert, deliberate or unintentional, and dramatic or subtle.
All forms are oppressive and harmful, but what makes them especially dam-
aging are their continuing and cumulative nature (e.g., daily experiences of
racist hassles). In the previous section we indicated that modern racism in the
form of racial microaggressions reflects a worldview that denigrates people of
color through biased belief systems and attitudes. For African Americans, the
worldview that they are lesser human beings with negative qualities can be
seen in this quote from the early 1940s, contrasted with a quote from 2003:

White male, age 38, newspaperman in Newport News, Virginia:

Our colored people are hard-working, self-respecting, and do not attempt to mix
anywhere with the whites. There are some who try to butt in with their rights. . . .
The best evidence of the fair treatment they get are the public school facilities. They
have very excellent nigger schools. . . . The Negro is a black and kinky-haired person
from whose body comes a not entirely pleasant odor. He is always regarded as an
inferior person and race, mentally and morally, destined by birth and circum-
stances to serve the white people. . . . I don’t understand the northerners. How

would they like a nigger to marry their daughter? (Jones, 1997, p. 46)

White male, age 25, student in New York City:

I have nothing against the Blacks, or should I say African Americans. I go to my
classes with them and we work alongside one another at my office. Okay, I don’t
socialize with them much outside of class, but they keep to themselves anyway.
There is nothing wrong with being with people who share your interests. Frankly,
I don’t like rap music and I'm not sure it’s really music anyway. . . . Please don’t
misunderstand me, if they like it, that’s fine. Interracial relationships are fine.
I don’t object. Inter-marriage is fine. I don’t object. But, I do worry about the
children, though. It's going to be hard on them . . . being mixed.

The first quote represents the belief systems of old-fashioned racism toward
African Americans. The speaker is sincere in expressing his thoughts on Black
inferiority, the necessity of keeping the races separate, and the many negative
qualities possessed by Blacks that justify his beliefs and actions. He states these
as absolute truths.

In the second quote, bias toward African Americans is expressed more sub-
tly and is couched in vagueness and external reasons that do not reflect on
potential racist attitudes and actions. In the first quote, for example, the speaker
indicates that “good” Blacks who know their place do not attempt to mix with
Whites. The second speaker couches his observations as “self-segregation”
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due to different interests (i.e., music). The first speaker addresses the issue
of fair treatment toward the “Negro” as evidenced in the excellent facilities
in their segregated public schools; the second speaker acknowledges that
Blacks attend his classes (equal education), but they do little together on the
outside. The first speaker is publicly and adamantly opposed to interracial
marriages; the second speaker disguises his objections as being “worried
about the children.”

Despite the morphing of old-fashioned racism to modern racism illustrated
in these two quotes, both are based upon a worldview of negative perceptions
and biases toward African Americans. For those interested in tracing the
historical evolution of Black racial stereotypes from the 1600s to the present,
and how White supremacy has played a major role, please see the excellent
analysis in Jones (1997).

When the general public thinks about Black Americans, certain historical
and current images and stereotypes are often invoked: hostile, angry, impulsive,
dangerous, drug dealers, criminals, pimps, prostitutes, addicts, unintelligent,
mentally retarded, low skills, lack abstract thinking, concrete, inhuman,
animalistic, undesirable, smelly, unkempt, dirty, mentally ill, abnormal, insatiable
sexual appetite, large sex organs, musically inclined, natural athletes, super-
stitious, happy-go-lucky, and “all Blacks are the same.” Imagine what it must
be like to live your daily life, day in and day out, with these demeaning racial
images, insults, and invalidations hurtled at you in the form of racial microag-
gressions. In fact, it is not surprising that studies on racial microaggressions
directed toward African Americans have revealed themes or hidden messages
that follow many of these beliefs: assumption of intellectual inferiority, second-
class citizen, assumption of criminality, assumption of inferior status, assumed
universality of the Black experience, and superiority of White cultural values/
communications styles (Sue, Nadal, et al., 2008).

Harmful Effects of Racial Microaggression toward
Black Americans

The physiological and psychological detrimental consequences of racism
toward African Americans are well documented in the professional literature
(Carter, 2007; USDHHS, 2001; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003).

Physical Health Consequences

Racial microaggressive stress that is continuous and cumulative in nature
has damaging physical health consequences for African Americans (Clark,
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Anderson, Clark & Williams, 1999; Utsey & Hook, 2007; Williams et al., 2003).
The reactions described in the microaggression process model of stress include
constant vigilance, bodily arousal, and depletion of resources leading to
medical conditions such as cardiovascular disease, hypertension, respira-
tory problems, cirrhosis of the liver, obesity, and diabetes (Brondolo et al.,
2008; Karlsen & Nazroo, 2002; Kumanyika, 1993; McCord & Freeman, 1990;
USDHHS, 2001; Utsey & Hook, 2007). Rates of hypertension are higher than
that of the White population (National Center for Health Statistics, 1996).
While hypertension is believed to have a strong biological component among
African Americans, psychological stress has also been strongly implicated
in the high rates. African Americans exposed to videotaped or imaginal
depictions of racism showed increases in heart rate and digital blood flow
(Jones, Harrell, Morris-Prather, Thomas, & Omowale, 1996). Other studies
support these findings; encounters with race-related stress cause elevated
heart rates and blood pressure in both Black men and women (Armstead,
Lawler, Gordon, Cross, & Gibbons, 1989; Clark, 2000; National Center for
Health Statistics, 1996).

Psychological Health Consequences

The experience of discrimination has been found to be related to lower levels
of mastery and control, and to high levels of psychological distress (Broman,
Mavaddat, & Hsu, 2000). Perceived racism is associated with depression, lowered
life satisfaction, low self-esteem, and intense feelings of racial rage, anxiety,
paranoia, and helplessness (Carter, 2007; Clark et al., 1999; Feagin & Sykes, 1994;
Ridley, 2005; Solérzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). In summarizing the scholarly
works of Black psychologists on prolonged exposure to racism, Ponterotto,
Utsey, and Pedersen (2006) outline several psychological consequences.

* Alienation—Adoption of the cultural and racial reality of White America
can result in a profound sense of alienation. The alienation can be wide-
spread, such as being (1) detached from one’s personal identity (not know-
ing who one is as a racial/cultural being) and taking on the definition of
yourself from the oppressor; (2) estranged from your own family, friends,
and group; (3) isolated from other groups; (4) disaffected by one’s own
language, history, and culture; and (5) separated from one’s humanity.

¢ Internalized racism—This process involves accepting the racial reality of
the oppressor, accepting the standards, values, and beliefs of the larger
system, and developing an aversion to one’s own racial/ethnic heritage
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and culture. It is similar to the alienation described above, but resides
primarily in how the Black person views himself or herself from a White
perspective. A Black person may come to see White ways as more desir-
able and develop a loathing for their own Blackness. Low self-esteem
is masked through attempts to seek validation from the larger society.
Oftentimes, the contempt for blackness is expressed toward other African
Americans.

* Race-related trauma—As we have indicated in an earlier chapter, traumatic
stress need not be a singular, overwhelming, and life-threatening event,
but can be induced through many small daily assaults that become
cumulative. Many racial microaggressions, for example, can have a simi-
lar effect as being exposed to a hate crime. The two, however, can be
interrelated; hate crimes can be experienced vicariously and made even
more traumatic because of hypervigilance and sensitivity to racism, and
racial microaggressions can be felt more intensely because they symbolize
hate crimes and their historical force. Trauma symptoms include height-
ened autonomic arousal, emotional fluctuations, nightmares, or intrusive
thoughts.

* Race-related fatigue—At the end of Chapter 1, we cited the essay “Fatigue”
by Don Locke, an African American psychologist. The essay speaks to
the effect of constant insults, invalidations, and racial hassles. The efforts
to be constantly vigilant, to hold on to one’s racial/cultural identity, to
defend against insults and invalidations, and to claim one’s humanity in
the face of chronic and never-ending White supremacy are truly exhaust-
ing. The toll on Black Americans is related to a depletion of psycho-
logical and spiritual energies that distract them from learning in the
classroom, working at maximum efficiency in employment, and even
dealing with the daily routines of life. Racial microaggressions deplete
and sap the psychological, cognitive, and spiritual energies of African
Americans.

* Racial mistrust—Past and present racial discrimination against African
Americans has resulted in a defense against racism whereby Whites are
perceived as potential enemies unless they prove otherwise. Elsewhere,
we have indicated that racial or cultural mistrust may represent a healthy
functional survival mechanism developed and used by Blacks to survive
in a highly racist society (Sue & Sue, 2008). Rightly or wrongly, Whites
may be perceived as symbols of racism. As a result, Blacks may approach
interracial interactions with a great deal of suspicion and guardedness,
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may not readily disclose their true thoughts and feelings, and may
engage in constant hypervigilance to discern the motives of others. In
addition to depletion of energy, extreme forms of cultural mistrust may
result in the inability to establish authentic cross-cultural relationships.

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS AND
ASIAN AMERICANS

The Asian American population constitutes approximately 4% of the popula-
tion of the United States, but they do not represent a monolithic group (Sue &
Sue, 2008). Between-group differences are great, as over 40 distinct subgroups
differ in language, religion, and values (Sandhu, 1997). These include larger
Asian groups (Chinese, Filipinos, Koreans, Asian Indians, and Japanese), refu-
gees and immigrants from Southeast Asia (Vietnamese, Laotians, Cambodians,
and Hmongs), and Pacific Islanders (Hawaiians, Guamanians, and Samoans).
Despite this diversity, White Americans continue to have a difficult time distin-
guishing between Asian American groups and often respond as if no difference
exists (Sue & Sue, 2008). As a result, there are common racial assumptions and
beliefs in the White Western worldview of nearly all Asian Americans. Two
are especially powerful in the manifestation of racial microaggressions toward
Asian Americans: (1) negative stereotypes of Asian Americans as foreigners
and (2) positive stereotypes of them as a successful minority group.

First, the persecution of Wen Ho Lee (2001) is an example of how the major-
ity of citizens in the United States perceive Asian Americans; they are aliens
in their own country, not to be trusted, and potentially disloyal. Many racial
microaggressions directed at Asian Americans reflect this worldview (Sue,
Bucceri, et al., 2007). For example, complimenting an Asian American for
speaking English well when they were born and raised in the United States
communicates a worldview that only Whites are true “Americans” (DeVos &
Banaji, 2005).

Second, an equally strong but somewhat opposite belief about Asians in
Anmerica is that they are a highly successful minority who has “made it” in soci-
ety (Sue & Sue, 2008). Often referred to as a “model minority,” Asian American/
Pacific Islanders are often portrayed in popular press headlines as, “Asian
Americans: The Model Minority” or “Asian Americans: Outwhiting Whites.”
Statistics give credence to this notion: When compared to their White counter-
parts, Asian Americans have higher educational attainment, higher median
income, and lower official rates of divorce, delinquency, and mental disorders
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(Sue & Sue, 2008). These facts seem to attest to the validity of their image
of success, and many conclude that Asian Americans are somehow immune
to racism. Words such as “hardworking,” “disciplined,” “intelligent,” and
“enterprising” are often used to describe Asian Americans (Morrissey, 1997).

However, a critical analysis of the Asian American success myth reveals
truths that are at odds with these conclusions. The higher median income
does not take into account (1) per family income in instances where Asian
families have more than one wage-earner, (2) a higher incidence of poverty in
many Asian American/Pacific Islander groups than among Whites, and (3)
the huge discrepancy between education and income (e.g., Asian Americans
must attain a higher education to earn the same amount as White coworkers).
Further, statistics mask a bimodal distribution; many may have higher educa-
tion, but there is a huge undereducated group. Measures of mental health,
divorce, and delinquency fail to distinguish between “official” and “actual”
rates, a discrepancy that may be due to cultural factors such as the disgrace
or shame associated with admitting or seeking outside public service help
(Sue & Sue, 2008).

The success myth also contributes to a belief that unlike other groups of
color, Asian/Pacific Americans have not been exposed to racism, do not suf-
fer from discrimination and, therefore, should not be considered an oppressed
minority group (Sue & Sue, 2008). Such beliefs deny the historical and con-
tinuing racism visited upon Asians in America. Indeed, the history of Asian
Americans is replete with racism and discrimination: denied ownership of land
and citizenship, locked in internment camps, denied voting rights, subjected
to widespread assaults that include hanging, torture, and even enslavement
(Mio, Nagata, Tsai, & Tewari, 2007). The phrases “not a Chinamen’s chance”
and the “yellow peril” refer to perceptions of Asian Americans as unlikely to
succeed and as a threat to Whites. The number of hate crimes against Asian
Americans has risen dramatically (assaults by 11% and aggravated assaults
by 14%), which attests to the continuing overt racism expressed toward them
(Matthee, 1997).

When the general public thinks about Asian Americans, these are some
of the images and stereotypes that come to mind: spies, sneaky, backstab-
bers, disloyal, slanted eyes, stingy, subhuman, model minority, bright,
hardworking, obedient, studious, quiet, good in math and science, wealthy,
passive, lack of leadership skills, poor interpersonally, unassertive, men are
unmasculine/sexually unattractive, women are domestic, exotic, and sexually

pleasing, and poor English skills (Sue, 2003). All of these images are reflected
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in racial microaggressive themes directed against Asian Americans: aliens in
their own land, ascription of intelligence, denial of racial reality, eroticization
of Asian American women, invalidation of interethnic differences, patholo-
gizing of cultural values/communication styles, second-class citizens, and
invisible (Sue, Bucceri, et al., 2007).

Psychological and Physical Health Consequences

Unlike the research on the effects of racism on African Americans, little exists
with respect to the impact on Asian Americans (Hwang & Goto, 2008; Liang,
Li, & Kim, 2002). Almost the entire research and scholarly literature on racism,
aversive racism, perceived racism, racism-related stress, and psychological/
physical health consequences are based upon the African American population.
Anecdotal and clinical observations and a few studies indicate that Asian
Americans do suffer enormously from the prejudice and discrimination they
receive (Inman & Yeh, 2007; Liang, Alvarez, Juang, & Liang, 2007; Mio et al.,
2007; Yoo & Lee, 2008).

In a study on the cost of racism to Asian American college students, it was
found that racism-related stress is associated with low self-esteem and inter-
personal and career problems (Liang & Fassinger, 2008; Zane & Song, 2007).
They believe low self-esteem may result from the internalization of devaluing
messages sent to Asian Americans, who thus feel more ashamed of themselves
or inferior; poorer or fewer interpersonal relationships were due to an increased
hypervigilance and suspicion of others; and the internalization of messages
makes them question their worth or ability to pursue certain higher-level occu-
pations. In addition to these life adjustment difficulties, racism-related stress
is associated with psychological distress, anxiety, and depression (Barry &
Grillo, 2003; Contrada et al., 2001; Hwang & Goto, 2008; Noh & Caspar, 2003),
feelings of social competence (Zane & Song, 2007), psychological well-being
(Kim, 2002), and feelings of belittlement, anger, rage, frustration, and alienation
(Sue, Bucceri, et al., 2007). It is clear that more research on the harmful impact
of racism on Asian Americans and how this group copes with race-related
stressors is needed (Liang et al., 2007).

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS AND
LATINO/HISPANIC AMERICANS

Latinas/os comprise approximately 14% of the population, are among the
fastest growing group in the United States, have surpassed Black Americans
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as the largest racial/ethnic group, and represent ancestries from Mexico,
Puerto Rico, Cuba, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, and other Latin
American groups (Sue & Sue, 2008; U.S. Bureau of Census Statistics, 2007). It
is important to note that “Latina/o0” is not a racial designator, but an ethnic
one. Thus, Latinas/os may come from any racial category. Like their Asian/
Pacific American counterparts, they are varied and diverse in customs, tradi-
tions, cultures, and so forth. They are, however, held together by one powerful
and common denominator: their primary language is Spanish. Compared
to the general population, Latinas/os are relatively younger, have higher
fertility rates, and continue to be among the least educated in the U.S. population
(Casas, Vasquez, & de Esparza, 2002).

Little doubt exists that Latinas/os experience widespread prejudice
and discrimination (National Survey of Latinos, 2002). They are over-
represented among the poor, unemployment is high, most are in semiskilled
or unskilled occupations, and they suffer many more health problems when
compared to the general population (tuberculosis, AIDS, obesity, heart disease,
etc.) (Sue & Sue, 2008). Many Latinas/os believe that their lower standard of
living and personal well-being are affected by prejudice, stereotyping, and
discrimination (Krupin, 2001; National Survey of Latinos, 2002). Latinas/os,
for example, were often believed by others to be less warm and less competent,
unwanted and unskilled newcomers, and having less social status (Jimeno-
Ingrum, Berdahl, & Lucero-Wagoner, 2009). As a group, they reported levels
of perceived discrimination equal to reports of Black Americans and much
higher than reports of Whites (Moradi & Risco, 2006).

When the general public thinks about Latinas/os, these are some of the
images and stereotypes that come to mind: illegal aliens, foreigners, drug
dealers, farm workers, poor, welfare recipients, tax avoiders, domestic servants,
unskilled, criminals, dangerous, untrustworthy, greasy, sloppy, irresponsible,
lazy, never on time, carefree, uninhibited, poor English, uneducated, stupid,
and religious (Sue, 2003). All of these images are consistent with findings on
microaggressive themes for Latinas/os: Ascription of intelligence, second-class
citizens, pathologizing of communication style/cultural values, speech char-
acteristics, aliens in their own land, criminality, and invalidation of Latina/o
experience (Rivera, Forquer, & Rangel, in press).

Psychological and Physical Health Consequences

Like their Asian American counterparts, less research on the psychological
and physical health consequences has been done on Latinas/os (Moradi &
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Risco, 2006). There is an abundance of health statistics, however, that address
the physical and medical problems of this group. As mentioned previously,
heart disease, tuberculosis, and obesity (48% of women and 40% of men are
overweight) (Johnson et al., 1995) are much higher for Latinas/os, and death
rates from heart disease, pneumonia, asthma, and liver disease are high
among Puerto Ricans (Flack et al., 1995). While a strong case can be made that
actual or perceived discrimination may be at the root of many of these health
problems, a direct causal link is difficult to make. It has been shown that per-
ceived discrimination is linked to many medical problems, such as higher
blood pressure among Mexican Americans (James, Lovato, & Khoo, 1994).

Perceived discrimination does seem to be linked to psychological distress,
depression, higher levels of stress, and anxiety (Finch, Kolody, & Vega, 2000;
Lopez, 2005). The evidence regarding psychological well-being is more mixed,
but low levels do seem to be a result of perceived discrimination (Hwang &
Goto, 2008; Moradi & Risco, 2006). It has been hypothesized that a sense of
well-being is most strongly reflected in self-esteem; high self-esteem indi-
cates high sense of well-being, while low self-esteem reflects low well-being
(Moradi & Risco, 2006). The mixed findings, they contend, fail to consider
the “sense of self-control,” which mediates the perceived discrimination and
well-being link. When this link is considered as an intervening variable, then
perceived discrimination indirectly influences not only a psychological sense
of well-being, but also personal efficacy. Thus, like African Americans and
Asian Americans, it appears that Latinas/os are psychologically impacted by
overt and covert forms of prejudice and discrimination.

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS AND
NATIVE AMERICANS

Native Americans are a highly heterogeneous group, and represent less
than 1% of the population of the United States, with over 500 distinct tribes
(Trimble & Thurman, 2002). The population is relatively young, with fewer
married-couple families, higher female householders without husbands, and
a much lower number of high school graduates (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2001). The Native American Indian experience is unique and not comparable
to any other ethnic group. First, racial/ethnic groups who voluntarily came
(as immigrants) or were forced to come (as refugees and enslaved persons) to
the United States struggled to gain resources and equality. Native Americans
had resources and were the original indigenous people of this country.
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Second, they had land and status that were stolen and seized from them, and
they were subjected to systematic extermination (Sue & Sue, 2008).

When the general public thinks about Native American Indians, these are
some of the images and stereotypes that come to mind: alcoholics, drunkards,
nonverbal, uneducable, retarded, savages, animalistic, uncivilized, blood-
thirsty, primitive, subhuman, superstitious, poor, passive, and noncompetitive
(Sue, 2003). To date, no studies have been conducted on racial microaggressive
themes directed toward Native Americans. When one reviews the historical
and continuing racist treatment of Native Americans, however, it does not take
much to conclude that they have been subjected to an invalidation of their life
style (religions, cultural values, and ways of being) and like all marginalized
groups are subjected to microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations.
As we have seen from the example in Chapter 2, the mascot Chief Illiniwek
represents a major environmental microaggression toward Native Americans.

Psychological and Physical Health Consequences

Life expectancy among Native Americans is the lowest of any group of color,
health problems plague the population, suicide rates are among the highest in
the nation, and some describe substance abuse (alcohol and tobacco) as “dev-
astating” (Alcantara & Gone, 2008; Duran, 2006; Frank et al., 2000; Trimble &
Thurman, 2002). Duran (2006) has coined the term “soul wound” or histori-
cal trauma (massacres, decimation of the population through diseases, forced
relocation, trauma, unemployment, broken treaties, and racism) that is felt to
this present day (Trimble & Thurman, 2002). Just like the lingering effects of
the Holocaust for Jewish Americans, historical traumas have left a deep soul
wound among Native Americans that continues to affect their psychologi-
cal well-being. The invalidation of religion, beliefs, values, and their ways
of life has caused an epidemic of alcohol abuse, poverty, family breakdown,
and suicides. Suicide among Native Americans is the second-leading cause of
death for ages 1524 and the third leading cause of death for 5-14 and 25-44
years (Alcantara & Gone, 2008). These rates are astounding and speak to the
hopelessness, alienation, depression, and widespread alcoholism among this
population.

Historical traumas and the creation of the soul wound are best described in
this passage taken from Napoleon (1996) as cited in Trimble & Thurman (2002):

The Yup’ik world was turned upside down, literally overnight. Out of the suffer-
ing, in confusion, desperation, heartbreak, and trauma was born a generation of
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Yup’ik people. They were born into shock. They woke to a world in shambles,
many of their people and their beliefs were strewn about them, dead. In their
minds, they had been overcome by evil. Their medicines and the medicine men
and women had proven useless. Everything they had believed in failed. They
woke up in shock, listless, confused, bewildered, heartbroken, and afraid. (p. 65)

The Way Forward
Similarities and Differences between Racial Groups

Racial/ethnic microaggressions toward groups of color are a reality in their
life experience. Research into thematic similarities, their manifestations,
meaning, and impact is important. Thus far, studies and theorizing suggest
that racial microaggressions against African Americans, Asian Americans,
Latinas/os, and Native Americans share many similarities.

 First, microaggressions reflect a biased worldview of superiority—inferiority,
and inclusion—exclusion in favor of Whites, and unfavorable attitudes and
beliefs toward people of color.

e Second, every racial/ethnic minority group has been shown to be sub-
jected to all three forms of microaggressions: microassaults, microinsults,
and microinvalidations.

* Third, racial microaggressions are often outside the level of awareness of
the well-intentioned White person, but they are nevertheless detrimental
to the psychological and physical health of persons of color.

e Fourth, microaggressions seem to follow racial/ethnic stereotypes or
images about the various groups of color.

However, research to discover unique stressors for different racial groups
would do much to clarify similarities and differences among them. Such
understanding might aid in developing more effective and specific racial/
ethnic interventions that would benefit the four groups discussed in this
chapter. Some areas to explore involve several avenues of research that
may prove helpful in education, employment, and health care.

e Preliminary research already suggests that African Americans, Asian
Americans, Latinas/os, and Native Americans may share both similar and
dissimilar microaggressions. Being treated as a second-class citizen is
common for all four groups. It also appears that microaggressive themes

(Continued)
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of pathologizing communication styles and ascription of intelligence
(Rivera, Forquer, & Rangel, in press) may be common experiences.

* However, noticeable thematic differences exist between the groups. It
was found that themes of being an alien in one’s own land and invisibility
were shared most by Asian Americans and Latinas/os, but not neces-
sarily with African Americans. However, Asian Americans were seldom
victims of assumption of criminality, while both Blacks and Latinas/os
experienced these themes consistently (Sue, Bucceri, et al., 2007). Our
earlier analysis supports the fact that historical stereotypes of Black
Americans as violent and dangerous and Asian Americans as law-abiding
and quiet may be at play.

e Another area that requires further research involves determining the
relative impact of different forms of microaggressions. Are certain themes
more likely to evoke distress and/or physiological, cognitive, emotional,
behavioral reactions? Is the impact of criminality greater for African
Americans than being perceived as a foreigner in one’s own country
for Asian Americans? Are some racial groups more likely to experience
microassaults (explicit) than microinvalidations (subtle)?

¢ There are also questions about the different impacts of microaggressions
when they are delivered by strangers, casual acquaintances, personal
friends, or family members. It would appear that the perpetrator’s rela-
tionship to the target would influence greatly how racial microaggressions
are perceived. Likewise, the status relationship between perpetrator and
target (power differential) is likely to influence how they are received. In
general, these are all researchable questions.

¢ Do different racial groups cope with microaggressive stressors differently?
Considerable evidence exists that reveals that coping is often influenced
by culture. It has been observed that African Americans are more likely
to be action-oriented than their American Indian counterparts. Research to
determine cultural coping strategies may allow us to build upon culture-
specific strategies in dealing with race-related stress.

e No one is free of bias, prejudice, or discrimination. When we speak
about racial microaggressions, one of the common questions is whether
people of color can microaggress toward one another. The answer is

"yes." It is clear that different racial/ethnic groups can hold biases and

stereotypes toward one another. Some of the interracial and interethnic

conflicts between Latinas/os and African Americans, for example, are
filled with bias and discrimination. People of color, however, are wary

(Continued)
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about discussing these matters for fear that those in power may use
the issue to assuage their own feelings of guilt and racism, to serve as a
"divide and conquer ploy,” and to divert action away from the injustices
of society. Yet, understanding and dealing with interethnic and inter-
racial microaggressions is as necessary as acknowledging and dealing
with the hidden prejudices of all groups.

e |f research on racial microaggressions is to advance, there must be the
development of measurement instruments that allow us to quantify their
manifestations before we can begin to truly understand their detrimental
impacts on people of color. Currently, instruments that measure race-
related stress, perceived ethnic discrimination, and schedules of racist
events/racial hassles exist. However, the items in these measures are
generally confounded by a lack of distinction between overt old-fashioned
racism, aversive racism, and their more subtle manifestations: no instrument
currently distinguishes between the forms of microaggressions (assaults,
insults, and invalidations), whether they are from perpetrator or target, and
their degrees of conscious intentionality. Developing such instruments will
allow us to quantify the microaggressions experienced by populations
of color, to distinguish between ethnic-specific manifestations, and to
allow research into their detrimental impact (physical, psychological, and
standard-of-living factors).

In the study of racial microaggressions, there are many unanswered
questions. It is incumbent upon our profession to begin systematically to
acknowledge, understand, and unmask the dynamics, power, and impacts
of these forms of oppression so that intervention strategies can be devel-
oped to aid in stopping the constant denigration of people of color.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Gender Microaggressions
and Sexism

During the democratic presidential campaign, when candidates Hillary
Clinton and Barack Obama ran against one another, the following op-ed piece
appeared in the January 10, 2008, New York Times, contrasting how gender and
race were influencing voter perceptions.

Women Are Never Front-Runners
by Gloria Steinem

The woman in question became a lawyer after some years as a community
organizer, married a corporate lawyer and is the mother of two little girls, ages
9 and 6. Herself the daughter of a white American mother and a black African
father—in this race-conscious country, she is considered black—she served as
a state legislator for eight years, and became an inspirational voice for national

unity.

Be honest: Do you think this is the biography of someone who could be elected
to the United States Senate? After less than one term there, do you believe she
could be a viable candidate to head the most powerful nation on earth?

If you answered no to either question, you're not alone. Gender is probably the
most restricting force in American life, whether the question is who must be in
the kitchen or who could be in the White House. This country is way down the
list of countries electing women and, according to one study, it polarizes gender
roles more than the average democracy.

160
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That’s why the Iowa primary was following our historical pattern of making
change. Black men were given the vote a half-century before women of any
race were allowed to mark a ballot, and generally have ascended to positions of
power, from the military to the boardroom, before any women (with the possible
exception of obedient family members in the latter).

If the lawyer described above had been just as charismatic but named, say,
Achola Obama instead of Barack Obama, her goose would have been cooked
long ago. Indeed, neither she nor Hillary Clinton could have used Mr. Obama’s
public style—or Bill Clinton’s either—without being considered too emotional
by Washington pundits.

So why is the sex barrier not taken as seriously as the racial one? The reasons are
as pervasive as the air we breathe: because sexism is still confused with nature as
racism once was; because anything that affects males is seen as more serious than
anything that affects “only” the female half of the human race; because children
are still raised mostly by women (to put it mildly) so men especially tend to feel
they are regressing to childhood when dealing with a powerful woman; because
racism stereotyped black men as more “masculine” for so long that some white
men find their presence to be masculinity-affirming (as long as there aren’t too
many of them); and because there is still no “right” way to be a woman in public

power without being considered a you-know-what.

I'm not advocating a competition for who has it toughest. The caste systems of
sex and race are interdependent and can only be uprooted together. That’s why
Senators Clinton and Obama have to be careful not to let a healthy debate turn
into the kind of hostility that the news media love. Both will need a coalition of
outsiders to win a general election. The abolition and suffrage movements pro-
gressed when united and were damaged by division; we should remember that.

I'm supporting Senator Clinton because like Senator Obama she has community
organizing experience, but she also has more years in the Senate, an unprec-
edented eight years of on-the-job training in the White House, no masculinity
to prove, the potential to tap a huge reservoir of this country’s talent by her
example, and now even the courage to break the no-tears rule. I'm not opposing
Mr. Obama; if he’s the nominee, I'll volunteer. Indeed, if you look at votes during
their two-year overlap in the Senate, they were the same more than 90 percent
of the time. Besides, to clean up the mess left by President Bush, we may need
two terms of President Clinton and two of President Obama.

But what worries me is that he is seen as unifying by his race while she is seen as

divisive by her sex.

What worries me is that she is accused of “playing the gender card” when citing the

old boys’ club, while he is seen as unifying by citing civil rights confrontations.
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What worries me is that male Iowa voters were seen as gender-free when
supporting their own, while female voters were seen as biased if they did and
disloyal if they didn't.

What worries me is that reporters ignore Mr. Obama’s dependence on the old—
for instance, the frequent campaign comparisons to John F. Kennedy—while not
challenging the slander that her progressive policies are part of the Washington

status quo.

What worries me is that some women, perhaps especially younger ones, hope to
deny or escape the sexual caste system; thus lowa women over 50 and 60, who
disproportionately supported Senator Clinton, proved once again that women
are the one group that grows more radical with age.

This country can no longer afford to choose our leaders from a talent pool limited
by sex, race, money, powerful fathers, and paper degrees. It’s time to take equal
pride in breaking all the barriers. We have to be able to say: “I'm supporting her

because she’ll be a great president and because she’s a woman.”

The opinion editorial by Steinem (2008) generated heated discussion among
many in the news media, and from the public at large. Despite disclaiming
an attempt to “play the gender card” or the “who’s more oppressed” game
(women or Blacks) in her editorial, Steinem’s comments did precisely what
she did not want them to do. She provoked reactions that deviated from the
points she was trying to make to questions that were debated in the press
and among certain parties: Is sexism stronger than racism in our society? Do
women suffer more than Blacks due to prejudice and discrimination? Is it
more acceptable to be overtly sexist than overtly racist? These questions
are important ones, but they (1) detract from the issues of prejudice and
discrimination directed toward women, (2) act as a “divide and conquer”
wedge between women and people of color, and (3) prevent an enlightened
dialogue about sexism and its detrimental impact on women. As a result, let
us try to look carefully and objectively at the points being made by Steinem
regarding sexism.

First, the title of Steinem’s editorial is a strong statement that women in the
United States are never front-runners for leadership positions, whether they are
vying for political offices, boardrooms, or at the executive levels in our places
of employment. This is in marked contrast to many countries where women
play a pronounced role in the highest echelons of government. For every Nancy
Pelosi (2007: first female speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives) in lead-
ership positions, she represents a statistical rarity when compared against men.
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For every Carly Fiorina (former CEO of Hewlett-Packard) heading a Fortune
400 company, she represents a statistical rarity when compared against men.
When gender is introduced into the leadership equation, women seem to
always come out second, third, or fourth best.

Second, Steinem bemoans the double-standard used to judge women and to
keep them in their place. While she never uses the word “sexism,” she makes
it clear that it is prejudicial attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes that have created
a sex barrier that have shackled women to inferior positions and roles. These
double standards create no-win situations for women. While men are valued
for their assertiveness, an attribute of leadership, women evidencing these traits
are described as “bitchy.” Ironically, women are also aware that they must
conform to masculine roles or behavior standards in order to be perceived as
credible leaders. They are told to be wary of showing emotions or social sen-
sitivities to others or they will be perceived as being “weak” or “too emotional”
to deal with the rough and tumble of logical decisions. Appearance, too, can
be a double-edged sword for women. Rubin (2008) makes the following
observation:

Let’s turn to the snapshot afforded us by a special section the Wall Street Journal
publishes annually, the most recent titled “Fifty Women to Watch 2007.” Its front
page features a thumbnail-size photo of each woman. What some observers
might be thinking, but no one actually says, is that a number of these women
appear deliberately studiously unfeminine. Why might this be so?

Well, maybe because, regardless of gender, holding a top job in today’s mar-
ketplace means you have to court attention in the media. And for women,
that attention inevitably focuses on how they look. . . .

When Senator Clinton turned down Vogue’s request for a photo shoot, editor-
in-chief Anna Wintour wrote, “Imagine my amazement, then, when I learned
that Hillary Clinton, our only female presidential hopeful, had decided to steer
clear of [being photographed for] our pages at this point in her campaign for
fear of looking too feminine. The notion that a contemporary woman must look
mannish in order to be taken seriously as a seeker of power is frankly dismay-
ing.” She went on to ask, “How has our culture come to this” and state, “This is
America, not Saudi Arabia.”

In many respects, the concerns expressed by Steinem (2008) point to the opera-
tion of gender microaggressions as reflected in the hidden themes of individuals,
institutions, and our society directed toward women. “A women’s place is in the
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home,” “You've come a long way baby!” “Don’t worry your pretty little head.”
These statements are filled with hidden messages: “Housework, care of children,
and attractiveness are the domain of women.” “Don’t push so hard, and be con-
tent with the progress you have made.” “Problem solving and rational thinking
are the domain of men.” Thus, it is not surprising that Judge Sonia Sotomayor,
during her confirmation hearing in July 2009, in answering questions from pri-
marily male Senators responded in what others described as “steady,” “unemo-
tional,” “flat and detached,” and even “boring” tones. In fact, one headline in
the New York Times proclaimed “Sotomayor Leaves Passion Behind” (Stolberg,
2009). For a woman who has been described by others as a woman of passion
who feels strongly about issues, this aspect of her character did not come across
in the hearings. Perhaps she knew that her strong feelings, humor, and passion
would be interpreted by men as out-of-control and irrational; they may think
that as a Supreme Court justice she could not be objective.

Similar to racial microaggressions, gender microaggressions are brief and
commonplace daily verbal or behavioral indignities, whether intentional or
unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative gender
slights and insults that potentially have a harmful impact on women. They
too can vary on a continuum from being intentional and conscious to being
unintentional and unconscious. Gender microaggressions are often visited
upon women by well-intentioned men who themselves may be unaware of
the role they play in inflicting psychological harm on their female counter-
parts, in restricting career and job choices, in creating a lower standard of
living for them, and in perpetuating inequities in employment and health care
(Rubin, 2008; Sue & Sue, 2008; U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). Likewise, gender
microaggressions are often delivered through educational texts, mass media,
institutional norms, and cultural scripts that are not necessarily overtly sexist,
but communicate hidden messages that may be internalized by both perpetra-
tor and victim. In keeping with our contention that it is not overt bigotry that
is most damaging to the life of women but instead its contemporary invisible
forms, I describe how sexism has evolved into its everyday manifestations.

FrROM OLD-FASHIONED SEXISM TO MODERN
SEXisM: THE MORPHING OF BIGOTRY

Negative attitudes toward women, viewing them as inferior to men, relegating
them to lesser or undesirable roles, and attributing gross stereotypes to them



From Old-Fashioned Sexism to Modern Sexism: The Morphing of Bigotry 165

seem to be a common phenomena in nearly every society (Zastrow, 2004).
Whether such attitudes and practices come from ancient hunting-gathering
societies that differentiated roles for men and women (less physical freedom
for women because of childbearing), physical characteristics between the
sexes (greater physical strength of men than women), biological differences,
or social learning are the subject of much debate. These beliefs and practices,
however, have a long and continuing manifestation in religion.

Most religions like Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism possess
teachings, beliefs, and practices that relegate women to an inferior status.
According to Christian religion, for example, it was said that woman was
derived from man and man from God and thus woman was lesser than
man (Genesis, Chapter 3; Zastrow, 2004). Some orthodox Jewish men offer
daily thanks to God for not making them a woman (Zastrow, 2004). Even now,
the Roman Catholic Church forbids women to become ministers or priests. In
our society, God is often referred to by the male generic pronoun (“He”).

Likewise, gender stereotypes and discrimination against women seem to
be prevalent in interpersonal behaviors, institutional practices, and cultural
values/beliefs (D. Sue, Sue, & Sue, 2010). For example, cultural scripts, the
social and cultural beliefs and expectations that guide our behaviors and
gender roles, can be explicit or implicit (Gagnon, 1990). “Stand by your man,”
“be ladylike,” “nice girls don’t initiate sex,” and “don’t be bitchy” are cul-
tural scripts based upon beliefs and assumptions about appropriate female
role behaviors and admonitions never to violate them. Nearly 40 years
ago, one study found these stereotypes of women: submissive, sensitive to
slights, excitable, emotional, and conceited about appearance, dependent, less competi-
tive, unaggressive, irrational, and unobjective (Broverman & Broverman, 1970).
The study revealed a double standard for mental health among males and
females. Both men and women clinicians were asked to rate three categories
of individuals on 122 antonymous (opposite) pairs of traits: healthy male,
healthy female, and healthy adult. Descriptions of the healthy adult were the
same as the healthy male, while the healthy female was described differently
from both. In other words, to be a “healthy female” is to be an “unhealthy
adult.” Further, women are placed in a double bind as well. If “male char-
acteristics” denote health and effectiveness in the workforce, it means that
“healthy female traits” connote dysfunction and ineffectiveness in work situ-
ations. However, if women exhibit assertiveness at a work site (healthy male
and healthy adult traits) she runs the risk of being perceived as an unhealthy



166 GENDER MICROAGGRESSIONS AND SEXISM

female (“bitchy” or being “butch”). Even more disturbing is the finding that
both male and female clinicians shared these perceptions!

More recent studies continue to confirm that gender stereotypes of men
and women have changed little over time; men are expected to be logical,
independent, aggressive, and fearless, while women are illogical, passive, fear-
ful, affectionate, conforming, and concerned with domestic affairs (Bergin &
Williams, 1991; Swim & Stangor, 1998). Women continue to be told to “stay in
your place,” and not to violate sex-role norms. Such sex-role stereotypes can
(1) have a damaging effect upon task performance (women are not as good as
men in math and science) despite having equal ability to men, (2) contribute
to stereotype threat, and (3) provoke negative thoughts and feelings about the
self (Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & Kiesner, 2005).

Old-Fashioned Sexism: Patriarchy, Power, and Control

In nearly all societies, women have been considered lesser than men, encoun-
tered more social restrictions, and usually considered intellectually, emotion-
ally, and psychologically inferior (Nelson, 2006; Zastrow, 2004). As a result,
patriarchal policies, practices, and structures have granted men power over
women, and provided men with a convenient justification for the subjugation
of women. Sexism is any attitude or behavior of individuals, institutions,
or societal norms based on the belief that men are naturally superior to
women and should dominate them in all spheres of life: political, economic,
and social.

Stereotyping and rigid gender-role beliefs serve as a source of control and
power over women through descriptive and prescriptive means (Fiske, 1993).
Descriptive female stereotypes are the false beliefs about women (emotional,
illogical, sensitive, etc.) that are imposed by a dominant powerful group.
These have the effect of indoctrinating the larger society about how people in a
group think, feel, and behave. It also has the effect of potentially indoctrinating
targets to these beliefs as well. For example, women may come to internalize
and believe in these stereotypes. Prescriptive female stereotypes are believed to
be more damaging and insidious than descriptive ones because they state how
women should think, feel, and behave (Fiske & Stevens, 1993). They represent the
ultimate form of control because they induce conformance to role behaviors
and punish those who violate prescriptive roles. A female worker in a “hard
hat” construction site may be punished by male colleagues because she is
breaking from traditional role behaviors and engaging in activities meant
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for men. She may be teased, isolated, or become the victim of male pranks
that assail her gender identity. Interestingly, it was found that prescriptive
stereotypes and not descriptive stereotypes were predictive of sexism in
males (Gill, 2004).

The history of the United States is filled with sexism or unequal treatment
of women (Morales & Sheafor, 2004; Zastrow, 2004). They were confined to
childrearing and home activities and not allowed to engage in outside employ-
ment, many laws openly discriminated against them, and it was not until
1920 that passage of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution gave women
the right to vote. The women’s movement was relatively dormant until World
War II when out of necessity large numbers of women were employed out-
side the home, breaking one of the traditional gender restrictions of society.
The restrictive place of women in society was further eroded during the 1960s
when the Civil Rights movement increased equality consciousness and both
racial and sexual discrimination came under attack.

Betty Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique (1963) gave renewed impetus
to the women’s movement and served as a rallying cry for gender-conscious
women and men and the ultimate formation of the National Organization of
Women (NOW) in 1966. This organization continues to be an influential force
for women in our political system. Since that time, numerous federal and
state statutes have passed that forbid sex discrimination, advocate for equal
pay for equal work, bar using marital status or gender to determine credit
worthiness, and extend affirmative action laws to include women (Zastrow,
2004).

In light of these massive changes, one could make a strong case that sexism
has been successfully checked and that our attitudes are no longer biased.
However, such a belief would be to ignore the many subtle and different man-
ifestations of sexism. The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was proposed in
1972 (27th Amendment to the Constitution) and stated: “Equality of rights
under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any
state on account of sex.” Yet, after 10 years of attempts to ratify the ERA, it
failed to gain passage because it required ratification by three fourths of the
states. Its failure to pass could be laid at the foundations of “modern sexism,”
which allowed opponents to claim they were against sex discrimination but
concerned that such a well-intentioned act could actually foster greater disad-
vantage to women: fairness dictated granting maternity leaves to husbands,
women would be equally liable for alimony, they could be drafted into the
armed forces, and would lose preferential treatment in divorce proceedings.
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While these arguments were bogus, they provided convenient rationalizations
for not voting for the ERA.

Modern Sexism: Invisibility, Good Intentions, and Control

Just as the opponents of the ERA manifested many of the characteristics of mod-
ern sexism (invisibility, good intentions, but ultimately control of women),
manifestations of sexism have evolved over time into a more subtle and
insidious form (Swim, Aiken, Hall, & Hunter, 1995). Although not overt and
intentional, these subtler forms of sexism nevertheless exert power over
women and ultimately control their social, psychological, economic, and
political opportunities in life (Swim & Cohen, 1997). Modern sexism is char-
acterized by denial of personal bias and prejudice toward women, a general
conscious belief in equality of the sexes, but unconscious attitudes that foster
nonsupport for programs and legislation helpful to women. Modern sexism is
likely to operate outside the level of conscious awareness through false belief
systems that allow for discriminatory treatment: “Discrimination against
women is a thing of the past.” “Men and women now have an equal oppor-
tunity to succeed in society.” “Women have no right to be angry as they have
already advanced far in our society.” “Women are no longer disadvantaged;
indeed it is men who are being discriminated against.” These beliefs serve to
mask hostility toward equality for women.

A different but related form of modern sexism is benevolent sexism as opposed
to hostile sexism; the former is composed of traditional stereotypes about
women, yet they are viewed positively, while the latter evokes negative atti-
tudes linked to beliefs about female inferiority (Glick & Fiske, 1996). Both
share similar stereotypes of women, but benevolent sexists are motivated
paternalistically to “protect the weaker sex,” view them as objects of “romantic
love,” and admire them as “wives and mothers.” Despite viewing women
positively, it is based on an idealized stereotyped perception of the opposite
sex and is equally controlling and harmful.

In Chapter 1, we used the example of a female subway rider who was
jostled while trying to exit at her stop. A stranger saw her plight and without
her permission physically interceded by placing his hand on the small of her
back and escorting her out. The man no doubt thought he was being pro-
tective, helpful, and chivalrous, but the woman passenger felt uncomfortable
receiving his help. He would be identified as a benevolent sexist, who conveyed
a sex-role stereotype of women as the weaker sex, needing protection, and
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unable to fend on their own. His behavior and the hidden message contain
the characteristics of a gender microaggression: unconscious sexism, good
intentions, but ultimately power and control over the female passenger.

(GENDER MICROAGGRESSIONS

In today’s societal climate, it is not politically correct to hold overtly sexist
attitudes or engage in obvious discriminatory actions toward women because
it is at odds with beliefs of equality (Capodilupo et al., in press; Nadal, Rivera, &
Corpus, in press). To be accused of being a sexist or of holding sex-role stereo-
types toward women is to be considered unenlightened and a bigot. The strong
social sanctions against sexism have changed its face and it has morphed into
a more ambiguous, subtle, and invisible form. Like racial microaggressions,
gender microaggressions may be manifested in three forms: microassaults,
microinsults, and microinvalidations (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008).

Gender microassaults are most similar to individual manifestations of
old-fashioned sexism: being called a sexist name, a man refusing to wash
dishes because it is “woman’s work,” displaying nude pin-ups of women
at places of employment, men making unwanted sexual advances toward
women, sexual harassment, and forced sexual intercourse are examples of
gender microassaults. There is usually recourse in dealing with overt forms
of sexism because they are more easily recognized and condemned. Gender
microassaults may be legally actionable; they may be considered forms of
sexual harassment and of creating a hostile work climate or environment
(Hinton, 2004; Rowe, 1990).

The more insidious and difficult types of gender microaggressions, such as
microinsults and microinvalidations, are less obvious, subtle, and often not
recognized by both perpetrator and target (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). It is their
invisibility that makes them so powerful and potentially lethal. Taxonomies of
gender microaggressions were first proposed by Sue and Capodilupo (2008),
and later researched and refined into their actual thematic manifestations
(Capodilupo et al., in press; Nadal et al., in press). Several microaggressive
themes have been identified through research and scholarly reviews:
Sexual Objectification, Second-Class Citizenship, Use of Sexist Language,
Assumptions of Inferiority, Denial of the Reality of Sexism, Traditional Gender
Role Assumptions, Invisibility, Denial of Individual Sexism, and Sexist Jokes.

1. Sexual Objectification—The process of perceiving the female body as
an object for the pleasure and psychological ownership of others, primarily
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men;, women are reduced to their physical appearance and/or sexuality
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, Buchanan, Fischer, Tokar, & Yoder, 2008).
Pornography, for example, leaves little doubt of how it sexually objectifies
women. Yet, sexual objectification by men through verbal, nonverbal, and
environmental mediums can vary in their degree of consciousness and sub-
tlety. Staring at a woman'’s breasts while talking to her, making catcalls or
whistling, prolonged staring or leering, “checking out” another woman in
your partner’s presence, hanging pin-ups of nude women in an office, forcing
unwanted sexual attention toward a woman, touching or rubbing up against
a woman without her permission, making crude remarks about women’s
bodies, and telling sexual jokes are all examples of sexual objectification (Hill &
Fischer, 2008). Women report that sexual objectification is a common and
continuing reality in their day-to-day experience.

“Every day, when I come to work, I do my best to show I'm competent and hard-
working. I want that promotion as well. But my male coworkers never seem to recog-
nize that I do much more work than they do. Yet, when I wear my hair differently or
wear a new dress or sweater . . . I get remarks . . . ‘Oh, you look different, I like it . . .
You really look sexy today, what’s the occasion?” Or “That dress really shows off your
body well . . .” What gives them the right to comment on my body anyway? Is it so
hard to say, “You're doing a fine job . . . that last report was outstanding.” Do they
even notice? No, only my body and appearance matter to them. . . . What gets me is
other women do the same thing, but usually in a negative way. ‘Boy, that’s a terrible
outfit she has on. It makes her look frumpy.””

The quote also points to another sexual objectification dilemma: self-
objectification. The more women report being gazed at, encountering remarks
about their appearance, garnering unwanted sexual attention, and experienc-
ing sexual harassment, the more they also objectified themselves and other
women as separate sexual beings (Hill & Fischer, 2008; Swim et al., 2001).
Thus women, who are evaluated in an objectified culture regarding physical
appearance, come to evaluate their own worthiness or self-esteem based
upon appearance and physical attributes. Self-objectification has been found
to be negatively related to mental health, happiness, and subjective well-being
(Frederickson & Roberts, 1997).

2. Second-Class Citizenship—This category of gender microaggressions
involves verbal, behavioral, or environmental communications indicating
that women do not deserve the same opportunities, benefits, or privileges
afforded to men (Capodilupo et al., in press; Sue & Capodilupo, 2008). When
a group of women at a restaurant are seated at a table next to the kitchen door
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despite the presence of other empty tables, when men are served first as
customers, or when women are offered less desirable or less important tasks
at a place of employment, these actions convey lesser treatment for an unde-
serving individual or group. The following quote indicates the second-class
status accorded to female athletes (Capodilupo et al., in press):

“I quess the guys’ teams would get you know, new uniforms every year . . . they
would get new equipment, whereas the, umm . . . the girls teams really, we kept the
same uniforms for like a good five years at a time, and our equipment wouldn’t be as
good, it would be broken.”

3. Use of Sexist Language—Anthropologists were among the first to suggest
the power of language in shaping our worldviews. The patriarchal nature of
our society is reflected in the structure and content of language. Occupations,
for example, often possess titles or names that suggest male or female occu-
pancy: Chairman, policeman, repairman, mailman, doctor, airplane pilot,
firefighter, and President of the United States evoke images of “men” in
powerful and active positions, while nurse, secretary, teacher, day-care worker,
receptionist, dental assistant, and clerical worker suggest images of women in
less powerful and stereotyped supportive roles. Female doctors at hospitals
often describe patients as mistaking them for nurses.

Use of the male generic pronoun (“he”), the word “mankind,” or the phrase
“May the best man win” to refer to both sexes is a practice that makes women
invisible, restricts women’s career/job choices, and communicates that they
are lesser beings (Nelson, 2006). “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal” as written in the Bill of Rights is meant to ensure
egalitarian relationships that ironically neglected over half the population
of the United States (Sue, 2003). Language assumptions are so powerful
because they are invisible, yet convey strong messages to women about their
worth and roles in society (Swim, Mallett, & Stangor, 2001). Internalizing
these messages can lead to lower feelings of self-worth and competency.

4. Assumption of Inferiority—While women may be perceived in this
society as more skilled in interpersonal or social relationships, they are often
considered inferior intellectually, temperamentally, and physically (Capodilupo
et al., in press).

In 2005, then Harvard President Larry Summers (now director of President
Obama’s National Economic Council) suggested that innate differences between the
sexes might help explain why relatively few women become professional scientists or
engineers. His comments set off a furor with demands that he be fired. Women academi-
cians were reported to have stormed out of the conference in disgust as Summers used
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“innate ability” as a possible explanation for sex differences in test scores. Ironically,
Summers was lecturing to a room of the most accomplished women scholars in engi-
neering and science in the nation.

If Summers truly believes that women are intellectually less capable, he
is certainly not alone in that unspoken belief (Cadinu et al., 2005; Swim &
Stangor, 1998). The belief that women are less talented in mathematics and
logical thinking is a common, albeit less visible, thread that undergirds our
educational system and influences career choices (Swim & Cohen, 1997; Swim,
Hyers, Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001). Women are often perceived as too emotional
to make logical decisions, as not possessing the intestinal fortitude to make
tough decisions, and as having a difficult time being objective. School coun-
selors often discourage female students from entering occupations in mathe-
matics, sciences, or in fields that require leadership, influence, and command.
Rather, they are counseled to accept supporting roles in fields that minimize
decision-making or leadership positions. Female students often report that in
class, boys are called on more frequently by the teacher, even when there are
more girls in the classroom. They report feeling invisible, unimportant, and as
knowing less than their male counterparts (Sue & Capodilupo, 2008).

Further, our patriarchal society emphasizes physical strength as a major
index of power and control. Physical differences between the sexes are a reality;
in general men are bigger, stronger, and run faster than women. Historically,
men became hunters, while women were confined to roles as gatherers of
nuts, fruits, and other food. Men became protectors, defenders, and skilled in
playing active roles, while women were confined to roles such as childrear-
ing, nursing, and the domestic tasks of cooking, washing, and serving. In
our modern times, however, physical strength is often no longer important
in determining the multiplicity of roles in our society. Indeed a case can be
made that women are physically more resilient, are more resistant to ill-
nesses, tolerate pain better, possess greater endurance except in short-term
feats, and have a much longer life span than men. Yet, physical strength
continues to play a large role in determining superiority and inferiority of
the sexes.

5. Restrictive Gender Roles—Many microaggressions directed toward
women relate specifically to the traditional roles they should play, and to
admonitions not to break them. If they do so, they are likely to be viewed
negatively, called names, or punished in one way or another. In one study
(Capodilupo et al., in press), women reported that they received messages
that they should be “soft and feminine,” play care-giving roles, “not use



Gender Microaggressions 173

profanity or drinking,” and be “domestic.” In dating relationships, women
were expected to allow “guys to make the decisions” and “not to undermine
their authority.” Getting an education for women is seen as less important
than finding the right man and getting married. “Don’t worry your pretty
little head,” “So, when are you going to get married?” and “Why do you want
to take a job away from a man who needs it?” are examples of gender-role
microaggressions that convey “A women'’s place is in the home.”

Breaking gender roles can result in punitive and negative consequences.
A man who has multiple sex partners is seen as a “stud.” A woman who
engages in such behavior is called promiscuous, “easy,” a slut, or a whore.
A man who takes command at the office and who shows flashes of anger may
be perceived as assertive, competent, and “take charge.” A woman who exhib-
its similar behavior is seen as “bitchy,” “unladylike,” “emotional,” or angry
and hostile (see Table 8.1). Punishment of those who break role prescriptions
is captured in these statements by a female team leader who entered a primarily
male worksite:

“It can be very lonely here. They hired me to manage a team of architects, but
they don’t like me telling them what to do. It's almost like they just wanted to fill a
quota . . . "You know, we have a woman in the office, you know and that’s diversity.’
My first week here was horrible. They resented me as the boss, insinuated I didn't
know my place. They go out to lunch together and never invite me. I just stick to
myself now.”

6. Denial of the Reality of Sexism—These manifestations of microaggressions
are the numerous messages sent to women that (1) sexism is a thing of the
past, (2) women are actually now “advantaged” in our society, (3) those who
complain about sexism are oversensitive, (4) women are externalizing their own
shortcomings or unhappiness, and (5) trivialize sexist incidents. In other
words, women'’s experiences of sexism are invalidated. Men and even many
women may share a belief that sexism is a thing of the past and that it no
longer represents a problem or obstacle to the career ambitions, for example,
of women. The playing field is now considered level and competence will rise
to the top.

In a faculty search in our department, for example, one male member of the
search committee shared with me that women candidates were advantaged.
He lamented that “Men don’t stand a chance these days of being hired,
because they are the wrong gender.” Female employees tell stories of how
their bosses would downplay their complaints of sexist behavior with a dis-
missive comment such as, “Don’t be so oversensitive, it’s just harmless fun.”
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Table 8.1 Contrasting Role Descriptions: Businessman and Businesswoman

He's aggressive; she's pushy.

He's good at details; she's picky.

He loses his temper because he's so involved in the job; she's bitchy.
When he's depressed (or hungover), everyone tiptoes past his office; she's
moody so it must be her “time of the month.”

He follows through; she doesn’t know when to quit.

He's confident; she's conceited.

He stands firm; she’s hard.

He has judgment; she's prejudiced.

He's a man of the world; she’s “been around.”

He drinks because of excessive job pressure; she's a lush.

He isn't afraid to say what he thinks; she’s mouthy.

He excises authority diligently; she power-mad.

He's close-mouthed; she's secretive.

He's climbed the ladder to success; she slept her way to the top.

Source: Author unknown. Taken from Zastrow (2004, p. 450).

They are often admonished to not make a big deal about it and/or “ignore it
or not to be oversensitive” (Capodilupo et al., in press). Often they told stories
of how their complaints or observations were portrayed as personal short-
comings and of their not taking personal responsibility for contributing to the
situation (victim blame).

The denial of sexism flies in the face of reality. Both overt and subtle sexism are
continuing realities found in sexual harassment, objectification, sexist humor,
and many forms of discrimination (Klonoff & Landrine, 1995; Matteson &
Moradi, 2005; Swim & Cohen, 1997). It was found that women of all ages
reported frequent sexism in academics, social life, employment, and athletics.
Ninety-nine percent of a female sample reported sexism at some time in their
lives; 97% experienced it in the past year; and many reported high frequencies
through their lives (Klonoff & Landrine, 1995).

7. Denial of Individual Sexism—Denial of individual sexism varies from
deliberative to sincere levels. With respect to the former, men who hold tra-
ditional sex-role views of women and/or hold hostile and negative attitudes
toward them may consciously and deliberately disguise their sexist thoughts or
actions. Thus, they may consciously discriminate against a woman applying
for a job but disguise the reason as “the male candidate was better qualified.”

In our society, it is not politically correct or socially acceptable to discrimi-
nate against any one group. However, the majority of gender microaggres-
sions directed at women are from men who sincerely believe they are not
sexist, profess equality for women, and consciously abhor sex discrimination.
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Most women who hear a man state “I'm not sexist, I have a wife and daughters,
you know,” “I don’t see sex when I promote people,” or “I treat everyone the
same whether they are a man or a woman” may immediately become vigilant
and “on guard.” Experience has shown them that most men possess strong gen-
der bias and the denial is either a “cover up” or “lack of self-awareness about
their actions or attitudes.” In situations where the topic of sexism or gender bias
becomes salient, such men may become uncomfortable, anxious, or silent on
the topic, for fear of appearing sexist. One of their greatest fears and apprehen-
sions is that whatever they say or do in a social situation will appear sexist.

8. Invisibility—Women have often described the experience of “invisibil-
ity”—of being unseen, unworthy of recognition, unimportant, powerless, and
overlooked. They are not seen by employers as candidates for promotion,
ignored when they make contributions on a work team, and called on less
frequently by both male and female teachers in the classroom. In his book
Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison (1972) writes about his racial invisibility: “I am an
invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe;
nor am I one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance,
of flesh and bone, fiber, and liquids—and I might even be said to possess a
mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me. Like
the bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as though I
have been surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorting glass. When they
approach m