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Abstract 

 

A reflection on my (the author’s) reactions to DiAngelo’s White Fragility. In this piece, I 

select themes and discuss their function in their work to achieve DiAngelo’s goal of uncov-

ering her own White Fragility.  The themes I speak about are DiAngelo’s use of the tool of 

story and how it functions to uncover a White lens valuing objectivity; uncovering the 

White Lens as a critique of self; and barriers to understanding White complicity, namely 

the White lens itself, and valuing the myth of objectivity and individualization obscuring 

Whiteness.  In honouring my own story and journey, I aim to be more upfront about my 

Whiteness and my lenses that have brought me to where I am, so that I may share my 

viewpoint with others who may be considering embarking on their own journey. 
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Myself as Mirror: An Invitation to Reflect on  

Select Themes from Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility  

 

I am White person who grew up in a city of about a million people in the prairies in Western 

Canada.  This piece proved challenging for me to write.  When a former professor and lifelong 

mentor of mine asked if I would be interested in writing a critical reflection of Robin DiAngelo’s 

White Fragility in June of 2019, as a White person (and as I would later find out, unsurprisingly, 

given my socialization of Whiteness), I did not realize how much my own Whiteness, the very 

thing I am attempting to learn about and which has and still is largely invisible to me, is entwined 

in my writing process.   

It seems fitting that I should talk about my own journey and what I have learned, and some 

of how I have come to write this piece you are about to read.  I will be forever learning about the 

tension between learning about my Whiteness and invoking aspects of Whiteness through my writ-

ing of which I am not yet aware; I am on my own journey to deconstruct how Whiteness and White 

Supremacy has shaped my worldview.  Each day, I attempt to learn more about this tension be-

tween being enmeshed with Whiteness while at the same time, attempting to deconstruct and ana-

lyze it through writing. It is not possible for me to stand outside of my own experience, and I filter 

every single experience I have through my previous experiences in this world. My experiences 

shape my positionality. My positionality, and how others perceive and interpret my positionality, 



96                                                                                                                      Smith—White Fragility 
 

reciprocally impact each other, and impact the way in which I filter and interpret my experiences. 

The filtering and interpretation of my experience constitutes building a "lens" through which I 

interpret and then explain phenomena, including myself (and my whiteness) as phenomenon. This 

creates a tension between the lens of whiteness that I have, and any attempt of me studying it.As I 

explore this tension and as I practice intellectual humility (that there is always more to learn), I 

become a little more aware of aspects of Whiteness that previously I was unaware.  This is how I 

aim to begin the process of unearthing and unsettling Whiteness within my own mind.  

I have recently begun reading Paulette Regan’s (2010) Unsettling the Settler Within, which 

has shed light on this tension that I was unaware of that exists within my writing as a White person 

coming from a White perspective.  My aim for this piece, as a piece of antiracist and anti-colonial 

practice, is that I can share my own journey of antiracism and decolonialism in my life, while 

referencing the select ideas and themes DiAngelo raises in White Fragility.  Lastly, it is my hope 

that, you, the reader, will continue to reflect in your own mind and life about your experiences, 

and how this piece fits or does not fit in your understanding. Thank you for being here, and for 

continuing to lovingly interrogate your own journey.  

 

A Question of How – An Examination of the Use of Story 

 

I am a White person.  Since beginning my journey of learning about Whiteness, I have 

continually come back to the question of How?  How do I begin to talk about a concept as complex 

as White Supremacy and how it functions, largely to folks who are particularly unlikely to have 

noticed it or be able to see it, namely, White people?  DiAngelo offers suggestions to this question 

by beginning the introductory chapter with a vignette—a story to illustrate the concept we have 

decided to delve into: White Fragility, and the title of the book. The vignette functions in a couple 

of ways, firstly, it anchors us, the audience, in a shared experience, or shared reality of something.  

In her TedTalk, How to Disagree Productively and Find Common Ground (2018), Julia Dahr 

speaks about the necessity of creating a shared reality in order to begin productive discussions 

surrounding an uncomfortable, contentious, and/or difficult issue.  Dahr (2018) asserts that the 

most skilled persuaders are those who are able to invite those that disagree with them into a shared 

reality to establish common ground, “no matter how narrow it is. They identify the thing we can 

all agree on and go from there.”  DiAngelo use of the vignette invites us into a shared reality, as 

she shares the experience of a White man’s display of anger while pounding his fist on the table 

and yelling, “A White person can’t get a job anymore!” after articulating a definition of racism 

that acknowledges the social and institutional power White people hold over People of Colour.   

The irony of this scene is that as the White man displays his anger, DiAngelo looks around 

the room, observing “forty employees, thirty-eight of whom are white [sic].”  DiAngelo creates 

this shared reality so as to create a starting point from which we, the audience, are able to begin to 

engage in conversation about what has unfolded in the scene, as well as what continues to unfold 

in our communities and spaces. The use of the story DiAngelo also has another function: to subvert 

the notion of objectivity.  DiAngelo explicates the myth of the White experience as objective, and 

through her use of stories, she is also demonstrating that from each and every human who relates 

any story or experience, they are speaking of their perception of events “from the perspective of a 

particular type of human [emphasis added]” (p. 11), even if the particular type of human is not 

stated.  The use of story at the beginning of the chapters to convey experience anchors the audience 

in a common experience, while at the same time adding strength to the argument of story as a 

legitimate source of knowledge.  Particularly in research circles, though you can find this concept 

in many spaces that have been coded as White where objectivity is equated to quantitative data, 
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data that lends itself to generalizability.  Oftentimes, quantitative, generalizability, and objectivity 

are concepts that are entwined, and are elevated as most desirable and therefore, have the power 

to sway (White) individuals to make decisions.  Consider for a moment the phrase: “Well, that is 

just anecdotal evidence.” Stating an experience as "just anecdotal" serves to dismiss an experience 

as a legitimate source of knowledge. Dismissing experiences as "just anecdotal" implies that not 

only is there some experience out there that is objective, but that something objective and somehow 

free from bias is an ideal, something to which we should all aspire. What DiAngelo is arguing, not 

only in the words she has written, and also in the way she employs the use of story, is the idea that 

all stories, even the ones where a lens is not named or acknowledged, are still told from the per-

spective of a particular kind of human. Therefore, White people, myself included, would be wise 

to consider the ways in which the perspectives we have influence the way in which we see and 

understand our own experiences.  We would also be wise to consider that perhaps our experiences, 

no matter what they are, may not be generalizable to all humans everywhere.  It is to elevate the 

use of my own story, the journey that I am on, that I have included the opening vignette of some 

of the ways in which I arrived to this present moment of writing. 

 

The White Lens 

  

Upon first reading this vignette, the scene feels familiar.  I can remember instances where 

I have witnessed White responses to the suggestion of complicity with racism.  However, if I spend 

some time with that idea, I have arrived at the idea that it is much easier to see racism in others 

without spending any time interrogating the racism I perpetuate.  That is to say, it is easier for me 

to see the anger of the White man (the White fragility) in others, than it is to look in the mirror and 

see the anger of the White man (the White fragility) looking back at me.  I am committed to the 

lifelong practice of holding up the mirror to myself so that I may lovingly interrogate my own 

positionality, while at the same time coming to realize that there are truths I may never know. 

As a White person, DiAngelo names that this may be deeply uncomfortable.  The way in which 

White people are socialized to understand concepts like rationality and objectivity creates an illu-

sion that there is no “White lens” or “White perspective”, when really, White socialization func-

tions so as to obscure the existence of such a lens, giving the illusion that the White perspective is 

“standard” and “normal”. The assertion that the White lens is just the lens functions to alienate all 

other perspectives and frameworks that are not White, creating the concept of “the racial Other.”  

The White fragility DiAngelo explicates exists precisely because White people are socialized to 

view themselves without a racial lens. To add to DiAngelo, I offer that because White people are 

socialized not to see their White racial lens, any suggestion that White people have a racial lens 

does not get interpreted by White people as a critique of lens, but rather, gets interpreted as a 

critique of self, which is why White fragility appears, and in all of the various ways DiAngelo 

illustrates.  

It has been interesting for me to analyze what DiAngelo refers to as “the pillars of white-

ness [sic]—the unexamined beliefs that prop up our racial responses” within my own life: beliefs 

about how the world and people in it ought to function and behave that are largely invisible to me 

because they never caused me conflict.  An explanation for my lack of my own White unawareness 

is offered by DiAngelo in Chapter 1 about Whiteness being unknown to me as a White person. 

DiAngelo discusses in Chapter 1 the challenge of talking to White people about racism. 
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Barriers to Understanding White Complicity in Racism 

 

Naming the White Racial Lens 

 

DiAngelo offers barriers to why it is so difficult to talk to White people about racism, the 

first of which I mentioned, which is that White people, myself included have a tendency not to see 

ourselves in racial terms.  Because White people are not socialized to see themselves as racial 

beings, White people, even folks who are trying to engage in anti-racist practice, tend to view 

others as possessing race and themselves as possessing no race.  DiAngelo suggests that the first 

challenge for White people is to acknowledge, to “[name] our race” [italics added for emphasis] 

(p. 7).  As she encourages the White reader to grapple with the uncomfortability of naming our 

White race, DiAngelo herself engages in this practice throughout White Fragility when she explic-

itly states, frequently at the opening of a chapter when she writes: “I am a white [sic] woman” (p. 

1), and “I am a white American raised in the United States. I have a white frame of reference a 

white worldview, and I move through the world with a white experience [sic]” (p. 17). In naming 

her own race in this way, DiAngelo achieves two things: 1. she makes a conscious effort to break 

with an example of what she names as “white solidarity—the tacit agreement that we will protect 

white privilege and not hold each other accountable for our racism [sic]” (p. 125); and 2., in naming 

her race as a White person, she models an example of how we, the readers, may also break with 

White solidarity and do what she suggests: name our race if we are White.  DiAngelo does not go 

as far so as to explicitly state that she knows she is modelling the behaviour, though she does not 

need to.  The impact of watching someone model behaviour, any behaviour, allows us to (re)im-

agine the way we ourselves may choose to be in the world, even if we are not consciously aware 

the impact the modelled behaviour may have upon us. 

In the writing of this piece, I too, have attempted to name my Whiteness in multiple places, 

and at the same time, this practice does not come naturally or easily to me and I am by no means 

finished; it is a practice I am learning how to better, always.  For example, as I write, I find myself 

needing to add the qualifier of White to phrases like White people when I mean White people 

instead of just writing people.  I largely attribute this to the ways in which I have been socialized 

that DiAngelo describes: as a White person, I am not immune to the socialization forces that have 

led me to believe that some experiences of “all people” are, in fact, a function of the White lens I 

was socialized not to see.  In naming my White lens, I attempt to model, in much the way DiAngelo 

does, the practice of beginning to see the White self in racial terms.  Once we see the self in racial 

terms, we can begin to turn the mirror to the White man’s anger (the White fragility) inside our-

selves, which is where all the work begins in the first place. 

 
Valuing Objectivity and Individualization Hides Whiteness 

 

In addition to the inability of a White person to name the White racial lens and how it 

shows up in spaces, DiAngelo argues that there are social factors and ideals that impede our ability 

to engage with an examination of Whiteness. DiAngelo explains that we all make sense of our 

experience through our particular cultural and social lens, and because the White, western, colonial 

perspective is the one that is legitimized by many western institutions, individuals with a White, 

western, colonial lens operate under the assumption that their worldview is the standard, is the 

norm, and everything outside of that is thereby ipso facto an anomaly, a deviation from the norm.   

Part of the White lens, DiAngelo states, is the view that it is objective, unbiased, and rational.  In 

valuing objectivity and the idea that a view can be unbiased, the White frame functions in a couple 
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of ways: 1) creating a (White) standard by which all things that differ are thereby measured against, 

and 2) it perpetuates the notion that objectivity or lack of bias is even possible.  Because the White 

lens places such value on objectivity, it is difficult to see how one’s own lens may not be objective, 

particularly if that the only lens you have.  That is to say, the more deeply an individual subscribes 

to the notions of “objectivity” and that it is even possible to be objective, the less likely the person 

is to recognize their own lens as being anything but objective.  The belief in objectivity only serves 

to “[ensure] that we won’t examine or change [our racial biases]” (p. 11). 

DiAngelo also talks about the value placed on individualization as a part of the White lens.  

Individualization is the “story line that creates, communicates, reproduces, and reinforces the con-

cept that each of us is a unique individual and that our group memberships, such as race, class, or 

gender are irrelevant to our opportunities” (p. 10).  At the same time the White lens supports indi-

viduality, DiAngelo also goes on to remind us that we also have received messages regarding what 

group membership means, “why being in one group is a different experience from being in an-

other…[why] it is ‘better’ to be in one of these groups than to be in its opposite—for example, to 

be young rather than old, able-bodied rather than have a disability, rich rather than poor” (p. 10).  

In juxtaposing these two sentiments, DiAngelo illuminates how contradictory our values are: on 

the one hand, the belief that group membership has no bearing on life outcome (“we are all the 

same!”), while at the same time, holding ideas about which group membership is preferable.  In 

this way, White people are called to action to grapple with the belief that we may not be able to 

choose which group memberships matter e.g., it matters to my life outcome if I am poor (or rich), 

but race is an irrelevant category. White people, myself included, need to continue to grapple with 

what all aspects of identity may mean for the ways in which we navigate our environments, invis-

ible to me and not.  

Throughout White Fragility DiAngelo invites the reader in to get uncomfortable with as-

pects of Whiteness that may have previously been invisible to the reader if they are socialized 

White, and she does this by sharing pieces of her own experience.  DiAngelo calls each of us in to 

lovingly interrogate the very frameworks we, as White people use, to make sense of our experi-

ences, and by which we set the standard for how things “ought” to be done.  An interrogation of 

Whiteness, White supremacy, and colonization first starts with understanding the self and the 

frames we all use, including me, to make sense of our experience.  Once we begin to see this, we 

may begin to understand how systemic racism functions when groups of individuals holding a 

White racial frame and standard congregate, making laws, institutions, and governance structures 

using those same frameworks, and has real negative implications for those who do not have the 

privilege of passing through such a framework.  If we are to continue to understand the system of 

which we participate in and reify, DiAngelo we first must understand how Whiteness has shaped 

our worldview as White people.  At the beginning of Chapter 4, DiAngelo quotes Ijeoma Olou, an 

American speaker, internet yeller, and author of So You Want to Talk about Race?: “White People: 

I don’t want you to understand me better; I want you to understand yourselves. Your survival has 

never depended on your knowledge of white culture. In fact, it’s required your ignorance” (p. 51).  

Let us listen to Olou, and continue to listen, and do the long hard work of looking inwardly and to 

increase our awareness of our socialized Whiteness.  DiAngelo’s White Fragility offers White 

folks a place to begin that process. 
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