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Introduction

This book is not a hero’s journey . It is for those of us who 
have hit rock bottom in the human story of race. We’ve come 
to the end of our whiteness. We want to be honest about our 
place in the human story and heal from our internalized racism. 
We want to be anti- racist.1 When I say “we,” for the purposes 
of this book, I mean anybody who identifies as white.

Let’s be clear: even as we do this work through the lens of 
race, race itself is a social construct and not a biological one.2 
It is a human- invented classification system.3

So, yes, this is a book written to white people.4 While white 
people are centered as the audience, my hope is that the fruit 
would be “for” a larger liberation of all people, as we as white 
people humbly do what we need to do now. Think of this book 
as a moment—a side conversation— when we, as white people, 
gather in small groups in church basements or around tables 
to have a long conversation. The intention is to heal from our 
internalized racism so that we may do less harm. Whenever 
possible, I refer to the definitions and work done by Black, In-
digenous, and authors of Color. Always learn from them first 
and foremost. Then, as we grapple with these ideas and seek 
out a companion for this long walk, I am here to hold space for 
our dismantling, our healing, and our becoming.
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Introduction

Ijeoma Oluo, author of So You Want to Talk about Race, 
writes, “Often, being a person of color in white- dominated 
society is like being in an abusive relationship with the world.”5 
That means that white people— the ones who have created the 
white- dominated societies— are the abusers in the story of race 
and racism.

As a young teenager, born and raised in South Africa, I dis-
covered that I was part of the abusive story of whiteness in 
our world. (As someone who has been physically assaulted, I 
don’t say or take this lightly.) Awakening to whiteness and my 
participation in it shattered my understanding of who I was 
and where I belonged. I could not have named it as eloquently 
then as Oluo did. All I knew was that, growing up, I thought I 
belonged to a heroic story . . . until I didn’t. Once I could see 
the role of Afrikaner people in apartheid, the legal system of 
racial segregation and racial oppression that lasted in South 
Africa for forty- six years, it became very clear I’d been on the 
wrong side of justice. I’d been on the wrong side of humanity. 
When you find yourself as an abuser in the story of race and 
racism, the hero narrative no longer offers a map. Instead, it 
felt like the hero narrative perpetuated the narratives of con-
quest, colonialism, domination, exceptionalism, and rugged 
individualism. I longed for a new way to understand my place 
in humanity.

I grew up in what white fascists and alt- right conservatives 
campaign for: a white- dominating, nationalist state. I inherited 
what the architects of apartheid in South Africa had hoped to 
protect. I was the future they had hoped to set up for success. I 
was the dream of their all- white future. I had everything white 
privilege had afforded me, including a good education.6 All I 
needed to do was follow the path laid out for me. What they 
did not account for was that I also needed a soul.

Those apartheid laws were not just written in legal books; 
they harmed millions of people whose families still carry the 
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costs. They were also written onto the land, into the air we 
breathed, and into my white soul. For the past thirty- plus years, 
I have been on a journey of dismantling that white story, the 
racism I breathed in and out, and the oppressive system that 
was originally set up to privilege me but that ultimately harmed 
everyone.

When the customs, beliefs, and cultures of white people oper-
ate as the standard to which other groups are compared, that is 
whiteness doing its work, according to the Smithsonian National 
Museum of African American History and Culture.7 This is a 
story of naming whiteness as violence, seeing my role and place 
in that violence, and my longing to untangle and discontinue the 
legacy of that violent, internalized operating system. In After 
Whiteness, Willie James Jennings says, “My use of the term 
‘whiteness’ does not refer to people of European descent but 
to a way of being in the world and seeing the world that forms 
cognitive and affective structures able to seduce people into its 
habitation and its meaning making.”8 Osheta Moore writes, 
“Whiteness is neither a privilege nor a blessing to be shared, 
it is a diseased social construct that needs to be confronted.”9

I live and have my being in this world in a white body. This 
awareness was imprinted into my consciousness the minute 
someone wrote on my birth certificate: blanke/white. During 
apartheid, racial designations were assigned to every person in 
South Africa— and for many this naming by the government 
was itself a violence.

While my story, growing up during apartheid in South Af-
rica, is a very particular racist story, after living on three con-
tinents I am deeply aware that racism is a pandemic.

In 2019 I took a pilgrimage through Georgia, Tennessee, 
and Alabama. For years I had been reading and learning about 
the story of race and racism in the United States, but this time 
I wanted to understand with my body. I longed to see, touch, 
taste, breathe, walk, and be with.
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I visited the King Center in Atlanta with my friend Abby, 
walked across the street to Ebenezer Baptist Church, and lis-
tened to a recorded sermon by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. I drove through the Great Smoky Mountains and made 
my way to the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham. I said 
the names of the four girls who had been killed there on Sunday, 
September 15, 1963, when four white supremacists detonated 
nineteen sticks of dynamite in the church.

Addie Mae Collins

Cynthia Wesley

Carole Robertson

Carol Denise McNair

I stood in silence, mindful of the violence and ideology that 
caused their deaths. Across the street, at the Birmingham Civil 
Rights Institute, I read excerpts of King’s “Letter from a Bir-
mingham Jail.” I noticed how few other white people were 
there.

Late that Sunday afternoon, I drove into the town of Selma. 
Honestly, I expected a thriving tourist center to honor and com-
memorate the Edmund Pettus Bridge that is such a profound, 
global symbol in the US civil rights movement. Instead, I had 
to check my phone several times to make sure I was in the right 
place. I even had a hard time finding the plaque identifying the 
bridge. Why is this bridge not a national treasure? I wondered. 
It should be. It became simply another sober reminder of the 
work that still needs to be done.

When I walked across that bridge that Sunday afternoon, I 
felt ridiculous—a lone pilgrim on a bridge— with cars driving 
by. But I didn’t care. I walked that bridge, wanting to honor 
the work, the strength, and the courage of those who had 
walked before. I am a white Afrikaner woman—a nobody in 
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the American story— but marching across that bridge was my 
body’s one small act of solidarity. Over the years, I have learned 
that it matters where we place our bodies, and part of my anti- 
racism journey has been to take my white body to places of 
pain and also to places of resistance, defiance, and liberation.

The next day I visited the Legacy Museum: From Enslave-
ment to Mass Incarceration in Montgomery. The museum was 
built by the Equal Justice Initiative (founded by Bryan Steven-
son) on a site where enslaved people had once been imprisoned 
in a warehouse. Through the brilliant work and layout of the 
museum, I could see how insidious racism was and is, how it 
shape- shifts, mutates, and takes on new forms from one cen-
tury to the next, from one decade to the next. I could see how 
it changes to suit the white narrative and how it works to serve 
dominance and greed. Underneath it all, I noticed how awfully 
similar this evil is around the world.

That afternoon, on a scorching Monday in May, I walked 
through the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. This 
memorial, spread out on a hill in Montgomery, honors every 
person who suffered a racial terror lynching in the United States. 
I walked through the memorial twice, reading the names of 
victims and the names of counties where these lynchings had 
taken place. The memorial brought the numbers of people who 
suffered during this brutal time to life. It is the kind of place 
where you get quiet and very, very sober. This is not really a 
place of hope. It’s a place of truth.

When I left Montgomery that night, as the sun began to set, 
I understood that my white story of racism in South Africa 
was deeply connected to the spirit of white supremacy in the 
United States. Because of the brutal deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, 
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless other people in 
the United States, I am more convinced than ever that white 
people everywhere have to get sober about our global legacy 
of racism, colonialism, white supremacy, whiteness, greed, and 
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violence. We need to listen, shut up, dismantle, learn, and un-
learn. We need to get racially sober.

So, why a book on race and racism by a white woman? Why 
not just shut up and listen?

As far as I understand, there are contradictory ideas about 
how white people should show up in anti- racism work. One 
school of thought believes that white people need to talk to 
other white people and call each other to account. Another 
school of thought believes that white people should only point 
to Black, Indigenous, and People of Color who are already doing 
the work.

Most times, white people should be quiet and only listen 
when the conversation is about racism. I absolutely believe we 
need to seek the words, wisdom, voices, and teaching of Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color first. Their voices and stories 
need to be central in this conversation, always. In this book, I 
am sharing my story and my liberation journey because when 
I started my journey thirty years ago, I longed for the story of 
a white person lamenting, repenting, and wrestling with their 
racism as a spiritual journey.

I have been liberated by the work of Black activists and spiri-
tual leaders in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa 
and by the work, prayers, and praxis of Black women from 
around the world. I have been liberated by Chinese women in 
the underground church and by a Buddhist monk in Taiwan. 
I have been liberated by Palestinian activists and theologians 
and Jewish prophets. I have been liberated by the prayers for 
an outpouring of the Holy Spirit in a Black church on O’ahu 
in Hawaii, and by the kindness of a taxi driver in Kenya. I 
have been liberated by Burundian farmers and Batwa mothers. 
I have been liberated by a Xhosa poet and a Taiwanese hair 
stylist. I am grateful to Indigenous leaders who have welcomed 
me into the circle of humanity. I have been liberated by songs, 
stories, education, and friendship. I am grateful to the large 
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circle of people— from south to north and east to west— whose 
lives and voices reverberate with liberation. I humbly sit at 
their feet. May my words honor the work of so many who 
have liberated me. My hope is that you will find sparks for 
your liberation here.

Here are a few reasons I felt compelled to write this book.
In 2016 I was invited to spend time on Robben Island, a small 

island off the coast near Cape Town that was once used as a 
political prison by the apartheid government. Former president 
Nelson Mandela spent eighteen of the twenty- seven years he 
was imprisoned on Robben Island.

During that trip, our group visited the house where anti- 
apartheid activist Robert Sobukwe was held in silence for six 
years.10 John Vorster, minister of police at the time, described 
Sobukwe as “a man with a magnetic personality, great organis-
ing ability, and a divine sense of mission.”11 Sobukwe had been 
deemed such a threat to the apartheid government that a special 
parliamentary decree— the Sobukwe Clause— was passed to 
detain him and keep him in silence. Guards were under strict 
orders not to speak to him.

As I sat on the cement floor, next to the single bed where So-
bukwe once slept, I was overcome by the profound inhumanity 
of his enforced silence. I was also reminded of the power of a 
single voice. If our voices are that dangerous to the status quo, 
how dare we stay silent in the face of injustice?

A few days later, I was asked by a Black friend to take a group 
of writers— most of them white— back to Sobukwe’s home. I 
felt completely unqualified, especially to lead others to the great 
activist’s house. A voice in my head yelled, You have no right! 
You are an Afrikaner woman. You are part of  the people who 
locked Robert Sobukwe up in that house.

Another part of me remembered the deep conviction: you 
dare not stay silent. So I took a deep breath. Then I asked the 
participants to walk in silence to the house where Sobukwe was 
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kept. We humbly, awkwardly entered into the story, honoring 
and remembering the great suffering.

In 2017, on a retreat in Inanda, a township in Kwazulu- Natal, 
South Africa, a group and I stayed with Black host families. 
That night as we put on our pajamas, Jo, a white woman from 
Durban, turned to me and said, “You need to tell your story. 
You have learned things many of us are still needing to learn.”

Years before, I, like Jo, would have loved to read the words of 
a spiritual white woman who was grappling with her internal-
ized racism. I would have loved to see an example of someone 
walking this journey as part of a faith journey. I would have 
loved to have companions who could help me do less harm.

Just like that day when I led the group of writers to Sobuk-
we’s home, I feel inadequate to go first in a story of becoming 
liberated from our internalized racism. And yet, just like that 
day, I also know I have been to some of these places before. 
And I have still not arrived. But I do believe I have learned some 
things along the way, so I can hold space as we journey out of 
the heart of whiteness and into a new way of being human. We 
are doing this together.

Perhaps you want to stop now and take a moment of silence 
too. Imagine us gathering under that tree on Robben Island, 
the soil beneath our feet crying out for justice. We have come 
to this place because we want to learn, unlearn, and dismantle. 
I am still awkward. I am also deeply convicted. We are here for 
a different world, starting with each one of us.

In September 2016, a few months after that trip to Robben 
Island, I listened to an interview with civil rights legend Ruby 
Sales. She called for a liberating theology for white people. 
Here’s what she said:

I don’t hear anyone speaking to the forty- five- year- old person in 
Appalachia who is dying of a young age, who feels like they’ve 
been eradicated, because whiteness is so much smaller today 
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than it was yesterday. Where is the theology that redefines for 
them what it means to be fully human? I don’t hear any of that 
coming out of any place today.

There’s a spiritual crisis in white America. It’s a crisis of 
meaning. . . . We talk a lot about black theologies, but I want 
a liberating white theology. I want a theology that speaks to 
Appalachia. I want a theology that begins to deepen people’s 
understanding about their capacity to live fully human lives 
and to touch the goodness inside of them, rather than call upon 
them— the part of themselves that’s not relational. Because 
there’s nothing wrong with being European- American; that’s 
not the problem. It’s how you actualize that history and how 
you actualize that reality. It’s almost like white people don’t 
believe that other white people are worthy of being redeemed.

And I don’t quite understand that. It must be more sexy to 
deal with black folk than it is to deal with white folk, if you’re 
a white person. So as a black person, I want a theology that 
gives hope and meaning to people who are struggling to have 
meaning in a world where they no longer are as essential to 
whiteness as they once were.12

I love people. I hate whiteness. Doing this work of dismantling 
racism— both systemic and internalized— and leaving white-
ness is a journey of liberation. The longer I’ve walked, the more 
the Spirit has nudged me to return and keep returning to white 
people. The burden of dismantling oppressive systems can’t rest 
solely on Black, Indigenous, and People of Color.

Therapist and trauma specialist Resmaa Menakem says, 
“White folks have got to do this work themselves because white 
folks don’t even know that we’re not even speaking the same 
embodied language. We’re not even speaking the same verbal 
language. We don’t see the world in the same way, so we are not 
saying the same things.”13 White people, too, have to dismantle 
whiteness and every last one of its racist tentacles— in our bodies, 
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in our minds, and in this world. We need to reclaim our humanity 
outside of whiteness.

I long for us to do less harm along the way.14 “Being numb to 
the knife in your hand doesn’t make it any less sharp,” writes 
Cole Arthur Riley. “God, heal the wounds made in the dark.”15 
Like you, I don’t want our human family to suffer. I don’t want 
to walk around with knives— not intentionally and definitely 
not unintentionally. I want to disarm and dismantle. I long for 
shalom,16 and I am willing to do whatever it takes. Are you?

This book includes a station of liberation in each chapter. 
This provides a place for us to wrestle, answer questions, be 
honest, and go deeper with the ideas in each chapter.

As we do this work, let’s remember that liberation is not a 
linear journey. We may move through the stations throughout 
the day and throughout our lives. We return to these ideas over 
and over again. Each time, we move a little deeper. We peel 
off more layers. We see new things. We unlearn a little more. 
We also learn new things. We make mistakes. We repair. We 
recalibrate. We learn to love.

My hope is that together we may heal from our internalized 
racism. My hope is that these pages will help correct white 
oppressor identities so that we may stop harming Black, Indig-
enous, and People of Color. My hope is to be part of healing the 
racialized trauma in white bodies so that we may become safe 
bodies in the world. My hope is that we may find our cultural 
identity and place in the human story and join the long lineup 
of good ancestors.17

When Paul the apostle said, “Do not conform to the patterns 
of this world” (Rom. 12:2), he meant the systems of the world. 
Systems of domination, exclusion, and hierarchy. Systems like 
heteropatriarchy and white supremacy. We are called out of 
these systems and asked to become new creations. We need to 
have eyes to see the ways of the kin- dom and not of the world.18 
We need to repent and turn away from the old ways and find 
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ways to heal, recover, and become transformed. Are you ready 
for the journey of racial sobriety? It’s time to call a meeting of 
the recovering racists.

Whiteness is not where our human story started, and it is not 
where it will end. We can be part of creating a different world. 
But to get there, we have work to do now.

A Note on Restitution and Repair

For this story to become a part of restitution, I cannot profit 
off pain and injustice. Restitution involves “seeking to set right 
the generational ills of inequality by engaging those who have 
benefited from the systems of colonialism and apartheid, di-
rectly or indirectly, in transferring wealth and social capital and 
reinvesting in communities that are still suffering.”19

As a white woman talking about race and racism, I don’t 
see my way forward without addressing money. I do this at the 
risk of appearing performative. My hope is that transparency, 
rather than performative allyship, is what remains. As we move 
forward, I will be referring to other examples of restitution in 
our conversations so we may inspire each other toward change. 
To that extent, 90 percent of the author income from this proj-
ect will be donated to restitution in South Africa, anti- racism 
work in the United States, and reconciliation efforts in Canada. 
The other 10 percent is for the part of me that is a woman, also 
on a liberation journey out of patriarchy, who is finally learning 
that her work and her words have value.

A Note on Language

Apartheid legislation created categories of race that did not 
exist before the National Party came into power in South Africa 
in 1948. The system created racial designations that were racist 
and harmful and even split families. I did my best not to identify 
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anyone by race who has not identified themselves in that way 
publicly. For that reason, I asked my friend Nicole Joshua to 
name herself in this book (see chapter 11).

I understand there are different thoughts on capitalizing ra-
cial terms. In this book, I have chosen to use lowercase for white 
and whiteness— not as a denial of my existence in a white body 
but as a posture of lament for the violence of whiteness. May 
our reading be a practice of lament.

I have chosen throughout this book to capitalize the words 
Black, Indigenous, and People of  Color. I have also chosen to 
spell out this phrase, rather than use the abbreviation BIPOC 
because, as a white woman, I want to be mindful every time 
of the expansiveness, nuance, beauty, and diversity of people 
included in these words— from south to north and east to west 
in our world. As I wrote “Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Color,” I also slowed down in my body. My best intention is 
not to flatten the meaning and also to acknowledge that the 
term itself is complicated and North American–centric.20 As 
language continues to evolve, I will keep listening and adjusting 
accordingly. Meanwhile, as we read, would you consider joining 
me in being mindful and not glossing over this term? Language 
matters. May our reading, too, be a practice of honor.

Now, as we enter into this story and the continued work, may 
our bodies and our presence in this world become filled with 
love and liberation. May we recover from our racism.

REFLECT

 • What compelled you to pick up this book?
 • At the beginning of your journey, how are you feeling?
 • What do you hope to find on this journey?
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1

Acknowledging  

Our Racism

I fervently believe that if the white person is your problem, 
only the white person can be your solution.

— Emmanuel Acho1

We live as if we are afraid acknowledging the past will 
tighten the chains of injustice rather than break them.

— Austin Channing Brown2

The person who calls himself “the least racist person in the 
room” is always the most racist.

— African American proverb3

Hi, my name is Idelette, and I am a recovering racist.
I am in recovery from the racist ideas that shaped my con-

sciousness from the very moment I was conceived, amid one of 
the most racist social and political stories in history. I was born 
in South Africa, as an Afrikaner woman, during apartheid.

31
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Apartheid literally means “separateness,” and it was an in-
tricate system of laws that separated people based on the color 
of their skin from 1948 to 1994. It was a political system, a 
human- invented system that deeply divided society. The sys-
tem of apartheid and the more than three hundred years of 
colonized rule leading up to it robbed Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color of land, resources, and education. It tried to 
rob people of dignity, strength, and even language.

Apartheid had done its work in such a deep way that when 
I left South Africa at the age of twenty- three— for work, for 
adventure, and to find a more loving and inclusive world—I did 
not have any friends who were Black, Indigenous, or People 
of Color.

I am now forty- eight years old. I have lived on three con-
tinents, and when I started this journey of recovering from 
apartheid, I believed that what we had done in South Africa 
was one of the worst things in the world. In fact, the General 
Assembly of the United Nations had labeled apartheid a crime 
against humanity.4 As terrible as it was, I began learning that 
apartheid was not just a South African thing, or even an Afri-
kaner thing. I learned that the evil we needed to address, what 
had been around a lot longer, what took on different forms on 
different continents and in different periods in history, is racism.

I am in recovery from a system and a consciousness that had 
created a human hierarchy based on the color of someone’s 
skin. These were all personal ideas first, which then became 
political ideas, which then became policies and laws, which then 
became embedded into structures of injustice.5 Racist ideas also 
became embedded into our bodies and into our consciousness. 
I will most likely be in recovery for the rest of my life.

I hate racism and what it has done. I hate the pain it has 
caused, the structural inequality it has literally built into the 
land, and the economic inequality it has created and perpetu-
ated. I hate it for the pain it causes Black, Indigenous, and 
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People of Color. I hate how it has killed and harmed and still 
kills and harms Black, Indigenous, and People of Color. I hate 
that we, white people, have done this. I also hate racism for 
how it has robbed white people of our humanity.

While I had been walking this journey out of apartheid for 
a long time, there was still something missing. I was running 
away from being called a racist, wanting to prove to the world I 
was not one of “those” people. Then I learned a more beautiful 
and liberating way: acknowledging my racism.

It was very early on a Friday morning in April 2016. The 
Reverend Kelly Brown Douglas, Episcopal priest and author 
of Stand Your Ground, stood at the podium in a room full of 
mostly white people in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The United 
States was in the throes of a presidential election campaign 
between the first- ever female presidential candidate and a for-
mer reality TV star. I was listening intently, furiously writing 
notes, when she said, “The only thing white people can ever be 
are recovering racists.”

Thud.
Did I hear correctly? I nudged my friend Kelley next to me. 

She nodded.
“The only thing white people can ever be are recovering rac-

ists.” As Reverend Douglas’s words landed in my heart, my 
body simply responded “Yes.” It felt like my body acknowl-
edged the truth of it before my mind did. I came to a state 
of quiet acknowledgment, feeling that a long restlessness had 
finally ended.

I had been on a quest for years to prove to the world how not 
racist I was. Sitting in that room, facing the ugliest of truths 
about myself and my story, I finally stopped hiding. I no longer 
needed to hide or to prove to the world that I was a good white 
person. I wasn’t.
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I was a recovering racist.
The Bible tells us that truth sets us free,6 although, if I am 

really honest, I was hoping for a different kind of truth. Not 
an ugly truth. Not this kind of truth.

Racial sobriety is that moment of hitting rock bottom, seeing 
our place in the human story clearly— no running, no hiding, 
no justification, no denial, no defensiveness. Only quiet, sober 
acknowledgment and acceptance of this very ugly truth. And 
right there, something else too: the beginning of liberation.

As I faced my ugliest self, I was also able to embrace my 
most whole self. I stopped scrambling for belonging. In that 
moment, I no longer had anything to prove—I couldn’t. I was 
as human, as broken, and as beautiful as every other human 
being on this planet. I exhaled.

Only two years earlier, at a dinner party in our home, it 
was the thing I least wanted to admit. Being a racist was, for 
me, the most shameful thing I could ever be accused of. When 
somebody said the word racist at the table, jokingly indicting 
me and a handful of other white people at the table, I burst 
into tears. I was as fragile as white could be.7 The word racist 
carried deep shame for me because it was interconnected with 
my culture, my identity, and the story of my people. I felt like 
I had something to prove to the world.

I was born in South Africa in 1972, on the white side of the 
hospital. October is already spring in South Africa, but my 
mom says that day was so cold and miserable that she had to 
buy a new winter robe for her hospital stay. It was a cold and 
miserable season in the history of South Africa.

In 1948 the National Party, an ethnic, nationalist party that 
promoted Afrikaner interests in South Africa, gained political 
power and won elections based on their policy of racial seg-
regation. Only white people had voting rights at that time, 
and after winning, the National Party began implementing a 
comprehensive set of laws to segregate people based on race. 
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Afrikaner people made up only about 5 percent of South Af-
rica’s population, and apartheid was how a white- minority 
government dealt with its presence in a majority Black country.

I was unaware of this political drama when I was born, and 
for the most part I grew up in a white bubble. Apartheid had 
achieved exactly what it had set out to do: separate people. It 
had created a “whites only” story for any white person who 
wanted to cling to that. I grew up steeped in Afrikaner national-
ism, Afrikaner symbolism, and Afrikaner history. I was raised 
to be proud of Afrikaner culture and accomplishments.

Perhaps it would help to clarify that there are two quite dis-
tinct cultural groups of white people in South Africa— those who 
are white and speak English and those who are white and speak 
Afrikaans. Only white South Africans who speak Afrikaans are 
called Afrikaners. Afrikaans, my mother tongue, is a Creole 
language consisting of Dutch mixed with Malay, Portuguese, 
Indonesian, and the Indigenous Khoekhoe and San languages.8 
In spite of its rich and diverse origin story, Afrikaans was imple-
mented as a weapon to strengthen Afrikaner nationalism.

For the first eighteen years of my life, I grew up in an almost 
exclusively white, Afrikaans- speaking environment. Our house 
was in an all- white neighborhood. For twelve years of my life, 
I went to an all- white school with all instruction in Afrikaans 
(other than for our English classes, of course). Every Sunday 
we sat in an all- white, Afrikaans- speaking church. These white 
environments had been intentionally created by the racist laws 
of apartheid. My personhood was formed in one of the most 
extreme racist political systems in history.

In some sense, I had been not to the mountaintop of human-
ity but to the bleakest valley of whiteness. I imagine that the 
creators of apartheid had intended for me, as a daughter of 
apartheid, to reap only its privileges and its benefits. But how 
can you commit— and benefit from—a crime against humanity 
and not bear its weight?
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Years later, sitting in that cold lecture hall in Grand Rapids, I 
was still struggling for clarity, healing, and freedom from what 
I had learned and internalized during those first decades of 
my life. I was looking for any and every crumb of liberation 
in order to reclaim and recalibrate my humanity. I wanted to 
make the world better. I wanted to pay for that crime against 
humanity. I didn’t know how, but I was desperate to find a way. 
I knew I was not responsible for all of it, but I was responsible 
for my part.

“I am a recovering racist,” I told Kelley later that evening. 
It was the first time I had said those words out loud, and it felt 
important to do so.

She nodded. She knew.

It wasn’t God who created race. People did. In 2000, scientists 
finally proved that race is a social construct, never a scientific or 
biological one.9 J. Craig Venter, the American biotechnologist 
who led the research team at Celera Genomics Corporation, 
reported, “We all evolved in the last 100,000 years from the 
same small number of tribes that migrated out of Africa and 
colonized the world.”10 As human beings, we share 99.9 percent 
of our DNA. “The differences that we see in skin color do not 
translate into widespread biological differences that are unique 
to groups,” explained Aravinda Chakravarti, a geneticist at 
Case Western University in Cleveland.11

Black authors, Indigenous authors, and other authors of 
Color have contributed— and are contributing— numerous 
works on the history, impact, intricacies, and complexities of 
race and racism. We start there, always. It is difficult for those of 
us who have constructed societies based on a hierarchy of race 
and value, and who have perpetuated that racism, to perceive 
racism as clearly as those who have lived with it, have been 
forced to “dance” with it, and have been at its mercy.
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In Between the World and Me, Ta- Nehisi Coates powerfully 
points out that race did not create racism. Rather, racism gave 
birth to race. “Americans believe in the reality of ‘race’ as a 
defined, indubitable feature of the natural world,” he writes. 
“Racism— the need to ascribe bone- deep features to people and 
then humiliate, reduce, and destroy them— inevitably falls from 
this inalterable condition. But race is the child of racism, not 
the father. And the process of naming ‘the people’ has never 
been a matter of genealogy and physiognomy so much as one 
of hierarchy.”12

Caste: The Origins of  Our Discontents, Isabel Wilkerson’s 
extensive research into the infrastructure of racism, brings more 
clarity. “Caste is the infrastructure of our divisions,” Wilkerson 
writes. “It is the architecture of human hierarchy, the subcon-
scious code of instructions for maintaining, in our case, a four- 
hundred- year- old social order.”13

In How to Be an Antiracist, Ibram X. Kendi reminds us that 
racism is both systemic and a disease. He writes, “I thought 
of racism as an inanimate, invisible, immortal system, not as 
a living, recognizable, mortal disease of cancer cells that we 
could identify and treat and kill.” He adds, “Racism has always 
been terminal and curable. Racism has always been recogniz-
able and mortal.”14

The vile serpent of racism lives in systems, in structures, in 
bodies, in hearts, and, if we let it, in the spaces between us.

My racism is not the kind of racism that wears a hood, calls 
names, or storms a capitol building. No, it has been much more 
subtle, but certainly not benign. The disease of racism that settled 
into my body is that of seeing the world through a false narrative 
of race, defining our humanity by a hierarchy of value and worth.

If you’d asked me when I was growing up in South Africa 
whether I was a racist, I would have said, “No way!” I spoke up 
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against racist jokes at backyard braais (South African BBQs) 
and thought racist people were small- minded and unsophisti-
cated. I certainly did not identify with the label. But years later, 
nearly a decade after apartheid had ended in South Africa, I 
felt like I was still carrying apartheid in my body. I felt chained 
down by a soul heaviness— something I had trouble naming. I 
could not shake the idea that my liberation had not come yet; 
that there was still work to do, connected to the pain and op-
pression we’d caused Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
in South Africa.

“In America, nearly all of us, regardless of our background 
or skin color, carry trauma in our bodies around the myth of 
race,” writes Resmaa Menakem. “We typically think of trauma 
as the result of a specific and deeply painful event, such as a 
serious accident, . . . but trauma can also be the body’s response 
to a long sequence of smaller wounds.”15 Trauma research spe-
cialist Bessel van der Kolk writes that traumatic experiences 
“leave traces on our minds and emotions, on our capacity for 
joy and intimacy, and even on our biology and immune systems. 
Trauma affects not only those who are directly exposed to it, 
but also on those around them.”16 I did not have language for it 
then, but I sensed that I was carrying apartheid in my body— 
the weight of the oppressor.

James Baldwin writes, “We carry our history. We are our 
history.”17 I wondered if  the same were true for oppressors. 
Then one day while my kids were still babies, I sat down at my 
computer and wrote, “I have apartheid.” I wasn’t just wrestling 
with a system out there; I felt it inside me. I wrote:

I am sick, but I don’t have the kind of  disease a doctor could 
ever diagnose. Only history books could tell you what I have.

I have apartheid.
It’s a struggle of  the soul. It’s an inflammation of  the heart. 

It’s the cancer that lives in the walls between us. I have separation 
in my bones, division in my blood, fragmentation in my soul.
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It’s a human condition. It’s a learned condition. It’s a condi-
tion of  the heart.

I heard echoes of this idea years later when Wilkerson wrote 
that caste “embeds into our bones.”18 My soul was a witness.

The day I recognized apartheid— along with its internal-
ized racism— as a disease in me and in our world and not just 
something that happened in the past was the day I began find-
ing medicine for the journey. There is not one prescription for 
all white people. We need to figure out our own way back to 
our humanity. And we need to take responsibility for our own 
recovery journey. Hopefully, as you read this book, and espe-
cially the many books by Black authors, Indigenous authors, 
and other authors of Color, you will create your own treatment 
plan and be encouraged to keep going.

A racist is someone who has contracted the disease of 
racism— seeing the world through a hierarchy of worth based 
on skin color— and who allows and benefits from the systemic 
abuse of power, either consciously or unconsciously. To be 
in recovery from racism is to acknowledge our internalized 
bias and prejudice while embracing a daily treatment plan to 
uproot and kill the disease, both within the body and in our  
world.

“Recovering” is something we do after we’ve failed. The 
systems of hierarchy created by white people over the centuries 
have failed humanity. But when we have failed, we can also 
recover. Yes, we can hide in the corner, numb, or hide in white 
enclaves. Or we can face the ugliness, pick up the pieces, and 
do whatever it takes to make things right. That is the brave— 
and right— thing to do.

“Recovering” is also what we do after we get sick. White 
people have been diagnosed with the disease of racism, and this 
is our journey of recovery. We need to get rid of the disease, 
remove the toxins from our bodies and our world, and work 
on recovering.
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“You are racist, love, but it’s okay to admit it,” says Mar-
ley K. “I’m ready for you to admit it so that we can move on 
to bigger things. You denying the obvious stalls the long road 
to healing. Take a moment to sit with this new/old revelation. 
Your racism is a product of nurturing and nature. Own it.”19

It’s time to own and acknowledge our racism.

Station of Acknowledging

Recovering from racism is not linear. It is much more like find-
ing ourselves in the giant circle of humanity. Within the circle, 
we make decisions about how we respond to the challenges and 
the wounds of the journey, as well as to our fellow travelers. 
When we begin to heal and unclench, we move closer to the 
center, which is love. As we learn and unlearn, we also move 
closer to love. Some days we move through all the stations in 
one day. Other times we can hang out at a station for months, 
doing the deep, inner work required there. We come to this 
journey with our own unique stories and personalities. I don’t 
know where your journey will take you; my best hope is that 
it will lead you to love.

We can’t heal or make right what we don’t acknowledge. That 
is why we start here. Acknowledge means “to accept or admit 
that something exists, is true, or is real.”20 It is here where we 
stand in the ugly truth that we have been a part of committing 
sins against humanity. We may not personally be responsible, 
but when the community we have been a part of or were raised 
in has committed injustice against a whole group of people, we, 
as individuals, need to take up our responsibility for the col-
lective harm that was done. We cannot sweep it under the rug.

Acknowledgment is the opposite of denial. It is the oppo-
site of hiding. It is the opposite of coming up with defensive 
arguments to prove that we are not like that or that we do not 
belong to “those people.” This is the history we need to own.
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Take a deep breath.
It’s okay. This is the work of liberation and transformation. 

As we do our work, walk our journey of recovery, and join the 
movement to rid our world of racism, we can join in creating 
a different world.

This is not where the story ends. We start with acknowledgment.

REFLECT

 • As you reflect on the ideas and stories in this chapter, 
what do you notice rising in you?

 • What do you need to acknowledge at this time? Is there 
something you need to admit to yourself and others?

 • How have you, or your ancestors, been part of failing 
humanity? (This is not to shame. This is simply to take 
an honest account. If shame rises for you, share it with 
someone. We will also address shame in chapter 5.)

 • What is your responsibility (meaning your ability to re-
spond) to the past?

 • Have you ever acknowledged out loud to a trusted 
friend that you are a recovering racist? (Remember, this 
is only to be shared with someone who is also a recover-
ing racist; it is not to create more harm.)

 • What does it mean to you when you say you are a recov-
ering racist?

 • Where have you noticed an apartheid in your world or 
in the world?

The journey of the recovering racist starts  
with acknowledging our racism.
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