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Discursive	Responses	to	Black	Lives	Matter:	White	Fragility,	Political	Correctness,	and	

Respectability	Politics	

This	paper	will	explore	how	shame	and	fragility	around	whiteness	manifest	themselves	as	
refutations	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	through	two	rhetorical	strategies:	accusing	
protestors	of	“political	correctness”	and	utilizing	respectability	politics	to	criticize	the	form	of	
protests	without	addressing	their	contents.	The	poetry	pieces	of	Nikki	Giovanni,	Audre	Lorde,	
and	Claudia	Rankine	from	three	different	political	eras	show	how	different	elements	of	the	
current	Black	Lives	Matter	framework,	namely,	intersectionality,	black	humanity,	and	black	
love,	build	off	of	a	tradition	of	black	feminism.	This	paper	will	examine	why	the	state	and	the	
general	population	consider	some	speech	to	be	violent	and	some	warranting	protection	and	
how	this	corresponds,	intentionally	and	unintentionally,	with	the	existing	racial	hierarchy.	
Popular	culture	and	the	government	often	consider	speech	that	calls	out	racism	as	a	violent	
act	while	granting	constitutional	protections	and	arguments	of	free	speech	to	the	words	(and	
actions)	that	promote	racism.	Countering	this	double	standard	requires	a	continued	focus	on	
protesting,	discussing	racism,	and	recognizing	the	rhetorical	mechanisms	that	make	this	line	
of	reasoning	the	mainstream.	
	
	 According	to	a	Pew	study	published	in	2016,	black	people	were	twice	as	likely	as	

white	people	to	say	that	the	Unites	States	pays	too	little	attention	to	racial	issues	(58	

percent	to	27	percent),	41	percent	of	white	people	said	too	much	attention	is	paid	to	racial	

issues,	and	70	percent	of	white	people	believed	that	individual	prejudices	played	a	bigger	

role	than	societal	inequality	in	the	discrimination	against	black	people	(Horowitz	and	

Livingston).	The	aim	of	this	paper	is	not	to	present	data	on	institutional	racism	in	the	

United	States.	Rather,	this	paper	will	explore	the	rhetoric	of	race	in	the	media	and	popular	

culture	as	it	stands	post-Black	Lives	Matter	and	how	this	can	lead	white	people	both	to	fear	

discussions	of	race	and	simultaneously	to	refuse	to	acknowledge	the	existence	of	racism.		

Understanding	why	Black	Lives	Matter	and	other	similar	movements	have	faced	

white	backlash	can	give	white	allies,	and	protest	movements,	if	they	choose,	a	better	

understanding	of	how	to	engage	other	white	people	about	racism.	White	fragility,	white	

privilege,	and	respectability	politics	are	complicated	concepts,	but	accusations	of	political	

correctness	and	reverse	racism	often	derail	what	could	otherwise	be	productive	dialogues.	
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To	understand	how	rhetoric	impacts	our	conceptualization	of	racism,	this	paper	will	

examine	the	work	of	black,	feminist	poetry,	Black	Lives	Matter,	and	popular	culture.	White	

supremacy,	even	in	its	modern	manifestations	of	white	privilege	and	white	fragility,	is	not	

new	to	the	United	States,	but	neither	is	resistance	through	language.	What	is	the	difference	

between	calling	out	racism	and	decrying	something	as	too	politically	correct?	When	does	

something	constitute	hate	speech	that	should	be	censored	by	the	government	and/or	

protested	(if	ever)?	And	why	are	current	protests	about	racial	justice,	such	as	Black	Lives	

Matter,	so	unpopular	while	historic	civil	rights	movements	are	portrayed	with	praise	and	

esteem?	

	 To	answer	these	questions	and	others	this	paper	is	broken	up	into	three	sections:	

white	fragility,	political	correctness,	and	respectability	politics.	The	beginning	of	the	paper	

explores	why	the	rhetorical	phrase	“Black	Lives	Matter”	inspires	a	mix	of	shame	and	fear	in	

majorities	of	white	people	that	spark	a	backlash	as	a	result	of	white	fragility.	As	a	counter	

to	accusations	that	black	lives	do	not,	in	fact,	matter,	popular	culture,	politicians,	and	the	

media	have	weaponized	the	phrase	political	correctness	as	a	means	of	implicit	censorship	

and	employed	respectability	politics	to	redirect	conversations	concerning	race.	The	recent	

events	surrounding	Michael	Brown,	Milo	Yiannopoulos,	and	Colin	Kaepernick	demonstrate	

the	workings	of	these	more	abstract,	political	concepts.	As	we	explore	these	ideas,	I	use	the	

work	of	three	black,	feminist	poets–	Nikki	Giovanni,	Audre	Lorde,	and	Claudia	Rankine–	

from	three	different	eras	to	historicize	how	these	concepts	and	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

movement	are	merely	modern	manifestations	of	previous	fights	over	racism.	My	focus	on	

rhetoric	of	these	movements	and	popular	culture	stems	from	the	work	of	Judith	Butler	and	

her	writings	on	hate	speech.	This	paper	will	examine	why	the	state	and	the	general	
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population	treat	some	speech	as	violent	and	some	as	warranting	protection	and	how	this	

corresponds,	intentionally	and	unintentionally,	with	the	existing	racial	hierarchy.	Popular	

culture	and	the	government	often	consider	speech	that	calls	out	racism	as	a	violent	act	

while	granting	constitutional	protections	and	arguments	of	free	speech	to	the	words	(and	

actions)	that	promote	racism.	Countering	this	double	standard	requires	a	continued	focus	

on	protesting,	discussing	racism,	and	recognizing	the	rhetorical	mechanisms	that	make	this	

line	of	reasoning	the	mainstream.		

White	Fragility	

	 White	fragility	speaks	to	the	shame,	defensiveness,	and	denial	white	people	often	

demonstrate	when	the	topics	of	race	and	racism	surface	in	conversation.	In	Robin	

DiAngelo’s	2011	essay,	“White	Fragility,”	she	coins	the	term,	defining	it	as	follows:	“White	

people	in	North	America	live	in	a	social	environment	that	protects	and	insulates	them	from	

race-based	stress.	This	insulated	environment	of	racial	protection	builds	white	

expectations	for	racial	comfort	while	at	the	same	time	lowering	the	ability	to	tolerate	racial	

stress,	leading	to	what	I	refer	to	as	White	Fragility”	(DiAngelo	54).	The	protection	and	

insulation	described	by	DiAngelo	speak	to	an	assumption	of	safety	unique	to	the	white	

experience.	Whiteness	is	not	merely	a	skin	color,	but	rather	a	powerful	position	in	a	racial	

hierarchy	that	encompasses	cultural	practices	and	an	ability	to	navigate	the	world	as	the	

standpoint	for	viewing	others	(Frankenberg	75).	Most	importantly,	racism	is	structural	and	

systemic	and	therefore	does	not	change	direction.	Prejudice	and	bias	can	occur	against	a	

white	person,	but	societal	inequalities	do	not	harm	the	white	person	and	the	benefits	of	

whiteness	come	as	a	product	of	hundreds	of	years	of	slavery,	discrimination,	and	

institutions	set	up	to	preserve	white	dominance.	When	challenged	about	whiteness,	
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DiAngelo	explains	how	common	emotional	responses	include	guilt	and	anger	coupled	with	

arguments,	leaving	the	conversation,	or	silence	(DiAngelo	54).	These	behaviors	only	

reinforce	the	centering	of	white	emotions	in	racial	discourse.	In	other	words,	the	feelings	of	

white	people	take	a	higher	priority	over	the	discourse	on	the	realities	of	racism.		

In	order	to	understand	and	subsequently	challenge	whiteness,	there	must	be	an	

understanding	of	the	guilt,	fear,	and	shame	that	contribute	to	what	DiAngelo	calls,	“white	

triggers:”		

• Suggesting	 that	 a	 white	 person’s	 viewpoint	 comes	 from	 a	 racialized	

frame	of	reference;		

• People	of	color	talking	directly	about	their	racial	perspectives;		

• People	 of	 color	 choosing	 not	 to	 protect	 the	 racial	 feelings	 of	 white	

people	in	regards	to	race;	

• People	 of	 color	 not	 being	 willing	 to	 tell	 their	 stories	 or	 answer	

questions	about	their	racial	experiences;	

• A	fellow	white	not	providing	agreement	with	one’s	interpretations;	

• Receiving	feedback	that	one’s	behavior	had	a	racist	impact;	

• Suggesting	that	group	membership	is	significant;	

• An	acknowledgment	that	access	is	unequal	between	racial	group;	

• Being	presented	with	a	person	of	color	in	a	position	of	leadership;	

• Being	presented	with	 information	 about	 other	 racial	 groups	 through,	

for	example,	movies	 in	which	people	of	color	drive	the	action	but	are	

not	in	stereotypical	roles,	or	multicultural	education.	(DiAngelo	57)	
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These	triggers	often	exist	subconsciously	but	can	still	lead	to	violence	because	of	the	shame	

of	whiteness	and	admitting	how	whiteness	benefits	white	people.	In	Chris	Linder’s	(2015)	

study	on	shame	and	fear	among	white	feminists	he	studies	how	shame	can	prevent	white	

folks	from	engaging	with	racism:	“guilt	and	shame	fueled	their	fear	of	appearing	racist,	

resulting	in	inaction	related	to	antiracist	work”	(Linder	544).	Shame	is	both	unproductive	

and	unsafe.	Deconstructing	whiteness	cannot	occur	with	shame	still	present,	and	the	

“triggers”	that	DiAngelo	lays	out	helpfully	explain	the	situations	that	may	cause	at	best,	

ignorance,	and	at	worst,	physical	violence.		

	 The	shame	and	anger	of	white	fragility	can	explain	the	antagonism	directed	at	the	

minimalist	phrase	“Black	Lives	Matter.”	The	claim	that	black	lives	matter	should	not	be	

controversial	or	something	over	which	people	should	disagree.	This	is	not	a	demand	for	

reparations,	a	protest,	or	boycott.	It	is	neither	a	mass	strike	nor	a	riot.	And	no	single	leader	

serves	as	the	face	of	the	movement	in	order	to	demand	political	power	or	as	an	outlet	for	

specific	identification	and	criticism.	And	yet,	former	New	York	Mayor	Rudy	Giuliani	has	

repeatedly	stated	that	Black	Lives	Matter	is,	“inherently	racist,”	and	“they	sing	rap	songs	

about	killing	police	officers,”	(Giuliani).	Fox	News	host,	Sean	Hannity,	claimed,	“Black	Lives	

Matter	is	not	the	answer.	They	only	make	things	worse	because	their	advancing	narrative	is	

killing	cops”	(Hannity).	And	President	Trump	has	gone	after	the	movement	during	his	

campaign	saying,	“I	would	say	they’re	dividing	America”	(Trump).	Examining	DiAngelo’s	

“white	triggers”	reveals	how	a	small,	innocuous	phrase	that	makes	no	mention	of	police,	

racism,	rap	music,	or	white	people	can	ignite	such	an	angry	response.	

	Using	DiAngelo’s	framework,	we	see	that	just	the	words	“Black	Lives	Matter”	strike	

more	than	half	of	the	“white	triggers.”	The	phrase	Black	Lives	Matter	suggests	that	(racial)	
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group	membership	is	significant,	acknowledges	that	access	is	unequal	between	racial	

groups,	chooses	not	to	protect	the	racial	feelings	of	white	people	in	regards	to	race,	and	

talks	directly	about	racial	perspective	(DiAngelo	54).	The	most	common	critical	response	to	

the	phrase	black	lives	matter	is	the	phrase,	“All	lives	matter.”	Republicans,	such	as	Senator	

Tim	Scott,	and	Democrats	alike,	Hillary	Clinton	and	Martin	O’Malley,	have	used	this	phrase,	

and	in	a	2015	Rasmussen	poll,	78	percent	of	likely	U.S.	voters	said	all	lives	matter	was	

closest	to	their	own	views	(Rasmussen	Reports).	Responding	with	“all	lives	matter”	to	the	

phrase	“black	lives	matter”	suggests	that	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	believes	black	

lives	matter	and	other	lives	do	not	matter.	Alicia	Garza,	one	of	the	co-founders	of	Black	

Lives	Matter	responded	to	this	line	of	thinking:	“#BlackLivesMatter	doesn't	mean	your	life	

isn't	important	–	it	means	that	Black	lives,	which	are	seen	without	value	within	White	

supremacy,	are	important	to	your	liberation”	(Garza).	Black	lives	are	not	more	important	

than	other	lives,	but	are	currently	in	the	United	States	(and	around	the	world)	given	less	

value	than	other	lives,	which	needs	to	be	addressed	specifically.	The	phrase	“all	lives	

matter”	dismisses	the	specific	needs	of	black	people	by	asserting	a	flawed	premise	of	

universal	equality.		

This	misinterpretation,	whether	purposeful	or	not,	is	possible	because	of	the	way	in	

which	“black”	carries	a	criminal,	dangerous	connotation	as	a	result	of	the	criminalization	of	

black	bodies.	The	phrase	“all	lives	matter”	takes	explicitly	racial	language	(racial,	not	racist)	

and	replaces	it	with	a	color-blind	(nonracial)	term	that	masks	inequality.	In	order	to	resist	

and	dismantle	white	fragility,	the	rhetoric	surrounding	individualism	and	universalism	

must	be	disconnected	from	both	racially	coded	language	and	racial	neutral	language.	

Individualism,	an	idea	central	to	neoliberalism	and	capitalism,	places	the	individual	as	the	
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sole	person	responsible	for	success	or	failure	(Duggan	16).	Societal	forces	and	historic	

oppression	do	not	impact	the	fate	of	a	person,	individualism	argues,	or	at	least	not	to	a	

degree	in	which	personal	responsibility	could	not	remedy	any	pitfalls.	Therefore,	an	

individual	person	is	solely	responsible	for	his	unemployment,	poverty,	incarceration,	

sickness	etc.	(Duggan	15).	Additionally,	individualism	“erases	history	and	hides	the	ways	in	

which	wealth	has	been	distributed	and	accumulated	over	generations	to	benefit	whites	

today”	(DiAngelo	59).	If	someone	is	an	individual	and	solely	responsible	for	her	own	

actions,	then	racism,	sexism,	and	classism	cannot	be	blamed	for	inequality	and	poverty.	

Whiteness	protects	itself	from	discussing	race	by	appealing	to	individualism,	and	when	

race	appears	unavoidable,	racially	coded	language	emerges.	

	 Racially	coded	language	traffics	in	and	reinforces	stereotypes	while	still	appearing	

to	maintain	racial	neutrality	and	individualism.	Recent	reporting	on	police	shootings	has	

placed	a	spotlight	on	the	disparities	of	news	coverage	when	it	comes	to	black	and	white	

victims	of	police	brutality.	Words	such	as	“thug”	and	“animal”	commonly	appear	in	media	

reports	about	black	protestors,	and	news	broadcasts	often	portray	black	suspects	with	

more	threatening	images	(Savali).	For	example,	after	the	2014	shooting	of	Michael	Brown	

in	Ferguson,	Missouri,	the	New	York	Times	infamously	described	Michael	as	someone	who	

”was	no	angel…he	dabbled	in	drugs	and	alcohol.	He	had	taken	to	rapping	in	recent	months,	

producing	lyrics	that	were	by	turns	contemplative	and	vulgar”	(Eligon).	According	to	

Eligon’s	article,	dabbling	in	“drugs	and	alcohol”	and	“rapping”	somehow	constitute	a	moral	

judgment	of	a	person’s	character	and	warrant	police	violence.	He	does	not	describe	Michael	

Brown	as	black	or	African-American,	but	rap	music	is	an	obvious	dog	whistle	to	his	race.	

Without	explicitly	discussing	the	race	of	Michael	Brown	and	other	victims	of	police	
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brutality	but	still	caricaturing	these	men	and	women	as	dangerous	and	criminal,	white	

people	are	able	to	continue	the	harmful	stereotypes	of	black	people	as	poor,	dangerous,	

and	criminal,	while	also	denying	that	these	incidents	have	any	racial	significance.	When	

commentators	and	protestors	challenge	the	language	used	and	bring	attention	to	the	racial	

dimensions	of	police	brutality,	those	acting	with	white	fragility	will	then	shift	to	

universalism	(i.e.	using	the	phrase	“all	lives	matter”)	and	move	the	conversation	away	from	

whiteness.	

	 Unlike	individualism,	which	attempts	to	neutralize	race	by	casting	everything	as	a	

product	of	personal	decision,	universalism	employs	color-blind	language	that	casts	

everyone	as	part	of	a	human	race	and	therefore	not	as	members	of	specific	racial	groups	

that	could,	in	fact,	face	harm	from	systemic	racism.	Conservatives,	and	also	well-

intentioned	white	progressives,	will	appropriate	the	scholarly	work	that	highlights	race	as	

a	social	construct	as	well	as	the	speeches/writings	of	famous	black,	social	justice	activists	

that	preaches	the	coming	together	of	all	of	humanity,	in	order	to	assert	universalism.	For	

example,	Zack	Wright	of	the	National	Review,	urges	the	U.S.	to	stop	dividing	everyone	by	

race:		

Race	is	an	artificial	human	social	construction,	a	construction	which	has	been	a	

powerful	force	in	conquest,	enslavement,	segregation,	apartheid,	murder,	and	

genocide.	Race	is	a	negative	force;	it	is	a	way	for	people	to	justify	division	and	

separation	between	groups	of	people…	Instead	of	uniting	the	country	as	one,	it	

seeks	to	divide	us	based	on	the	color	of	our	skin.	(Wright)		
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Wright	is	not	wrong	about	the	atrocities	of	racism	or	how	it	is	“an	artificial	human	

construction,”	but	that	does	not	mean	that	ignoring	race	will	allow	the	United	States	to	end	

racism	or	dismantle	white	supremacy.	

Before	delving	into	why	a	colorblind	perspective	cannot	end	racism,	we	first	must	

examine	what	is	race	and	why	it	still	matters	even	if	it	is	a	social	construct.	Ian	F.	Henry	

López	highlights	the	lack	of	scientific	basis	for	race-based	distinction:	“human	interaction	

rather	than	natural	differentiation	must	be	seen	as	the	source	and	continued	basis	for	

racial	categorization…	racial	and	ethnic	identities	derive	their	meanings	from	social	and	

historical	circumstances.”	(López	27),	At	first	glance,	this	concept	of	race	as	sociological	

rather	than	biological	appears	to	place	social	justice	activists	in	a	bind:	If	race	does	not	

really	exist,	then	the	best	solution	must	be	to	disregard	race	and	treat	everyone	the	exact	

same.		After	examining	instances	of	this	logic	in	popular	culture,	color-blind	language	

reveals	itself	to	be	a	white	default	rather	than	a	solution	to	racism.		

Colorblind	logic	appears	repeatedly	in	popular	culture	and	politics,	often	resonating	

with	white	audiences,	and	even	some	black	audiences,	because	of	its	appeal	to	fairness	and	

neutrality.	In	the	2007	U.S.	Supreme	Court	case	Parents	Involved	in	Community	Schools	v	

Seattle	School	District	No.	1,	Chief	Justice	John	Roberts	wrote,	‘The	way	to	stop	

discrimination	on	the	basis	of	race,	is	to	stop	discriminating	on	the	basis	of	race”	(Parents	

40-41).	Similarly,	Tomi	Lahren,	a	popular	YouTube	star	formerly	from	The	Blaze	network	

held	an	interview	with	Trevor	Noah	from	The	Daily	Show	in	which	she	said,	“To	me	true	

diversity	is	diversity	of	thought,	not	diversity	of	color.	I	don’t	see	color”	(Lahren).	In	his	

(2010)	essay,	Ian	F.	Haney	López	addresses	the	argument	that	ignoring	race	can	fix	racism	

and	that	all	divisions	of	race	must	be	racist:		
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Racism	involves	oppression	and	exploitation	justified	through	the	social	

construction	of	races.	(It	does	not,	of	course,	suggest	the	opposite—that	all	racial	

distinctions	necessarily	result	in	racial	subordination.)…under	colorblindness	race	

is	only	skin	color;	it	is	not	a	categorical	system	constructed	over	a	long	history	of	

group-	based	exploitation.	Racism	is	any	and	every	use	of	race;	it	has	nothing	to	do	

with	the	imposition	or	defense	of	racial	hierarchy.	(López	823)		

Racism	is	not,	as	López	states,	“any	and	every	use	of	race,”	but	rather	a	system	of	

oppression	that	directly	results	from	the	social	construction	of	race.	The	different	color	of	

skin	tone	may	be	arbitrary,	constantly	changing	in	history,	and	have	no	scientific	

association	with	genetic	distinctions	that	can	be	held	to	constitute	meaningful	biological	

designations	of	racial	identity,	but	this	difference	has	been	and	continues	to	be	used	to	

build	hierarchies.	These	hierarchies	are	not	random	or	changing,	but	continuously	place	

whiteness	at	the	top	and	blackness	at	the	bottom.	

	 To	tackle	the	dangerous	notion	of	universalism,	society,	specifically	white	society,	

must	understand	how	universalism	comes	from	a	place	of	white	fragility–	fear,	guilt,	and	

shame.	Arguing	against	colorblindness	in	order	to	subvert	racism	feels	counterintuitive	to	

white	people,	because	white	people	often	fail	to	realize	that	colorblindness	continues	to	

disavow	the	existence	of	oppression	and	bias	due	to	race.	The	absence	of	race	is	not	the	

absence	of	racism,	but	instead	often	manifests	as	merely	white	default	or	assumed	

whiteness.	The	language	in	daily	conversations,	pamphlets,	and	the	media,	all	reinforce	the	

messaging	of	white	as	normal	and	everyone	else	as	“different-from-normal”	(Kendall	7),	

which	compounds	upon	existing	implicit	biases	that	make	people	of	all	races	

subconsciously	attribute	certain	qualities,	such	as	laziness	and	criminal	activity,	to	black	
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people	(Lee	106).	In	DiAngelo’s	essay,	she	explains	how:	“white	people	are	taught	not	to	

feel	any	loss	over	the	absence	of	people	of	color	in	their	lives	and	in	fact,	this	absence	is	

what	defines	their	schools	and	neighborhoods	as	“good;”	whites	come	to	understand	that	a	

“good	school”	or	“good	neighborhood”	is	coded	language	for	“white””	(DiAngelo	58).	But	

white	people	need	not	rely	on	academic	papers	to	understand	the	default	of	whiteness	in	

day-to-day	conversation.	If	two	white	people	are	speaking,	the	race	of	the	subject	of	a	story	

is	rarely	mentioned	if	the	person	is	white.	Romantic	partners	are	assumed	to	be	white;	

professionalism	takes	on	a	form	of	white	manners,	and	entry	into	important	jobs	comes	

much	easier	for	white	folks.	This	does	not	mean	that	other	forms	of	oppression–	gender,	

class,	religion,	sexual	orientation–	do	not	mitigate	or	change	how	whiteness	operates,	but	

in	order	to	take	down	universalism	and	individualism	white	people	must	unpack	how	

colorblindness	simply	acts	as	a	buffer	against	confronting	whiteness.		

	 At	the	heart	of	white	fragility	lies	shame,	which	leads	many	intended	spaces	for	

racial	inclusion	to	cater	to	a	sense	of	white	safety,	which	is	often	mistaken	for	universal	

safety.	In	their	essay,	“Toward	a	pedagogy	of	fear,”	Leonardo	and	Porter	explain	how	

spaces	that	are	meant	to	combat	racism	often	fail	to	decenter	whiteness:		“Either	they	

[students	of	color]	must	observe	the	safety	of	whites	and	be	denied	a	space	that	promotes	

people	of	color’s	growth	and	development	or	insist	on	a	space	of	integrity	and	put	

themselves	further	at	risk	not	only	of	violence,	but	also	risk	being	conceived	of	as	illogical	

or	irrational.”	(Leonardo	and	Porter	140).	For	people	of	color,	to	resist	catering	to	the	white	

feelings	of	guilt,	fear,	and	shame,	can	have	physical	and	political	consequences.	Instead	of	

relying	on	people	of	color	to	educate	everyone	else,	white	people	can	engage	their	friends,	

family,	and	coworkers	and	shoulder	that	responsibility.	Preserving	the	feelings	of	white	
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people	may	appear	to	be	a	means	of	creating	safety,	but	it	often	instead	placates	the	white	

shame	and	guilt	demonstrated	around	these	issues,	which	subsequently	contributes	to	the	

erasure	of	and	violence	against	communities	of	color.		

	 White	fragility	can	manifest	itself	as	a	centering	of	one’s	own	experiences	(as	a	

white	person)	and	hiding	behind	other	systems	of	oppression	to	refuse	acknowledging	

racism.	In	2014,	Tal	Fortang,	a	student	at	Princeton	University,	penned	a	widely	spread	

article	published	in	Time	Magazine	entitled,	“Why	I’ll	Never	Apologize	for	my	White	

Privilege.”	Deconstructing	and	analyzing	Fortang’s	essay	provides	valuable	insight	into	the	

way	in	which	many	white	people	view	the	current	topic	of	racism	as	well	as	some	of	the	

challenges	that	other	white	people	face	in	handling	the	shame	that	feeds	white	fragility.	In	

his	article,	Fortang	discusses	his	family	history	with	regards	to	the	Holocaust	and	how	he	

and	his	family	have	had	to	overcome	numerous	obstacles.	He	argues	that	his	success	is	

separate	from	his	whiteness	and	that	to	accuse	him	of	white	privilege	is	to	dismiss	

everything	he	and	his	family	have	experienced.	Fortang’s	article	highlights	how	white	

people	are	often	willing	to	acknowledge	individual	instances	of	discrimination	to	their	own	

struggles	but	then	cast	issues	of	racism	as	a	failure	to	take	a	colorblind,	universal	approach.	

Fortang,	who	is	Jewish,	also	expresses	legitimate	experiences	of	oppression	due	to	a	

religious	background,	and	therefore	underscores	the	need	for	an	intersectional	framework.		

	 The	irony	with	Tal’s	argument	is	his	desire	for	those	who	accuse	him	of	white,	male	

privilege	to	understand	his	complicated	family	history	while	he	refuses	to	consider	the	

perspective	of	marginalized	students	and	nuances	of	systemic	oppression.	At	one	point	he	

states,	“Assuming	they’ve	[white	students]	benefitted	from	“power	systems”	or	other	

conspiratorial	imaginary	institutions	denies	them	credit	for	all	they’ve	done,	things	of	
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which	you	may	not	even	conceive.	You	don’t	know	whose	father	died	defending	your	

freedom.	You	don’t	know	whose	mother	escaped	oppression”	(Fortang).	To	admit	that	

systems	exist	that	benefit	whiteness	and	maleness	means	conceding	that	America’s	

framework	of	individualism	is	flawed.	His	shame	in	acknowledging	whiteness	leads	him	to	

believe	that	accepting	that	racism	has	had	a	part	in	success	would	therefore	“deny	them	

credit	for	all	they’ve	done.”	Furthermore,	he	attempts	to	explain	that	his	grandfather’s	

sacrifice,	as	a	Jewish	person	escaping	Nazi	Germany,	must	absolve	him	of	any	privilege.	

This	accentuates	the	irony	of	his	argument,	because	Tal	is	both	arguing	that	his	family	

background	be	taken	into	consideration	while	also	urging	against	the	consideration	of	the	

history	of	slavery,	Jim	Crow	laws,	mass	incarceration,	and	other	similar	portions	of	

American	history.	Rather	than	ignore	these	complicated,	important	histories,	we	should	

acknowledge	all	of	these	systems	of	oppression	and	work	to	understand	how	they	interact	

with	each	other	and	our	day-to-day	lives.	Tal’s	article	not	only	exemplifies	the	shame	that	

would	occur	with	a	recognition	of	whiteness,	but	also	demonstrates	how	accusations	of	

privilege	have	begun	to	resonate	with	many	as	a	phrase	as	slanderous	as	actual	racist,	

sexist,	homophobic,	etc.	remarks.	He	feels	reduced	to	a	single	physical	attribute	about	

himself	and	angry	that	all	of	his	accomplishments	are	attributed	to	one	aspect.	The	crucial	

distinction	being	that	a	white	identity	has	typically	resulted	in	preferential	treatment	while	

other	identities	have	led	to	slavery,	discrimination,	and	oppression.	Accusing	someone	of	

privilege	does	not	take	away	from	someone’s	accomplishments,	but	rather	suggests	that	

not	everyone	has	the	same	opportunities	even	to	access	those	possible	accomplishments.	

People	can	and	should	still	receive	credit	for	seizing	those	opportunities.				
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	 As	Fortang’s	article	shows,	understanding	the	complexities	of	intersectionality	and	

the	interactions	between	race,	gender,	religion,	class,	sexuality,	and	other	social	identities,	

is	crucial	for	conversations	about	whiteness	and	inequality.	In	her	1989	paper	

“Demarginalizing	the	intersection	of	race	and	sex:	A	black	feminist	critique	of	

antidiscrimination	doctrine,	feminist	theory	and	antiracist	politics,”	Kimberle	Crenshaw	

explains	the	need	for	an	intersectional	approach:	“Because	the	intersectional	experience	is	

greater	than	the	sum	of	racism	and	sexism,	any	analysis	that	does	not	take	intersectionality	

into	account	cannot	sufficiently	address	the	particular	manner	in	which	Black	women	are	

subordinated”	(Crenshaw	140).	Intersectionality	is	not	a	mathematical	equation	in	which	

all	oppressed	identities	are	equal	and	can	be	added	together.	Instead,	intersectionality	

refers	to	the	ways	in	which	all	social	identities	are	intertwined	and	continuously	impact	

experiences	on	an	individual	and	societal	level.	Although	this	paper	focuses	on	racism	and	

whiteness,	the	pervasiveness	of	sexism	and	fragile	masculinity	as	well	as	the	oppression	

faced	by	other	groups	also	impacts	and	is	impacted	by	the	rhetoric	of	protest	movements.	

Class	discrimination,	in	particular,	plays	a	unique	role	in	these	dialogues	because	of	its	

prevalence	in	all	racial	and	gender	communities.	The	poetry	of	Audre	Lorde	highlights	the	

importance	of	intersectionality	and	how	intersectionality	has	historically	been	left	out	of	

social	justice	movements.		

	 Audre	Lorde	published	some	of	her	most	famous	work	in	the	1970s	and	1980s	in	

the	midst	of	feminist	infighting	and	second	wave	criticism.	Lorde	is	most	known	for	her	

promotion	of	intersectional	feminism	and	criticism	of	feminism	that	excluded	the	

experiences	of	queer	women,	poor	women,	women	of	color,	and	other	marginalized	

communities	of	women.	As	a	black,	queer	woman,	Audre	Lorde’s	poetry	engages	with	these	
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complicated	interactions	between	various	identities.	Her	work	explicitly	touches	on	the	

themes	of	resistance,	speech,	and	power	in	ways	that	resurface	in	the	current	day	work	of	

Black	Lives	Matter.		

“Who	Said	It	Was	Simple”	 	 	

There	are	so	many	roots	to	the	tree	of	anger	

that	sometimes	the	branches	shatter	

before	they	bear.	

	

Sitting	in	Nedicks	

the	women	rally	before	they	march	

discussing	the	problematic	girls	

they	hire	to	make	them	free.	

An	almost	white	counterman	passes	

a	waiting	brother	to	serve	them	first	

and	the	ladies	neither	notice	nor	reject	

the	slighter	pleasures	of	their	slavery.	

But	I	who	am	bound	by	my	mirror	

as	well	as	my	bed	

see	causes	in	colour	

as	well	as	sex	

	

and	sit	here	wondering	

which	me	will	survive	
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all	these	liberations.	(Lorde)	

	 In	her	poem	“Who	Said	it	was	Simple,”	Lorde	draws	on	a	subtle	example	of	racism	to	

delve	into	a	broader	critique	about	the	monolithic	focuses	of	liberation	movements.	

Although	Lorde	never	explicitly	states	that	“the	women”	(line	5)	in	the	poem	are	white,	the	

use	of	the	words	“problematic	girls”	(6)	in	the	subsequent	line	implies	a	class	and	race	

distinction	because	of	the	different	hierarchical	connotations	of	women	versus	girl.	

Furthermore,	in	the	line,	“An	almost	white	counterman	passes	a	waiting	brother	to	serve	

them	first”	(8-9),	Lorde	highlights	the	way	in	which	the	group	of	white,	upper-class	women	

are	treated	differently	than	the	black	man	even	if	both	groups	are	marginalized.	The	

speaker	of	the	poem,	however,	still	emphasizes	sympathy	for	all	of	the	subjects	in	the	poem	

because	the	women,	the	waiting	brother,	and	the	problematic	girls	are	all	still	held	down	in	

“slavery”	(11)	even	if	some	groups	have	slightly	more	privileges	than	others.	Toward	the	

end	of	the	poem,	Lorde	also	includes	her	sexuality	marginality	through	the	line	“as	well	as	

my	bed”	to	indicate	how	her	oppression	manifests	itself	in	another	distinct	way	from	any	of	

the	other	groups	mentioned	prior.	Lorde	recognizes	that	all	of	her	identities	will	be	unable	

to	“survive	all	these	liberations”	(17-18)	because	of	a	lack	of	solidarity	and	recognition	

amongst	different	groups.	These	closing	sentiments	tie	back	to	her	opening	of	the	poem	in	

which	she	discusses	the	“many	roots	to	the	tree	of	anger”	(1).	Although	the	types	of	

oppression	may	be	different	and	should	be	acknowledged	as	different,	the	anger	that	they	

rightfully	breed	must	be	recognized	and	affirmed.	Her	frustration	with	having	to	choose	

portions	of	herself	to	survive	resonates	with	the	calls	for	intersectionality	found	in	the	

manifesto	of	Black	Lives	Matter.		
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Political	Correctness	and	Censorship	

	 The	pushback	against	Black	Lives	Matter	and	other	forms	of	activism	on	the	left	

often	evokes	charges	of	political	correctness.	The	language,	actions,	and	systems	that	Black	

Lives	Matter	seeks	to	dismantle	do	not	need	a	radical	restructuring,	according	to	

opponents	on	the	right,	and	instead	Black	Lives	Matter	and	their	supporters	need	to	stop	

with	their	politically	correct	criticisms.	As	Moira	Weigel	writes	in	The	Guardian,	the	

Republican	Party,	and	more	recently	Donald	Trump,	have	rebuffed	and	refuted	concerns	

about	racism,	sexism,	LGBTQ+	rights,	and	countless	other	issues	by	asserting	that	all	of	

these	problems	were	in	fact	politically	correct	distractions	from	the	left	(Weigel).	The	

fragility	of	whiteness,	and	specifically	the	fragility	of	masculine	whiteness,	manifests	in	

accusations	of	political	correctness.	Instead	of	considering	the	impact	of	speech	on	

marginalized	communities,	it	has	become	far	easier	to	accuse	the	other	side	of	censorship	

and	silencing	dissent.	Suddenly,	racist	and	sexist	speech	is	akin	to	calling	someone	a	racist	

or	sexist	with	the	original	speaker	able	to	insulate	him-	or	herself	from	confronting	

criticism.	In	public	instances,	the	media	and	other	public	officials	fall	into	cliché	

commentary	of	“both	sides	hurling	insults”	and	a	conclusion	that	rarely	examines	the	

crucial	distinction	between	racist	speech	and	speech	that	calls	out	racism.	In	order	to	

explore	how	accusations	of	political	correctness	serve	to	protect	white	fragility	and	work	

as	a	mechanism	for	censorship,	we	must	examine	if	speech	can	cause	physical	harm.	If	

speech	can	cause	harm,	when	is	censorship	permissible	and	who	has	the	power	to	censor?		

	 In	Judith	Butler’s	Excitable	Speech:	Politics	of	the	Performative,	she	discusses	how	a	

threat,	“states	the	impending	certitude	of	another,	forthcoming	act,	but	the	statement	itself	

does	not	produce	that	forthcoming	act,”	(Butler	12).	Threats	do	not	work	because	of	the	
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words	in	and	of	themselves,	but	rather	they	only	function	in	a	context	that	makes	the	

actualization	of	the	threat	a	possibility.	In	this	way,	when	the	context	is	correct,	speech	is	

performative	because	speech	can	harm	someone.	The	contexts	in	which	speech	can	be	

performative	rest	on	power	dynamics	and	the	disparate	levels	of	power	between	classes,	

races,	genders,	sexualities,	and	other	social	identities.		

	 As	examples	of	the	performative,	Butler	discusses	the	process	of	gendering	and	

racializing	other	people.	When	a	baby	is	born	the	doctor	states	the	gender	of	a	baby	as	fact	

and	thus,	through	speaking,	bestows	identity	onto	a	baby	that	will	impact	the	child	for	the	

rest	of	its	life	(49).	The	doctor’s	statement	is	performative	because	of	a	societal	context	that	

grants	authority	to	the	well	educated	and	upper	class	as	well	as	a	society	that	understands	

gender	as	a	product	of	visible	genitalia.	As	Butler	notes,	“The	power	to	‘race’	and,	indeed,	

the	power	to	gender,	precedes	the	‘one’	who	speaks	such	power,	and	yet	the	one	who	

speaks	nevertheless	appears	to	have	that	power”	(49).		

Racial	slurs,	microaggressions,	and	more	explicit	calls	for	racial	violence	impact	the	

listener	because	of	the	history	of	white	supremacy	and	anti-blackness	in	the	United	States.	

Alicia	Garza,	one	of	the	co-founders	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement,	declares	in	“A	

Herstory	of	the	#BlackLivesMatter	Movement,”	“Black	Lives	Matter	is	an	ideological	and	

political	intervention	in	a	world	where	Black	lives	are	systematically	and	intentionally	

targeted	for	demise.		It	is	an	affirmation	of	Black	folks’	contributions	to	this	society,	our	

humanity,	and	our	resilience	in	the	face	of	deadly	oppression”	(Garza).	The	systemic	and	

intentional	targeting	of	black	bodies	in	the	United	States	means	that	racist	statements	such	

as	the	n-word	are	perfrmative	as	threatening	language	because	they	build	upon	a	historical	

legacy	and	accumulate	authority	over	centuries	(Butler	51).	Similarly,	microaggressions–	
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seemingly	less	overt	racist	comments–	harm	the	listener	because	black	bodies	have	

historically	functioned	as	objects	for	consumption	and	exploitation	by	white	bodies.	When	

black	people	are	followed	around	in	a	shopping	mall,	the	intent	of	the	officer	may	not	be	

prejudicial,	but	the	white	person	unwittingly	taps	into	the	context	of	white	supremacy	that	

pervades	society.		

	 Black	Lives	Matter	purposefully	positions	itself	as	a	continuation	of	previous	

movements	and	as	a	part	of	the	legacy	of	the	struggle	for	justice	and	equality	in	the	United	

States.	Claudia	Rankine’s	poetry	in	her	2014	book	Citizen:	An	American	Lyric	builds	off	of	

the	work	of	past	poets	and	social	justice	fighters	as	she	reflects	on	the	current	state	of	

racism	in	the	United	States	and	her	experience	as	a	black	woman.	At	one	instance,	on	pages	

10-11,	she	uses	the	content	of	a	speeding	car	to	emphasize	the	connectivity	of	her	

experiences	with	previous	generations	of	black	women.	As	she	drives	with	her	(white)	

friend	who	is	complaining	about	how,	“his	dean	is	making	him	hire	a	person	of	color	when	

there	are	so	many	great	writers	out	there”	(10),	the	lines	between	past,	present,	and	future,	

blur.	She	writes,	“it	is	also	that	you	have	a	destination	that	doesn’t	include	acting	like	this	

moment	isn’t	inhabitable,	hasn’t	happened	before,	and	the	before	isn’t	part	of	the	now	as	

the	night	darkens	and	the	time	shortens	between	where	we	are	and	where	we	are	going”	

(10).	The	propelling	of	the	car	mirrors	the	way	in	which	the	speaker’s	thoughts	seem	to	pile	

on	top	on	one	another	with	forward	momentum.	Although	this	“moment”	of	subtle	racism	

just	occurred,	the	speaker	reflects	on	how	this	has	happened	“before”	and	the	merging	of	

her	present	and	future.	Microaggressions	and	more	obvious	examples	of	racism	impact	the	

listener	because	they	merge	the	past	with	the	present	and	invoke	the	imaginings	of	a	future	

that	still	perpetuates	a	racist	culture.		
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This	moment	becomes	even	more	powerful	when	Claudia	Rankine	writes	soon	after	

about	a	therapist	who	mistakes	her	client,	a	black	woman,	for	a	trespassing	criminal	(18).		

Excerpt	from	“I”:	

The	new	therapist	specializes	in	trauma	counseling.	You	have	only	ever	spoken	on	

the	phone.	Her	house	has	a	side	gate	that	leads	to	a	back	entrance	she	uses	for	

patients.	You	walk	down	a	path	bordered	on	both	sides	with	deer	grass	and	

rosemary	to	the	gate,	which	turns	out	to	be	locked.	

	

At	the	front	door	the	bell	is	a	small	round	disc	that	you	press	firmly.	When	the	door	

finally	opens,	the	woman	standing	there	yells,	at	the	top	of	her	lungs,	Get	away	from	

my	house!	What	are	you	doing	in	my	yard?		

	

It’s	as	if	a	wounded	Doberman	pinscher	or	a	German	shepherd	has	gained	the	power	

of	speech.	And	though	you	back	up	a	few	steps,	you	manage	to	tell	her	you	have	an	

appointment.	You	have	an	appointment?	she	spits	back.	Then	she	pauses.	

Everything	pauses.	Oh,	she	says,	followed	by,	oh,	yes,	that’s	right.	I	am	sorry.	

	

I	am	so	sorry,	so,	so	sorry.	(Rankine	18)	

Although	this	moment	does	not	explicitly	discuss	time,	the	harshness	and	implicit	racial	

bias	of	this	supposedly	educated,	elite	woman	forces	the	white	reader	to	confront	the	

reality	that	racism	still	exists,	and	not	only	in	rural,	Southern	areas.	After	berating	and	

screaming	at	the	black	woman,	the	therapist	acknowledges	that	she	made	a	mistake,	but	is	

only	able	to	utter,	“I	am	so	sorry,	so,	so	sorry”	(18).	The	therapist’s	inability	to	move	past	
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“sorry”	indicates	her	refusal,	either	consciously	or	subconsciously,	to	examine	critically	

how	race	impacted	the	interaction	and	not	merely	that	some	sort	of	mistake	occurred.	As	

an	educated,	presumably	upper-class	woman	she	is	embarrassed	and	shameful	of	her	

racism	but	is	still	too	fragile	to	engage	meaningfully	in	conversation	or	reparations.	

Rankine’s	work	plays	with	the	modern	idea	of	post-racialism	to	demonstrate	that	while	our	

society	likes	to	presume	that	progress	on	some	fronts	has	happened	(a	black	person	going	

to	a	white	woman	for	therapy),	racism	still	manifests	itself	in	all	fronts	with	devastating	

consequences.		

In	a	similar	manner,	security	practices	and	the	determination	of	who	is	a	threat	

according	to	the	state	and	the	media,	rest	on	a	racist,	sexist	context	that	consequently	

enables	words	to	become	performative.	Rachel	Finn’s	2011	essay	“Surveillant	staring:	Race	

and	the	Everyday	Surveillance	of	South	Asian	women	after	9/11”	discusses	how,	“Racial	

categories	often	manifest	as	one	of	the	borders	policed	by	surveillance,	where	practices	of	

surveillance	disproportionately	target	persons	racialized	as	non-white”	(Finn	414).	

Through	thirty-three	interviews	of	Southeast	Asian	women,	the	author	demonstrates	how	

these	women	can	often	be	determined	to	be	dangerous	by	the	public	and	the	government	

through	accusations	or	mere	looks	because	of	societal	context.	Certain	identities	in	society	

(maleness,	whiteness,	wealth)	can	determine	with	speech,	or	even	with	a	gaze,	that	

someone	else,	such	as	a	woman	from	India,	is	a	threat.	While	generic	slogans	may	

encourage	everyone	to	“see	something,	say	something,”	the	context	of	society	enables	

certain	people	to	hold	this	power	while	others	are	the	targets	of	this	rhetoric.	In	order	for	

language	to	be	performative	and,	therefore,	threatening	and	violent,	it	must	operate	within	

a	context	that	has	a	power	imbalance	that	makes	such	a	threat	appear	possible	to	the	
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listener.	With	this	conceptual	framework,	we	can	see	why	racist,	sexist,	homophobic,	etc.	

rhetoric	should	be	taken	seriously	as	threats	and	differentiated	from	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

movement	and	other	protests	that	pursue	a	transformation	of	this	societal	context.		

	 Butler’s	analysis	of	context	and	the	performative	nature	of	speech	helps	explain	how	

racist	slurs	call	upon	centuries	of	violence	to	produce	a	current	threat,	but	it	does	not	

elaborate	on	why	white	people	can	feel	a	similar	sense	of	threat	to	their	well-being	even	

though	societal	context	says	that	white	people	have	significantly	less	to	fear.	In	other	

words,	white	people	do	not	face	structural	racism	in	most	institutional	frameworks,	and	yet	

reactions	to	Black	Lives	Matter	and	other	calls	for	racial	equality	still	call	forth	fear	and	

anger.		

DiAngelo’s	“White	triggers,”	discussed	in	the	previous	section,	can	help	explain	this	

disconnect	between	the	theoretical	lack	of	racism	against	white	people	and	the	on-the-

ground	reality	in	which	many	white	people	view	themselves	as	possible	victims	of	racism.	

A	white	person	who	hears	the	phrase	“Black	Lives	Matter”	is	most	likely	viewing	the	world	

from	what	he	considers	an	objective,	nonracist	context.	This	white	context	upholds	

colorblindness	and	individualism	by	acknowledging	some	historic	racism	and	racist	people,	

but	overall	does	not	include	the	systemic,	pervasive	racism	that	renders	such	a	context	

dangerously	inaccurate.	With	one	phrase,	Black	Lives	Matter	decentralizes	whiteness	and	

centralizes	blackness.	Breaking	the	“racial	comfort”	of	white	people	leaves	them	in	a	

context	in	which	threats	can	be	performative	and	become	much	more	frightening.	This	

feeling	of	a	lack	of	safety	leaves	white	people	struggling	to	respond,	except	with	calls	of	

political	correctness	and	reverse	racism.	
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	 In	her	poem,	“Sound	and	Fury”,	Claudia	Rankine	illustrates	how	white	fragility	can	

lead	to	white	rage;	a	path	that	strikes	a	relevant	tone	in	the	midst	of	today’s	political	

situation.	Excerpts	from	this	poem	lay	out	the	vanishing	promise	of	whiteness	in	the	U.S.:	

“Sound	and	Fury”	

This	is	what	it	means	to	wear	a	color	and	believe	

the	embrace	of	its	touch.	What	white	long	expected	

was	to	work	its	way	into	an	upwardly	mobile	fit.	

In	the	old	days	white	included	a	life,	even	without	luck	

or	chance	of	birth.	The	scaffolding	had	rungs	

and	legacy	and	the	myth	of	meritocracy	fixed	in	white…	

	

power	to	account	though	it’s	not	untrue	jobs	were	

outsourced	and	it’s	not	untrue	an	economic	base	

was	cut	out	from	under.	It’s	not	untrue.	

	

If	people	could	just	come	clean	about	their	pain,	

the	being	at	a	loss	when	just	being	white	

is	not	working.	Who	said	there	is	no	hierarchy	

inside	white	walls?	Who	implied	white	owns	

everything	even	as	it	owns	nothing?	But	white	

can’t	strike	its	own	structure.	White	can’t	oust	

its	own	system.	All	the	loss	is	nothing	

next	to	any	other	who	can	be	thrown	out.	



Winkelman	 25	

In	daylight	this	right	to	righteous	rage	doubles	

down	the	supremacy	of	white	in	this	way.	(Rankine)	

The	speaker	of	the	poem	does	not	dismiss	the	pain	of	losing	the	“meritocracy	fixed	in	

white.”	She	agrees	that	white	economies	have	suffered,	especially	during	the	Great	

Recession,	but	rather	than	direct	their	anger	toward	those	who	“outsourced”	and	“cut	out”	

their	economic	bases,	many	poorer	white	folks	have	instead	blamed	immigrants	and	people	

of	color.	Acknowledging	the	“hierarchy	inside	white	walls,”	would	“strike	its	own	structure”	

and	“oust	its	own	system.”	Not	only	does	this	misdirected	anger	perpetuate	racism,	but	it	

also,	more	dangerously,	gives	this	rage	a	legitimacy	and	righteousness	because	whiteness	

bestows	an	implicit	level	of	authority	and	entitlement	that	most	people	do	not	want	to	or	

cannot	acknowledge.	The	use	of	the	phrase	“white	walls”	in	her	poem	articulates	how	

whiteness	is	constructed,	foundational,	and,	ironically,	an	entrapment	in	other	forms	of	

systemic	oppression	such	as	sexism,	classism,	etc.	Tackling	racism	in	the	21st	Century	

requires	a	recognition	that	the	ills	of	poverty	in	white	communities	are	not	the	fault	of	

communities	of	color	or	reverse	racism	but	rather	the	outcome	of	other	systems	of	

oppression	that	operate	inside	of	whiteness.		

Accusing	a	criticism	of	being	“politically	correct”	signals	both	a	rejection	of	the	idea	

that	the	comment	in	question	was	racist/sexist/homophobic	etc.	and	a	rejection	of	the	

integrity	of	the	person	who	made	the	complaint.	The	caricature	of	someone	who	is	

obsessed	with	political	correctness	invokes	someone	who	adheres	to	a	specific	dogma	(in	

today’s	culture,	a	dogma	of	progressivism,	pro-LGBT	rights,	antiracism)	without	actually	

analyzing	the	specific	case	on	its	own	merits.	For	example,	someone	who	supports	

transgender	rights	because	transgender	rights	are	trendy	and	the	person	wants	to	appear	
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liberal.	This	viewpoint	implies	that	if	something	is	“politically	incorrect,”	it	does	not	contain	

language	that	is	actually	racist,	sexist,	or	homophobic,	but	rather	signifies	the	courage	to	

express	views	that	are	not	trendy	or	popular.		

According	to	Butler,	the	performative	aspect	of	language	tries	to	bring	back	a	

sovereign	model	of	power	in	which	a	sovereign	power	(judge,	doctor,	president)	dictates	

truths	to	the	rest	of	us	(Butler	78).	When	someone	commits	a	hate	crime,	saying	a	racial	

slur,	for	example,	and	society	traces	that	slur	and	injury	back	to	a	single	source,	it	leads	to	

the	recreation	of	a	sovereign	model	of	power.	In	his	book,	The	History	of	Sexuality,	Michel	

Foucault	describes	power	as,	“The	omnipresence	of	power:	not	because	it	has	the	privilege	

of	consolidating	everything	under	its	invincible	unity,	but	because	it	is	produced	from	one	

moment	to	the	next,	at	every	point,	or	rather	in	every	relation	from	one	point	to	another.	

Power	is	everywhere;	not	because	it	embraces	everything,	but	because	it	comes	from	

everywhere”	(Foucault	93).	More	simply,	power	does	not	come	from	above,	from	a	

sovereign	or	king,	but	is	rather	a	pervasive	force	that	everyone	is	shaped	by	and	shapes.	

	If	we	understand	hate	speech	as	performative	within	a	context	of	systemic	

oppression,	then	a	Foucauldian	model	of	power	must	be	operating.	The	threatening	nature	

of	hate	speech	is	not	from	the	one,	specific	comment,	but	rather	from	a	complicated	history	

of	hundreds	of	years	that	gives	that	specific	comment	a	much	more	entrenched	meaning.	

When	critics	of	Black	Lives	Matter	deem	Black	Lives	Matters’	complaints	as	a	product	of	

rampant	political	correctness,	they	attempt	to	ignore	context	and	return	the	conversation	

to	a	faux	neutrality.	If	racism	and	power	are	not	systemic	and	hate	speech	is	not	dependent	

on	a	context	of	white	supremacy,	then	microaggressions	and	individualized	acts	of	racism	

do	not	necessitate	widespread	policy	reform	or	even	an	acknowledgement	of	racial	
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undertones.	The	fragility	of	whiteness	leads	to	calls	of	political	correctness	that	seek	to	

delegitimize	Black	Lives	Matter	and	other	movements	for	racial	justice.	With	this	process	

identified,	the	question	now	becomes	how	other	white	people	can	interrupt	this	narrative	

and	shift	back	the	conversation.		

	 In	line	with	Foucault’s	theories	of	power,	Butler	discusses	explicit	censorship	versus	

implicit	censorship.	Explicit	censorship	entails	an	agent	such	as	the	government,	

protestors,	schools,	etc.	banning	certain	ideas	from	being	expressed.		But,	as	Judith	Butler	

discusses,	implicit	censorship	is	far	more	pervasive.	“The	question	is	not	what	it	is	I	will	be	

able	to	say,	but	what	will	constitute	the	domain	of	the	sayable	within	which	I	begin	to	speak	

at	all.	To	become	a	subject	means	to	be	subjected	to	a	set	of	implicit	and	explicit	norms	that	

govern	the	kind	of	speech	that	will	be	legible	as	the	speech	of	a	subject”	(133).	The	phrase	

“Black	Lives	Matter”	breaks	the	implicit	censorship	associated	with	the	impoliteness	of	

discussing	race	and	racism	in	American	society.	Of	course,	the	phrase	is	not	explicitly	

censored	through	the	government	or	the	courts,	but	the	rules	of	politeness,	which	govern	

how	citizens	choose	to	speak	about	race,	are	centered	on	white	feelings.	The	backlash	

against	Black	Lives	Matter	stems	from	the	same	fragility	that	deems	slavery	a	battle	over	

“states’	rights”,	white	supremacy	as	“troubling	race	relations”,	and	the	mass	incarceration	

of	people	of	color	as	the	“breakdown	of	families.”	To	acknowledge	race,	as	the	Black	Lives	

Matter	campaign	does,	is	to	challenge	implicit	censorship.	The	desire	to	break	the	rules	of	

censorship,	however,	is	not	a	quest	solely	taken	up	by	groups	on	the	left.	

	 Donald	Trump’s	campaign	and	many	of	his	supporters	have	similarly	seen	their	

mission	as	one	of	breaking	societal	norms	on	political	speech.	His	declarations	of	“Radical	

Islamic	Terrorism”	(Trump)	and	Mexicans	as	“bringing	crime.	They’re	rapists”	(Trump)	and	
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other	similar	statement	won	him	laudations	from	right-wing	commentators	across	a	

variety	of	platforms.	In	these	declarations	we	can	observe	a	similar	pattern	of	desiring	to	

break	implicit	censorship	norms,	but	with	certain,	crucial	distinctions.	In	the	same	manner	

in	which	to	speak	of	racial	discrimination	as	explicitly	racist	is	considered	socially	taboo,	

making	racist	comments	with	explicit	racial	language	had	also,	at	least	previous	to	the	2016	

presidential	campaign,	been	largely	rejected	as	inappropriate.	Nothing	that	Donald	Trump	

said	during	the	campaign	is	explicitly	prohibited,	but	implicitly,	most	Americans	had	

learned	that	explicit	racial	comments	should	not	be	said.	Those	who	protested	Trump’s	

comments	were	then	summarily	dismissed	as	being	too	concerned	with	political	

correctness	and	sensitivity.		When	Donald	Trump	tweeted	out	a	picture	of	Hillary	Clinton	

with	the	caption	“most	corrupt	candidate”	on	a	Star	of	David	with	money	in	the	background	

(@realDonaldTrump),	most	pundits	and	politicians	decried	the	image	as	a	classic	example	

of	anti-Semitism.	His	former	campaign	manager,	Corey	Lewandowski,	dismissed	the	

criticism	as	“political	correctness	run	amok”	and	“To	read	into	something	that	isn't	there	is	

--	you	know	what,	again,	I	think	that's	the	mainstream	media	trying	to	attack	Donald	

Trump	for	something	that	isn't	there,”	(Lewandowski).	However,	whereas	Black	Lives	

Matter	breaks	implicit	censorship	norms	through	reclaiming	racial	language,	rightwing	

speakers	respond	to	the	diminishing	of	white	power	with	speech	that	attempts	to	reinforce	

power	hierarchies.	

	 The	power	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	comes	from	a	reclamation	of	racial	

language	after	centuries	of	demarcating	black	and	brown	bodies	as	lesser.	Race	became	

codified	in	American	laws	through	the	informal	“one	drop	rule.”	As	Christine	Hickman	

explains,	“For	generations,	the	boundaries	of	the	African-American	race	have	been	formed	
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by	a	rule,	informally	known	as	the	“one	drop	rule,”	which,	in	its	colloquial	definition,	

provides	that	one	drop	of	Black	blood	makes	a	person	Black”	(Hickman	1163).	The	mark	of	

blackness	(and	other	racial	categories	other	than	white)	led	to	Supreme	Court	decisions	

such	as	Plessy	v	Ferguson,	which	affirmed	the	“equal	but	separate”	doctrine,	thus	setting	the	

foundation	for	legal	segregation	and	discrimination	(Plessy	552).	To	claim	blackness	as	a	

source	of	pride	and	love	and	a	reason	for	value	is	to	challenge	the	racial	hierarchy	through	

subversion	and	reclamation.	As	scholar	and	author,	bell	hooks,	writes	with	regards	to	black	

beauty,	“The	"we"	evoked	here	is	all	of	us,	black	people/people	of	color,	who	are	daily	

bombarded	by	a	powerful	colonizing	whiteness	that	seduces	us	away	from	ourselves	that	

negates	that	there	is	beauty	to	be	found	in	any	form	of	blackness	that	is	not	imitation	

whiteness”	(hooks	281).	Judith	Butler	lays	out	the	potential	for	change	through	reclaiming	

language:	“The	name	one	is	called	both	subordinates	and	enables,	producing	a	scene	of	

agency	from	ambivalence…Insurrectionary	speech	becomes	the	necessary	response	to	

injurious	language,	a	risk	taken	in	response	to	being	put	at	risk,	a	repetition	in	language	

that	forces	change”	(Butler	163).	The	explicitness	with	which	Black	Lives	Matter	breaks	

implicit	speech	norms	serves	as	a	powerful	mechanism	for	dismantling	racial	hierarchy.	

The	historic	powerlessness	of	the	black	community,	and	other	communities	of	color,	

differentiate	their	breaks	with	implicit	censorship	from	the	breaks	of	Donald	Trump	and	

other	rightwing	speakers.		

Nikki	Giovanni,	who	began	writing	poetry	in	the	1960s,	demonstrates	the	

powerfulness	of	highlighting	black	pride	and	black	happiness	in	a	society	that	often	refuses	

to	acknowledge	their	existences.	“Nikki-Rosa”	brings	black	joy	and	black	love	to	the	
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forefront	of	Giovanni’s	poetry	amidst	a	backdrop	of	the	intersectional	oppression	of	

classism	and	racism:		

childhood	remembrances	are	always	a	drag				

if	you’re	Black		

you	always	remember	things	like	living	in	Woodlawn				

with	no	inside	toilet		

and	if	you	become	famous	or	something		

they	never	talk	about	how	happy	you	were	to	have				

your	mother		

all	to	yourself	and		

how	good	the	water	felt	when	you	got	your	bath				

from	one	of	those		

big	tubs	that	folk	in	chicago	barbecue	in				

and	somehow	when	you	talk	about	home				

it	never	gets	across	how	much	you		

understood	their	feelings		

as	the	whole	family	attended	meetings	about	Hollydale		

and	even	though	you	remember		

your	biographers	never	understand		

your	father’s	pain	as	he	sells	his	stock				

and	another	dream	goes		

And	though	you’re	poor	it	isn’t	poverty	that		

concerns	you		
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and	though	they	fought	a	lot		

it	isn’t	your	father’s	drinking	that	makes	any	difference				

but	only	that	everybody	is	together	and	you		

and	your	sister	have	happy	birthdays	and	very	good				

Christmases		

and	I	really	hope	no	white	person	ever	has	cause				

to	write	about	me		

because	they	never	understand		

Black	love	is	Black	wealth	and	they’ll		

probably	talk	about	my	hard	childhood		

and	never	understand	that		

all	the	while	I	was	quite	happy	(Giovanni)	

Throughout	the	poem,	Nikki	Giovanni	describes	numerous	examples	of	the	poverty	that	

afflict	the	narrator’s	upbringing	and	the	wider	black	community:	“no	inside	toilet”	(line	4),	

“father’s	pain	as	he	sells	his	stock”	(18),	and	“my	hard	childhood”	(31).	Despite	these	

accurate	descriptors,	the	speaker	of	the	poem	is	clear	that	her	childhood	was	happy	and	

joyful,	even	if	most	white	people	depict	black	childhoods	as	depressing	and	impoverished.	

The	poem	highlights	the	disconnect	between	the	speaker’s	own	perceptions	of	her	

childhood	and	the	way	in	which	black	childhoods	are	described,	“if	you	become	famous	or	

something”	(5).	Toward	the	end	of	the	poem,	Giovanni	writes,	“Black	love	is	black	wealth	

and	they’ll/	probably	talk	about	my	hard	childhood/	and	never	understand	that/	all	the	

while	I	was	quite	happy”	(30-33).	The	“they”	in	this	passage	refers	to	white	people	who	

write	about	the	speaker’s	life.	The	first	line	in	particular,	“Black	love	is	black	wealth”	plays	
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off	of	the	ambiguity	of	the	word	“is”	in	which	the	sentence	could	mean	either	that	the	

amount	of	money	determines	the	amount	of	love	or,	more	radically,	love	is	currency	in	the	

black	community	rather	than	money.	The	former	interpretation	fits	into	the	typical	

capitalist	worldview	of	value	determined	by	money.	In	this	mindset,	yes,	this	black	

childhood	is	poor	and	sad	and	conforms	to	other	white	stereotypes	of	blackness.	If,	

however,	the	latter	interpretation	is	used,	then	it	becomes	clear	why	the	speaker’s	

childhood	was	full	of	joy.	The	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	echoes	Nikki	Giovanni’s	ideas	

of	black	joy	and	love	subverting	capitalism	and	racism.	

	 While	Giovanni,	hooks,	Garza,	and	others	clearly	break	implicit	censorship	with	

explicit	discussions	of	racism	and	white	supremacy,	they	also	subvert	racism	with	

discussions	that	center	a	love	of	blackness.	To	break	implicit	censorship	with	overtly	racist	

comments	is	not	a	call	to	subvert	racial	hierarchies,	but	rather	an	attempt	to	refortify	the	

fragile	position	of	whiteness	as	dominant.	Criticisms	of	this	rhetoric	beget	angry	

denunciations	of	political	correctness,	which	aligns	with	the	symptoms	of	a	challenged	

whiteness.	For	example,	a	black	person	discusses	microaggressions,	a	television	

commentator	decries	microaggressions	as	politically	correct,	and	millions	of	Americans	

suddenly	have	their	opinions	formed	on	the	issue.	Charges	of	political	correctness,	as	

described	above,	are	levied	in	a	variety	of	situations	for	political	gain,	but	regardless	of	the	

comment,	the	act	of	decrying	something	as	“politically	correct”	serves	as	an	escape	from	

confronting,	in	the	context	of	this	paper,	whiteness	(or	maleness,	straightness,	etc.).		

To	discuss	overtly	the	topic	of	racism	is	to	challenge	many	of	the	“white	triggers”	

DiAngelo	examines.	Rather	than	engage	with	whiteness,	people	can	simply	dismiss	certain	

comments	as	sensitive	and	meaningless.	The	trope	of	accusing	something	as	“politically	
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correct”	has	now	reached	a	quasi-cultural	script	in	which,	“the	core	idea	rarely	receives	

much	skepticism	from	the	members	of	the	society	and,	thus,	most	often	serves	as	premises	

(rather	than	conclusions)	in	inference	or	argument”	(Wierzbicka	14).	It	is	irrelevant	that	

the	phrase	politically	correct	originated	in	the	U.S.	with	the	Communist	Party	in	the	1930’s	

and	has	adopted	dozens	of	meanings	over	the	last	century,	or	if	this	situation	applies	to	the	

context,	the	phrase	itself,	“politically	correct”,	now	has	its	own	meaning	(Gibson).	The	

result	of	this	scripted	series	of	events,	in	addition	to	the	obvious	repercussion	of	avoiding	

difficult	conversations	about	race,	is	that	this	explicit	charge	works	as	implicit	censorship.	

Politicians,	media	figures,	and	everyday	individuals	subsequently	worry	about	being	

labeled	as	too	“politically	correct,”	and	therefore	limit	the	range	of	political	discourse.	The	

rightwing	in	American	politics	has	turned	charges	of	racism,	sexism	etc.	(charges	of	what	

should	and	should	not	be	said	in	the	public	sphere)	into	a	form	of	implicit	censorship,	

limiting	the	efficacy	of	trying	to	control	standards	of	decency.		 	

	 Although	those	who	claim	the	left	is	obsessed	with	political	correctness	also	accuse	

the	left	of	explicit	censorship,	all	institutions	practice	some	explicit	censorship.	Therefore,	

in	order	to	pushback	against	claims	of	censorship,	protest	movements	would	benefit	from	

identifying	the	hypocrisy	that	exists	around	explicit	censorship	but	also	the	ways	in	which	

charges	of	political	correctness	function,	ironically,	as	implicit	censorship.			

	 The	saga	of	Milo	Yiannopoulos	illustrates	the	double	standards	of	censorship	and	

the	hypocrisy	of	organizations	that	claim	to	be	above	explicitly	censoring	certain	ideas	

from	their	platforms.	Milo	rose	to	prominence	after	drawing	dozens	of	protests	at	

universities	across	the	United	States.	As	a	former	Breitbart	editor	and	author,	

Yiannopoulos	gained	celebrity	status	as	an	outspoken	gay	man	who	attacked	the	
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transgender	community,	the	Muslim	community,	and	the	political	correctness	of	the	left.	He	

was	an	ardent	supporter	of	Donald	Trump	during	the	2016	presidential	campaign	despite	

the	LGBT	community	supporting	Hillary	Clinton	77	percent	to	14	percent	according	to	a	

CNN	exit	poll	(“exit	poll”).	College	groups	that	have	protested	Yiannopoulos	often	cite	a	

2016	incident	in	which	he	outed	a	trans	woman	and	undocumented	students	at	a	

presentation	at	the	University	of	Wisconsin-Milwaukee.	During	his	presentation,	Milo	

displayed	a	picture	of	the	student	and	ranted,	“I	have	known	some	passing	trannies	in	my	

life.	Trannies	—	you’re	not	allowed	to	say	that.	I’ve	known	some	passing	trannies,	which	is	

to	say	transgender	people	who	pass	as	the	gender	they	would	like	to	be	considered”	

(Yiannopoulos).		The	use	of	the	slur	“trannies”	operates	effectively	as	a	threat	due	to	a	

societal	context	in	which	transgender	people	do	not	have	equal	rights	and	are	more	likely	

to	encounter	physical	and	sexual	violence	(Stotzer	178).	Although	Yiannopoulos	himself	

does	not	attack	this	woman,	his	acts	of	calling	her	a	“trannie”	and	displaying	her	photo	

perform	the	identification	of	her	that	leaves	her	susceptible	to	both	verbal	and	physical	

assault.		

According	to	the	Berkeley	Against	Trump	Coalition	at	the	University	of	California,	

Berkeley	that	protested	Yiannopoulos’	visit,	these	incidents	led	to	protests:	“No	space	for	

racism/Transphobia/Fascism	on	Campus!	No	Milo	Yiannopoulos!	Hate	speech	is	not	free	

speech!”	(Berkeley	Against	Trump	Coalition).	In	this	case,	Yiannopoulos’s	words	performed	

an	action;	the	words	publically	gave	people	identities,	which	hold	social	and/or	legal	

penalties	due	to	a	larger	context.	As	a	result	of	these	actions	and	his	corresponding	beliefs	

surrounding	transgender	identities	and	immigrants,	many	campus	groups	have	called	for	

bans,	even	if	conservative	student	groups	have	invited	him.	
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	 When	the	Conservative	Political	Action	Committee	(CPAC)	invited	Yiannopoulos	to	

speak	at	their	2017	summit,	it	did	so	as	a	protest	against	leftwing	censorship.	His	

popularity	was	climbing,	his	books	were	selling,	and	progressives	across	the	U.S.	were	

furious	with	his	increasing	platforms.	One	week	before	CPAC,	videos	surfaced	of	

Yiannopoulos	condoning	and	even	speaking	favorably	regarding	pedophilia,	specifically	

between	preachers	and	teenage	boys	(Peters).	Within	a	few	days	of	the	video’s	circulation,	

Yiannopoulos’	book	deal	with	Simon	&	Schuster	and	his	speech	at	CPAC	were	both	

cancelled.	This	incident	highlights	how	all	groups	utilize	censorship	on	their	platforms	

(even	when	nothing	said	is	illegal)	despite	claims	to	the	contrary.	In	their	comment	

rescinding	his	invitation,	Matt	Schlapp,	president	of	CPAC,	wrote:		

Due	to	the	revelation	of	an	offensive	video	in	the	past	24	hours	condoning	

pedophilia,	the	American	Conservative	Union	has	decided	to	rescind	the	invitation	

of	Milo	Yiannopoulos	to	speak	at	the	Conservative	Political	Action	conference…	We	

initially	extended	the	invitation	knowing	that	the	free	speech	issue	on	college	

campuses	is	a	battlefield	where	we	need	brave,	conservative	standard-bearers.	

(@mschlapp)		

Conservative	groups	banned	Yiannopoulos	because	they	felt	his	views	on	pedophilia	did	

not	align	with	their	values	and	they	chose	not	to	grant	him	space	to	speak	at	their	

conference.	The	difference	between	CPAC	and	local	college	groups	turned	out	to	be	when	

Milo	crossed	the	line,	not	that	the	line	existed.	Racist,	sexist,	homophobic	etc.	comments	are	

injurious	and	cross	the	line	for	many	groups,	but	prompt	calls	of	political	correctness	from	

their	opponents	because	addressing	these	issues	threatens	to	deconstruct	powerful	

hierarchies.	Banning	someone	for	holding	different	views	on	pedophilia	is	only	different	in	
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that	everyone	recognizes	the	danger	in	allowing	such	views	to	gain	footing	in	the	

mainstream,	but	they	do	not	pose	some	unique	legal	conundrum	that	makes	CPAC’s	

decision	any	different	than	leftist	groups	that	similarly	banned	Yiannopoulos.	

	 Calls	of	political	correctness	stem	from	white	fragility	and	the	possibility	of	

upsetting	the	power	structures	in	society.	Although	the	law	prohibits	explicit	censorship,	

those	who	hold	power	set	the	range	of	appropriate	discourse.	The	result	of	this	implicit	

censorship	is	that	politicians,	activists,	and	regular	folks	(even	those	who	are	sympathetic)	

often	hesitate	to	discuss	racial	justice	and	systemic	racism.	Protest	groups	and	Black	Lives	

Matter	are	attempting	to	shift	the	boundaries	of	implicit	censorship	by	continuing	to	call	

out	harmful	speech	and	racism.	The	pushback	to	this	challenge	to	discourse	norms	often	

takes	the	form	of	accusations	of	political	correctness.	While	working	to	change	the	implicit	

censorship	parameters,	protest	groups	should	continue	to	limit	explicit	speech	that	is	

harmful.	Admittedly	it	is	difficult	to	draw	that	line,	but	the	line	still	exists.	Everyone	has	

limits	about	what	speech	should	be	permitted	in	public	arenas,	and	protest	groups	do	not	

need	to	apologize	for	drawing	these	lines	once	someone	espouses	what	is	obviously	racist,	

sexist,	transphobic,	homophobic,	and	xenophobic	language.		

	

Respectability	Politics	and	Black	Lives	Matter	

	 To	have	fragility	one	must	have	a	socially	dominant	identity	(white,	male,	straight,	

Christian	etc.)	because	they	must	have	fear	of	losing	dominance,	even	if	this	fear	is	

subconscious.	Therefore,	fragility	can	only	exist	when	someone	holds	a	privileged	identity,	

and	one	of	the	most	potent	examples	of	white	fragility	comes	in	the	form	of	respectability	

politics.	In	the	following	section,	I	will	explore	how	respectability	politics	has	impacted	the	
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Black	Lives	Matter	movement	within	both	white	communities	and	communities	of	color,	

specifically	black	communities,	and	how	criticism	of	protest	movements	disguises	its	fear	

of	content	with	disparagement	of	form.	In	its	simplest	terms,	rid	of	a	specific	racial,	gender,	

or	other	political	contexts,	when	someone	from	a	marginalized	community	practices	

respectability	politics,	she	partakes	in,	“a	performance	and	project	of	moving	from	the	

position	of	‘other,’	to	being	incorporated	into	the	normal,	dominant,	and	hegemonic”	

(Obasogie	and	Newman	547).	The	“normal,	dominant,	and	hegemonic”	position	in	the	U.S.	

has	historically	been	and	continues	to	be	someone	who	is	white,	male,	Christian,	

heterosexual,	upper	socioeconomic	status,	able-bodied,	and	cisgender.	Respectability	

politics	refers	to	someone	of	a	marginalized	group	who	attempts	to	move	into	these	

identities	or	is	told	to	mimic	behavior	that	resembles	these	identities.	

In	the	context	of	protests	surrounding	racism,	and	specifically	with	Black	Lives	

Matter,	respectability	politics	manifest	itself	as	focusing	on	the	criminal	history	of	victims	

of	police	shootings,	calling	for	protestors	to	calm	down,	criticizing	the	music	and	clothing	of	

protestors,	and	suggesting	that	the	demands	of	protestors	are	only	achievable	if	they	stop	

protesting	or	protest	differently.	Rather	than	responding	to	the	violence	of	structural	

racism,	those	who	call	for	more	respectable	politics	place	the	onus	of	change	on	the	

individual	protestors	and	imagine	the	parameters	of	success	or	failure	to	achieve	equality	

to	depend	on	those	individuals’	behavior.	Black	Lives	Matter	specifically	sets	out	to	change	

this	framing	and	force	all	people	to	confront	the	shame	that	leads	to	the	racist	logic	of	

respectability	politics.		

	 The	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	refutes	calls	for	respectability	politics	from	both	

white	and	black	critics	through	an	emphasis	on	love	and,	paradoxically,	on	the	idea	that	all	
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lives	matter,	not	just	lives	deemed	“respectable”	by	the	state.		In	the	“Herstory	of	the	

#BlackLivesMatter	Movement”	Alicia	Garza	explains	why	drawing	attention	to	blackness	

and	anti-black	racism	is	crucial	for	dismantling	structural	racism:	“When	we	deploy	‘All	

Lives	Matter’…We	perpetuate	a	level	of	White	supremacist	domination	by	reproducing	a	

tired	trope	that	we	are	all	the	same,	rather	than	acknowledging	that	non-Black	oppressed	

people	in	this	country	are	both	impacted	by	racism	and	domination,	and	simultaneously,	

BENEFIT	from	anti-black	racism.”	(Garza).	White	people,	and	other	nonblack	minorities,	

benefit	from	anti-black	racism,	but	they	also,	as	discussed	earlier	in	the	Nikki	Giovanni	

poem,	are	harmed	through	the	construction	of	“white	walls.”	These	systems	of	oppression	

harm	everyone	and	explicitly	drawing	attention	to	institutional	racism	is	necessary	to	

eradicate	these	constructs.	Respectability	politics,	on	the	other	hand,	insists	on	erasing	

social	identities	through	conforming	to	dominant	norms	and	criticizes	individuals	who	do	

not	act	accordingly.	By	centering	racial	identity,	and	specifically	black	racial	identity,	the	

Black	Lives	Matter	movement	asks	us	to	focus	on	whose	lives	the	state	does	not	value	and	

protect.	

	 Although	critics	of	Black	Lives	Matter	like	to	purport	a	support	for	all	lives,	their	

rhetoric	plays	into	the	colorblind	logic	of	universalism;	a	logic	that	ironically	forces	

individuals	to	shoulder	the	responsibility	of	overcoming	structural	racism.	Earlier,	I	

discussed	colorblindness	and	its	propensity	to	reinforce	existing	racist	hierarchies.	As	

Obasogie	and	Newman	explain:	

These	two	ideologies	[colorblindness	and	respectability	politics]	interconnect	to	

produce	a	present	legal	and	social	period	that	seeks	to	erase	the	significance	of	race	

by	claiming	that	(1)	race	is	not	structurally	determinative	of	individual	outcomes	
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and	(2)	the	only	forms	of	racism	that	do	still	matter	are	individual	bad	actors	

unwilling	to	let	go	of	lingering	ideologies	from	more	racist	time	periods.	(Obasogie	

and	Newman	550)		

If	respectability	politics	is	the	shift	from	non-normative	to	normative,	then	blackness	is	the	

antithesis	of	normative	based	on	the	specific	history	of	the	United	States	in	regards	to	the	

enslavement,	segregation,	and	mass	incarceration	of	black	bodies	over	the	last	400	years.	

Instead	of	examining	systemic	racism	and	the	ways	in	which	white	supremacy	has	shaped	

and	continues	to	shape	our	current	society,	white	conservatives	and	liberals	often	fall	into	

arguments	concerning	if	the	behavior	of	protestors	is	normative,	if	victims	of	police	

shootings	conformed	to	a	white,	upper-class	normality,	and	whether	or	not	a	life	was	

valuable	because	of	this	conformity	to	the	dominant	culture.	

	 Respectability	politics	is	not	a	new	phenomenon	and	has	historically	functioned	as	a	

strategy	for	black	activists	rather	than	as	a	means	for	white	people	to	police	the	activism	of	

black	people.	Brooks	Higginbotham	originally	coined	the	term	“politics	of	respectability”	in	

her	account	of	how	black	women	radically	fought	for	civil	rights	within	the	black	church	

(Higginbotham	272).	In	her	work,	Higginbotham	does	not	dismiss	the	politics	of	

respectability,	but	rather	urges	more	black	folks	to	use	this	tactic	as	a	means	of	gaining	a	

platform	and	influence.	The	politics	of	respectability	is,	“both	subversive	and	conservative”	

(Higginbotham	272).	As	Michelle	Smith	explains,	however,	the	logic	of	this	tactic	does	buy-

in	to	the	notion	that,	“marginalized	classes	will	receive	their	share	of	political	influence	and	

social	standing	not	because	democratic	values	and	law	require	it	but	because	they	

demonstrate	their	compatibility	with	the	“mainstream”	or	non-marginalized	class.”	

(Smith).	This	debate	within	the	black	community	over	the	proper	way	of	advocating	for	
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social	justice	has	always	existed	and	continues	to	play	out	in	today’s	political	arena.	W.E.B.	

Du	Bois	fiercely	critiqued	Booker	T.	Washington’s,	“old	attitude	of	adjustment	and	

submission”	(Du	Bois	50)	after	Mr.	Washington	urged	black	people	to	focus	on	vocational	

training.	In	the	midst	of	the	20th	Century	Civil	Rights	Movement,	Malcolm	X	referred	to	

Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	as	a,	“modern	Uncle	Tom,	or	a	religious	Uncle	Tom,	who	is	doing	the	

same	thing	today,	to	keep	Negroes	defenseless	in	the	face	of	an	attack”	(X).	In	today’s	

discourse,	articles	from	Shaun	King	and	Randall	Kennedy	highlight	a	disagreement	over	

tactics.	Within	these	disputes,	neither	party	is	disputing	the	prevalence	of	white	supremacy	

and	the	need	to	dismantle	racist	systems	of	oppressions.	While	a	politics	of	respectability	

may	appeal	to	white	peoples’	fragility	more	carefully,	current	discourse	has	demonstrated	

that	protestors	will	be	criticized	based	on	the	content	of	their	activism	regardless	of	the	

respectability	of	their	tactics.			

	 One	of	the	most	consistent	arenas	for	respectability	politics	comes	from	the	media	

and	accounts	of	police	shootings–	a	central	issue	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	campaign.	News	

reports,	especially	local	reports,	have	the	ability	to	craft	the	narrative	and	shape	the	

perspective	of	the	general	public.	Reporters	and	editors	have	the	privilege	of	selecting	

whether	or	not	to	include	the	races	of	the	subjects,	personal	information	of	the	subjects,	

witness	reports,	and	other	evidence.	One	of	the	major	goals	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

movement	is	to	place	race	at	the	forefront	of	public	discourse	and	certainly	within	

conversations	pertaining	to	police	brutality	and	crime.	In	their	2016	study,	Osagie	Obasogie	

and	Zachary	Newman	investigated	whether	there	has	been	an	empirical	shift	in	the	

coverage	of	race	in	police	shootings	since	the	inception	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	campaign.	

To	measure	if	Black	Lives	Matter	has	changed	these	conversations,	the	researchers	
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examine	whether	local	media	reports	about	police	shootings	discuss	race	more	than	before	

the	inception	of	Black	Lives	Matter,	include	witness	reports	from	people	other	than	the	

police,	and	if	there	is	a	presence	of	criminalizing	language	surrounding	the	person	shot	by	

police	(Obasogie	and	Newman	561).	Although	this	is	a	preliminary	study	that	only	

examines	one	aspect	of	one	portion	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement,	the	results	can	

help	gauge	the	success	or	lack	thereof	in	challenging	respectability	politics	that	has	

impacted	social	justice	movements	for	decades.		

	 Obasogie’s	and	Newman’s	study	shows	that	virtually	nothing	has	changed	with	

regards	to	the	content	of	articles	pertaining	to	police	involved	killings	in	pre-	and	post-	

Black	Lives	Matter	era	(Obasogie	and	Newman	555).	Despite	massive	protests	and	

discussion	about	racism	and	police	violence	due	to	the	launch	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

campaign	after	the	shooting	of	Trayvon	Martin	and	the	acquittal	of	George	Zimmerman,	

news	reports	continue	to	preserve	whiteness	through	a	refusal	to	acknowledge	race	as	it	

relates	to	police	shootings.	They	conclude	in	their	study:	“Local	journalists’	inattention	to	

race	means	that	these	fatal	engagements	are	being	articulated	to	the	public	as	an	instance	

of	raceless	police	officers	interacting	with	raceless	victims”	(Obasogie	and	Newman	562).	

Rather	than	focusing	on	systemic	issues	of	racism	and	classism,	the	media,	and	the	white	

population	in	general,	instead	focus	on	the	characters	of	the	subjects	involved	and	make	

determinations	about	which	lives	have	value	and	which	do	not.	Despite	these	disheartening	

results,	a	recent	Reuters/Ipsos	poll	from	April	2017	shows	that	more	Americans	of	all	races	

consider	racism	and	bigotry	to	pose	more	of	a	threat	now	than	they	did	in	2015	

(Whitesides).	Progress	may	be	slow,	but	the	emphasis	of	explicitly	discussing	racism	by	

Black	Lives	Matter	is	already	changing	the	national	narrative	and	perspective.		
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	 As	discussed	above,	respectability	politics,	and	the	history	of	assimilating	into	white	

norms,	has	a	complex	discursive	history	within	the	black	community.	This	paper	is	not	here	

to	police	or	judge	how	black	communities	respond	to	the	trauma	of	white	supremacy	and	

racism.	When	white	people	employ	respectability	politics,	however,	they	do	so	in	order	to	

control	how	communities	of	color	can	react	to	oppression.	This	is	not	merely	a	facet	of	

white	conservatism.	Respectability	politics	show	up	in	liberal	and	conservative	discourses	

often	in	two	common	tropes	related	to	white	fragility:	using	respectability	politics	to	make	

value	judgments	on	the	worth	of	individual	lives	and	mistaking	the	Black	Lives	Matter	

movement	as	a	simple	expression	of	black	rage.	The	former	shields	white	people	from	

challenging	a	perspective	of	race	neutrality	and	the	latter,	particularly	in	white,	liberal	

circles,	speaks	to	an	inability	to	move	beyond	white	guilt	and	shame.		

	 Conservative	pundits	utilize	respectability	politics	as	a	purposeful	tactic	of	

discrediting	protestors	and	assigning	greater	or	less	value	of	life	to	individuals	killed	by	

state	violence.	As	discussed	earlier,	supposedly	race-neutral	language	is	in	fact	coded	with	

racial	stereotypes	such	as	thug,	lazy,	and	violent,	that	still	create	and	communicate	racial	

stereotypes.	These	stereotypes	are	then	applied	to	individual	people,	for	example	Michael	

Brown,	or	entire	movements.	Of	course,	criticisms	from	this	perspective	are	never	blatantly	

racial	(pundits	never	express	a	disgust	with	“black	movements”)	but	they	will	frequently	

describe	Black	Lives	Matter	and	other	social	justice	movements	as	rioters,	criminals,	or	

hate	groups.	Katie	Pavlich,	on	Fox	&	Friends,	dubbed	Black	Lives	Matter,	“a	movement	that	

promotes	the	execution	of	police	officers”	(Pavlich)	and	Bill	O’Reilly	characterized	the	

group	as	a	“hate	group”	(O’Reilly).	Members	of	the	dominant	group	in	the	media	will	

penalize	and	criticize	marginalized	communities	for	protesting	because	protesting	does	not	
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align	with	the	dominant	group’s	behavior	(i.e.	not	protesting).	This	is	deeply	ironic	because	

dominant	groups	do	not	protest	or	yell	about	injustice	because	of	the	very	fact	that	they	are	

the	dominant	group.	Of	course,	a	campaign	for	racial	justice	will	be	more	rowdy	than	a	

campaign	for	white	justice;	white	people	do	not	have	to	protest	for	rights	that	they	already	

have.		Staying	within	race-neutral	language,	however,	allows	conservatives	to	maintain	an	

illusion	of	equality	and	therefore	evade	difficult	conversations	about	race	and	power.		

	 Respectability	politics	is	also	a	central	tenet	of	white	progressivism	even	if	the	

intentions	may	be	less	nefarious.	While	liberals	may	not	try	to	point	out	the	criminality	of	

police	shooting	victims,	they	still	make	arguments	about	the	value	of	life	based	on	specific,	

individual	characteristics	of	the	person.	Returning	to	the	case	of	Michael	Brown,	numerous	

mainstream	media	sources	and	white	folks	who	opposed	the	criminalization	of	Michael’s	

life	as	a	justification	for	his	shooting	would	point	to	his	high	school	graduation,	family	ties,	

or	community	work	as	a	refutation	of	conservative	slandering.	In	one	Los	Angeles	Times	

article,	quotes	appear	such	as,	“If	his	grandma	said	go	upstairs,	he	went.	He	was	respectful”	

(Hennessy-Fiske)	while	allusions	to	his	marijuana	habit	are	still	mentioned	twice	in	the	

same	article.	Or	this	CNN	piece	that	opens	with,	“Monday	was	supposed	to	be	Michael	

Brown's	first	day	at	technical	college.	Instead,	his	parents	were	planning	his	funeral”	

(Shoichet).	While	the	intention	may	be	good,	the	impact	of	this	strategy	is	still	demarcating	

certain	black	bodies	as	worthwhile	for	saving	while	casting	others	as	permissible	fatalities.	

To	argue	over	the	merits	of	Michael	Brown’s	“true”	character	or	intentions	is	to	accept	

white	supremacy	and	police	brutality	as	an	acceptable	playing	field.	Agents	of	the	state	

should	not	be	shooting	civilians	of	any	color,	and	as	it	continues	to	occur	

disproportionately	to	people	of	color,	white	people	must	demand	accountability	and	
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change.	Furthermore,	if	police	are	able	to	justify	any	shooting	with	calls	for	character	

assassinations,	police	brutality	will	eradicate	and	has	eradicated	plenty	of	non-black	bodies	

as	well.	Fighting	to	change	the	perspective	on	police	brutality	benefits	all	people	not	just	

the	communities	that	are	most	afflicted.	It	is	unimportant	if	Michael	Brown	was	an	“angel”	

or	not;	he	was	a	human.	The	rhetoric	in	the	media	must	reflect	the	humanity	of	those	lost	

rather	than	wage	a	debate	between	conservative	and	liberal	white	people	over	whether	or	

not	the	victim	deserved	it.		

	 In	a	similar	manner	to	how	both	white	liberals	and	white	conservatives	uphold	this	

framework	of	respectability	politics,	Julius	Bailey	and	David	J.	Leonard	explain	how	white	

folks	also	mistakenly	attribute	Black	Lives	Matter	as	a	movement	solely	concerned	with	

anger.	They	explain,	“right	wing	and	white	liberal	commentators	both	see	the	movement	as	

an	expression	of	rage	and	resistance	(their	chief	disagreement	being	whether	or	not	this	

resentment	is	justified	and/or	constructive),	but	it	is	more	than	this.	The	movement’s	core	

is	not	loathing;	it	is	love:	a	non-contingent	love	for	black	bodies	both	dead	and	living”	

(Bailey	and	Leonard	69).	If	the	media	reframed	the	conversation	of	Black	Lives	Matter	

around	love	of	blackness	rather	than	anger	toward	whiteness	it	would	radically	shift	how	

white	people	view	the	movement	and	its	goals.	This	realization,	of	course,	must	fall	on	the	

discourse	of	white	people.	Anger	toward	white	supremacy	and	love	of	blackness	are	not	

mutually	exclusive,	and	each	can	serve	important	purposes	in	the	ongoing	mission	to	

dismantle	systems	of	oppression.	

	 Audre	Lorde’s	discussion	of	anger	in	her	essay,	“the	Uses	of	Anger,”	highlights	how	

the	difference	in	intentions	within	the	respectability	politics	debate	can	be	harnessed	to	

change	the	dangerous	impact	of	those	who	attempt	to	silence	or	ignore	black	anger.	Lorde	
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aptly	lays	out	the	distinction	between	well-intentioned	white	folks	and	white	people	who	

will	never	have	motivation	to	dismantle	white	supremacy:	“This	hatred	and	our	anger	are	

very	different.	Hatred	is	the	fury	of	those	who	do	not	share	our	goals,	and	its	object	is	death	

and	destruction.	Anger	is	the	grief	of	distortions	between	peers,	and	its	object	is	change”	

(Lorde	282).	“Hatred”	in	this	context	applies	to	those	who	have	no	desire	to	acknowledge	

racism	and	who	purposefully	perpetuate	white	supremacy.	Lorde	wants	activists,	

specifically	white	women,	to	engage	with	themselves	and	other	similar	white	folks	who	

simply	experience	“fear,”	rather	than	“hatred,”	when	confronted	with	the	realities	of	

racism.	The	anger	of	black	women	can	be	useful	and	necessary	because	it	can	distinguish	

those	who	respond	to	racism	with	fear	from	those	who	respond	with	hatred	(Lorde	280).	

The	potential	for	activating	white	people	against	racism	comes	from	channeling	this	white	

fear	that	stems	from	black	anger	into	legitimate	resistance	and	not	defensiveness,	guilt,	or	

shame.	To	distract	from	the	real	issues	of	racism	with	calls	to	be	quieter,	be	calmer,	or	

protest	differently	is	a	manifestation	of	white	fragility	and	an	avoidance	of	guilt.	Once	this	

is	recognized,	white	people	can	work	to	channel	this	guilt	into	change	at	which	point	it	

becomes,	“the	beginning	of	knowledge”	(Lorde	282).	In	addition	to	highlighting	the	

practicality	of	anger	in	engaging	white	people,	Lorde	lays	out	a	critical	distinction	that	is	

useful	for	activists	in	any	generation.		

	 	Criticisms	of	black	protest	and	activism	will	continue	to	arise	because	calls	for	

respectability	politics	stem	from	a	fear	of	the	content,	rather	than	the	form,	of	black	

activism.	To	dismantle	racism	in	the	United	States	would	mean	to	overthrow	every	

economic,	cultural,	and	social	institution	because	of	its	roots	in	white	supremacy.	Our	

economic	system,	our	criminal	justice	system,	public	education,	familial	norms,	and	



Winkelman	 46	

government,	would	all	undergo	radical	transformation.	As	a	result	of	this	fear	and	of	white	

fragility,	as	previously	discussed,	the	state	and	the	media	consider	all	forms	of	protest	by	

black	people	as	violent	even	if	the	forms	of	protests	are	peaceful	and	lawful.	Although	today	

Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	is	idealized	as	non-violent	and	a	symbol	of	the	possibilities	of	

peaceful	protest,	during	the	1960’s	his	actions	and	those	of	his	supporters	were	treated	as	

violent	and	unacceptable:	“when	he	was	waging	his	nonviolent	protest,	it	was	perceived	by	

most	white	Americans	and	the	U.S.	government	as	violent.	That	is	because	Dr.	King	was,	in	

Fanon’s	formulation,	“actional’.	In	order	to	be	perceived	as	being	legitimately	nonviolent	in	

the	eyes	of	white	American	society,	‘King	would	have	had	to	cease	fighting	against	U.S.	

apartheid’”	(Leonardo	and	Porter	145).	Violence	does	not	have	to	refer	to	physical	violence,	

but	rather	any	attempt	to	challenge	the	existing	power	structure.		

	 Nikki	Giovanni’s	poem	“The	Funeral	of	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.”	explores	the	tragic	

irony	of	freedom	as	it	relates	to	the	assassination	of	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	The	poem	is	

concise	with	only	seven	lines:	

His	headstone	said		

FREE	AT	LAST,	FREE	AT	LAST		

But	death	is	a	slave's	freedom		

We	seek	the	freedom	of	free	men		

And	the	construction	of	a	world		

Where	Martin	Luther	King	could	have	lived		

and	preached	non-violence.	(Giovanni).		

Within	the	short	body	of	the	poem,	Giovanni	uses	the	words	“free”	and	“freedom”	multiple	

times	in	the	context	of	MLK’s	gravestone,	emancipation	from	slavery,	and	free	men.	Nikki	
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Giovanni	wrote	this	poem	immediately	after	the	assassination	of	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	in	

1968.	The	poem	laments	how	Dr.	King	was	only	able	to	attain	freedom	through	death,	a	

freedom	that	Giovanni	decries	as	a	“slave’s	freedom”	(line	4).	Although	Dr.	King	“preached	

non-violence”	during	his	life,	the	use	of	the	word	“could”	underscores	the	impossible	

conditions	of	the	narrator’s	yearning.	A	black	person	cannot	both	live	and	preach	non-

violence;	MLK’s	assassination	demonstrates	the	lack	of	freedom	for	black	people	despite	a	

century	of	emancipation.	The	mutual	exclusivity	of	life	and	non-violence	implies	a	necessity	

for	more	violent	protesting	tactics	in	order	to	obtain	legitimate	freedom	since	the	

government	considers	non-violent	tactics	as	violent	regardless.	Finally,	Giovanni’s	use	of	

the	word	“construction”	highlights	the	active	role	that	the	black	community	must	play	in	its	

liberation	rather	than	assuming	that	the	government	or	other	societal	institutions	will	

simply	bequeath	equality.		

	 The	peaceful	tactics	of	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.,	which	did	not	make	him	popular	

during	his	lifetime–	32	percent	viewed	him	positively	and	63	percent	viewed	him	

negatively	in	1966	according	to	Gallup	(Newport),	have	resurfaced	in	the	recent	protests	of	

Colin	Kaepernick,	former	quarterback	of	the	San	Francisco	49ers.	Similar	to	Martin	Luther	

King	Jr.,	Colin	Kaepernick’s	peaceful	kneel	during	the	national	anthem	was	met	with	

thunderous	criticism	from	politicians,	pundits,	and	the	public.	The	subsequent	responses	to	

his	actions	highlight	how	the	United	States	understands	violence	as	any	threat	to	the	

existing	power	structures	regardless	of	the	literal	violence	within	the	protest.	Colin	

Kaepernick’s	silent,	non-violent	kneel	prompted	a	wave	of	outrage	that	highlights	how	

respectability	politics	manifest	regardless	of	the	violence	of	the	form	of	protest.	As	Shaun	

King	explains	in	his	essay,	“Dear	White	America,	what	type	of	protest	do	you	prefer:”		
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I	think	the	point	you	are	really	making	is	that	for	you,	to	be	patriotic	and	black,	is	to	

be	silent	in	the	face	of	injustice.	We	shouldn't	march,	we	shouldn't	sit	down	silently,	

we	shouldn't	wear	T-shirts,	we	shouldn't	put	our	hands	up,	we	should	just	suffer	

and	take	the	injustice	with	a	wink	and	a	nod.	And,	we	should	also	sing	and	dance	and	

hoop	and	score	touchdowns	for	you	with	big	huge	smiles	on	our	faces	like	the	

injustice	doesn't	even	bother	us.	(King)	

Shaun	King	uses	a	range	of	examples	to	demonstrate	that	white	America	will	not	consider	

any	black	protest	about	racism	to	be	appropriate	or	justified.	Silent	protesting,	chanting,	

sit-ins,	can	all	be	critiqued	as	inappropriate	means	of	voicing	anger	and	displeasure.	This	

aligns	with	Judith	Butler’s	arguments	about	speech	and	violence	and	the	ways	in	which	

those	in	power	determine	the	violence	of	speech.	The	shame	of	whiteness	leads	to	fragility,	

which	prompts	any	protest	by	people	of	color	to	be	viewed	as	violent.	Since	most	people	

only	view	violence	as	legitimate	when	carried	out	by	the	state	(i.e.	police	forces	and	the	

military),	rhetoric	around	issues	of	protest	seeks	to	paint	protest	as	violent	and	thus	

disqualify	the	message.		

	 Respectability	politics	stems	from	white	fragility	and	the	unwillingness	of	white	

people	to	engage	critically	with	issues	of	racism	and	white	supremacy.	The	rhetoric	of	

Black	Lives	Matter	builds	upon	a	legacy	of	black	feminist	poetry	and	history	that	

dismantles	white	supremacy	through	language.	Political	correctness	and	respectability	

politics	are	two	broad	avenues	used	to	shut	down	calls	for	a	more	equitable	society.	

Regardless	of	the	peacefulness	of	the	form	and	the	legitimacy	of	the	content,	protestors,	

and	specifically	black	protestors,	will	continue	to	be	criticized	by	a	large	segment	of	the	

white	populace.	 	
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Conclusion	

	 If	asked	about	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	and	the	civil	rights	movement	of	the	1960’s,	

most	white	Americans	today	would	voice	support	for	their	cause,	their	tactics,	and	the	

ensuing	court	decisions	and	legislation	that	emerged	in	its	aftermath.	However,	when	

polled	on	Black	Lives	Matter,	support	among	all	Americans,	but	particularly	white	

Americans,	rarely	tops	40	percent	with	most	white	Americans	feeling	that	Black	Lives	

Matter	does	not	focus	on	“real	issues	of	racial	discrimination”	(Izadi).	This	may	initially	

seem	surprising,	except	that	Martin	Luther	King	Jr.	and	other	black	activists	of	the	1960s	

were	just	as	unpopular,	if	not	more	unpopular,	at	the	time	(Izadi).	Regardless	of	time	

period,	the	majority	of	white	Americans	appear	resistant	to	calls	for	racial	justice	even	if	

supportive	of	historical	movements.			

	 This	paper	set	out	to	show	how	the	shame	and	fragility	around	whiteness	manifests	

itself	in	refutations	of	Black	Lives	Matter	through	two	rhetorical	strategies:	accusing	

protestors	of	“political	correctness”	and	utilizing	respectability	politics	to	criticize	the	form	

of	protests	without	addressing	their	contents.	The	poetry	pieces	of	Nikki	Giovanni,	Audre	

Lorde,	and	Claudia	Rankine	from	three	different	political	eras	show	how	different	elements	

of	the	current	Black	Lives	Matter	framework,	namely	intersectionality,	black	humanity,	and	

black	love,	build	off	of	a	tradition	of	black	feminism.	Currently,	critics	of	Black	Lives	Matter	

use	the	principle	of	universalism	to	refute	calls	for	attention	on	specific	racial	issues	while	

simultaneously	employing	individualism	to	explain	away	racial	discrepancies	in	police	

brutality,	poverty	rates,	mass	incarceration,	and	other	statistical	measurements	of	racial	

inequality.		
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	 One	puzzle	that	continues	to	emerge	in	all	of	these	strands	and	in	modern	discourse	

is	why	a	phrase	as	simple	as	“black	lives	matter”	and	corresponding	acknowledgements	of	

racism	spur	such	anger,	denial,	and	disbelief	from	large	swaths	of	the	white	population.	

Examining	the	work	of	Judith	Butler	helps	us	to	understand	that	people	only	feel	danger	

from	rhetoric	in	a	context	in	which	violence	seems	possible.	Although	much	attention	has	

been	given	to	explicit	censorship	on	college	campuses,	it	is	implicit	censorship,	and	

challenges	to	implicit	censorship,	that	better	explain	the	controversy	surrounding	Black	

Lives	Matter.	Challenging	whiteness	and	racism	breaks	the	implicit	discursive	norms	of	not	

explicitly	talking	about	racism	unless	in	a	historic	or	individual	context.	Black	Lives	Matter	

breaks	this	norm	and	along	with	it	thrusts	white	people	into	a	context	in	which	the	threat	

of	losing	dominance	becomes	possible.	Accusing	people	of	being	politically	correct	is	a	

means	of	explicitly	silencing	those	voices	in	hopes	that	they	will	in	the	future	implicitly	

silence	themselves.		A	context	of	racism	and	white	supremacy	make	hate	speech	a	

legitimate	threat	to	communities	of	color,	and	Black	Lives	Matter	attempts	to	dismantle	this	

context	with	breaking	implicit	censorship	norms.	This	movement	is	about	more	than	anger	

or	calling	out	racism,	it	is	about	whose	lives	matter	in	this	country	and	whose	do	not.		

The	focus	of	intersectionality,	humanity,	and	love	outlined	in	the	feminist	works	of	

these	poets	and	resurfaced	in	Black	Lives	Matter	provides	the	framework	for	flipping	this	

logic:	universalism	can	apply	to	the	humanity	of	everyone	and	love	for	all	bodies	while	

individualism	principles	should	be	applied	to	the	unique	intersections	that	contribute	to	all	

marginalization	and	oppression.	Rhetoric	conveyed	in	this	framework	can	mitigate	the	fear	

and	shame	some	white	people	experience	when	confronted	with	racism.	Black	Lives	Matter	

is	pushing	conversations	forward	and	already	raising	the	consciousness	of	America.	Police	
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brutality,	institutional	racism,	and	inequality	are	significantly	more	prevalent	in	today’s	

mainstream	discourse	than	before	the	movement.		Although	they	may	be	unpopular,	

discussing	these	issues	is	a	crucial	element	in	the	struggle	for	meaningful	change.		
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