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This zine has a particular point of view. 

 

It is informed by the values of compassion, hope 

and engagement with injustice.  

It takes the position that racism is a product of 

the capitalist, heteropatriarchal coloniser state 

that we live in and therefore people who hold 

racist views are also products of this system.

Why Engage With People who Hold Racist Why Engage With People who Hold Racist 

Views? Views? 

When we cut people with racist views out of our lives, 

these people are left with only other people who share 

(and sometimes amplify) their racist views. 

Isolation can contribute to hatred and extremism.  Some 

people who have racist ideas are really great in other 

ways, sometimes we love these people, or need them, or are 

committed to them and cannot just cut them out. 

being able to hold our values in a way we feel good about 

can help make it possible to survive these relationships as 

well as increasing the chances those people will reconsider 

their ideas. 
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 "In a pyramid every brick depends on the ones below 

it for support. If the bricks at the bottom are 

removed the whole structure comes tumbling down"

Pyramid of white SuprEmaCyPyramid of white SuprEmaCy

genocidegenocide
Mass Murder

Violence Violence 

unjust Police Shootings ¨ Lynching ¨ Hate Crimes ¨ Police brutality

Calls For ViolenceCalls For Violence

Neo-Nazis ¨ KKK ¨ The N-Word ¨ Confederate Flags  

 burning Crosses ¨ Swastikas

DiscriminationDiscrimination

Mass Incarceration ¨ Racial profiling ¨ Hiring Discrimination  

 School-to-prison Pipeline ¨ Stop and Frisk ¨ Fearing People of Colour 

Redlining ¨ Anti-Immigration Policies ¨ Racial slurs ¨ Funding Schools Locally  

Predatory Lending ¨ Racial Slurs

Veiled RacismVeiled Racism

Victim blaming ¨ Racist Jokes ¨ Paternalism ¨ English-only Initiatives Euro-Centric 

Curriculum ¨ Tokenism ¨ Claiming Reverse Racism 

 Cultural Appropriation ¨ Colourblindness ¨ Tone Policing ¨ bootstrap Theory

MinimisationMinimisation

 'We all belong to the human race' ¨ Denial of White Privilege ¨ White Saviour Complex  

'Post-Racial Society' ¨ 'Why can't we all just get along?'  

White Ally Speaking over POC ¨  'It doesn't matter who you vote for'  

False Equivocation ¨  'Not all white people' ¨  'It's just a joke' 

'Not believing Experiences of POC ¨ Prioritising Intentions over Impact 

  'but my black friend said... '

IndifferenceIndifference

  'Politics doesn't affect me' ¨ Two Sides to Every Story   

Not Challenging Racist Jokes ¨ Remaining Apolitical  

 Avoiding Confrontation with Racist Family Members

Adapted from Ellen Tuzzolo and Safehouse Progressive Alliance for Nonviolence's diagram
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We all have some internalised racism - the form that this 

takes will be different for all of us. but it's in there and 

is powerful and destructive and unconscious.  because it is 

unconscious it will take us by surprise when we find it and 

that is likely to make us feel uncomfortable. We may attack 

ourselves. This can make us feel defensive. The process we've 

just been discussing can be one between two or more people 

but it can also be a process that happens inside our own heads.  

It's hard to learn when we feel defensive. 

The moral of the story: If you want someone to be able 

to take on new ideas you have to help facilitate an 

optimal learning environment for them. You can't have 

a conversation with someone when you are thinking of 

them as a bad person and expect them to change. Learning/

growing/changing - has to happen within some context 

of safety/goodwill/support/compassion. This has to be 

an act of generosity. It's hard to do when we don't feel 

generous. When we are very hurt or very angry, we don't 

feel generous. This is why it takes more spoons for people 

directly impacted by racism to have these conversations 

than those of us who are not.

On DefensivenessOn Defensiveness

When we feel judged, embarrassed, ashamed, or guilty we are 

not relaxed enough to manage the natural anxiety that 

comes with taking on new ideas. We are likely to become 

defensive. 

 

Defensiveness is a self-protective position - which some 

people are more prone to than others. When we are 

defensive our minds are closed and tight. We are protective 

of what we already know and believe and defended against 

any ideas that differ from what we already believe. New 

ideas feel like a personal attack. They challenge our self-

esteem. We feel defensive when we attack ourselves and 

also when other people attack us. 



A Framework for ActionA Framework for Action

Often when we see racism out in the world we do not act 

because we do not know what to do. Here is one framework 

for action which can help us decide what to do in the moment. 

CategoryCategory What do I do? What do I do? What is this for?What is this for?
Questions I Might Ask Questions I Might Ask 

Myself to DecideMyself to Decide

One off intervention

External action

Let's Chat

No Action

Yell

Tell someone their 

behaviour is inappropriate

Talk to the person being 

harmed

Make a formal complaint

Report someone

Call the police (last 

resort)

Adopt a stance of genuine 

curiosity and inquiry

Not debating

Not just trying to 'win'

Nothing

The priority might be stopping a 

behaviour in the moment rather 

than maintaining relationships

This is when you need to involve 

someone else or an external agent 

in what is going on - for example 

making a complaint, calling on 

others to help or get involved

This is when we decide we want to 
have a conversation with the aim of 
real engagement and respect. Discuss 
how this can be for many reasons - 
we think there is hope for change, we 
want to maintain relationship or we 
have to for whatever reason.

Do  I need to  make it stop? 

Is there a relationship? 

How much time do I have? 

Who is watching?

Is this problem systemic or 

institutional? 

Can I manage this on my 

own?

Do we have a relationship? 

Do I have capacity right now?

Is there hope here? 

Am I safe?

Is this the right time?

Is it better to choose this 

option now and one of the 

others later?



Safety Vs. DiscomfortSafety Vs. Discomfort

White people have the privilege of feeling culturally 

comfortable in most public spaces most of the time. 

Consequently we can sometimes interpret the feeling of 

discomfort as a lack of safety.  

being uncomfortable is not the same thing as being unsafe.  being uncomfortable is not the same thing as being unsafe.  

A fight or flight response, once activated, isn't able to tell 

the difference between being chased by a tiger and being 

scared that someone is going to feel annoyed with you.  

Challeng ing racism is often very uncomfortable.Challeng ing racism is often very uncomfortable. 

It may require us to endure quite a lot of discomfort 

and social anxiety. This does not mean we are actually 

unsafe. While it might seem risky to challenge our boss or 

landlord, many white people are probably still in a pretty 

good position to do this and probably still won't lose their 

jobs or their house. 

It might be useful to think about what is an acceptable 

personal cost (eg. feeling embarrassed, having a stranger 

think you are a dick) for taking action vs. an unacceptable 

personal cost (eg. getting stabbed to death by a nazi)? 

Confronting racism is difficult, but it is a skill, 

the more we practice it, the easier it gets.  

It is sometimes useful to take a moment to remind ourselves 

that we are actually safe. Here is a practical way to do 

that: 

1) Take a deep breath: What can I see that lets me know 

I am safe?

2) Take another deep breath: What reminds me of my 

power? Where can I feel that in my body?  

3) Take another deep breath: What makes it important 

for me to act? 

4) Do the thing

5) Reflect after we do the thing, reflect on what we 

can learn and do differently next time 

 Something vs Nothing Something vs Nothing

Sometimes we can also do nothing because we are afraid of 

doing the wrong thing. For many of us this means we default 

to doing nothing most of the time. The framework For 

Action gives us a quick way of deciding what to do so that 

we can take action quickly. Reflection is an important 

part of the process because we are almost never going to 

act perfectly. Reflection allows us to learn from what 

we have done, and takes the pressure off. 

 

It is important to remember that doing an imperfect 

action is almost always better than doing nothing! 



Having Compassionate Conversations About RacismHaving Compassionate Conversations About Racism

When we are trying to have compassionate conversations about 

racism, it is helpful to separate out racism and people. We do this 

using the tool of externalisation.

Externalising conversations are a concept that come from 

narrative therapy - a model of counselling developed by Michael 

White and David Epston in the 90's.  Narrative therapy posits "the 

person isn't the problem, the problem is the problem". externalising 

conversations to assist people in separating their problems from 

their identity. When it comes to addressing issues like racism in our 

communities, externalising conversations gives us the opportunity 

to create space between a person and their racist views, opinions and 

attitudes.  This ideally assists a person in looking more critically 

at their views, opinions and attitudes without viewing these things 

as part of who they are. 

No one wants to feel like they are a bad person. Feeling Ashamed 

Can be paralysing and almost never motivates a person to change. 

Most people will do anything they can to not feel shame and this 

results in the elaborate justifications people give as to why they 

are not racist. creating space between a person's identity and the 

views they hold can be very helpful in sparking change. 

So, how do we take these abstract concepts and use them in practice? 

1)Wherever possible separate the person or people from the racism 

and speak directly to/about the racism. 

E.g. 'wow there is a lot of racism floating around this room today' 

Instead of saying 'wow that was a really racist thing you said'

2) Externalisation is about subtly changing how we talk. It seems 

small but can be very powerful, we always focus on racism and 

what it is doing rather than the person. 

 If the word racism feels too loaded feel free to use others, prejudice 

might be a good substitute or inequality, etc... SPEAK TO YOUR AUDIENCESPEAK TO YOUR AUDIENCE.  

Speaking about racism in this way has the effect of assisting us in 

recruiting people to our team against racism because people aren't 

under attack, racism is. A jokey or humorous tone can help here! 

It is important to remember that externalising is not about separating 

people from their actions, or the real effects of their actions. If 

someone's racism is causing immediate harm to a particular person it 

is important to recognise this.  



Compassionate EnquiryCompassionate Enquiry

It can also be useful to create a spirit of enquiry (not the same 

thing as debate)  when you are having these kinds of conversations, 

this takes the pressure off of you having to have perfect knowledge 

and understanding. This places you both on the same team, trying 

to understand more about racism, rather than an adversarial point 

scoring exercise. This also allows you to recruit any anti-racist 

resources the person you are speaking to might already have. It is 

important to cultivate genuine curiosity and listen to what the 

person has to say, not just listen to score points.

When we are asked questions we feel that the asker is interested 

and wants to understand us. We feel heard and listened to and it 

builds rapport. Sometimes, if people are worked up, starting off with 

a lot of these types of questions can give people the opportunity 

to say their part and vent while cooling down and, sometimes, 

becoming more able to engage in dialogue once they feel heard.  The 

reflection that goes into answering the questions often gives us the 

opportunity to explore the topic in more depth or discover things 

we hadn't needed to think about before.

Some types of questions: 

- What about this bothers you so much? 

- How does this affect you? 

- What makes you feel that way? 

- What would be different if...? 

The General PrinciplesThe General Principles

The first step is to use empathy and listening to create 

the best conditions for learning. When we have done that 

we can then plant some seeds and open some doors with 

some linking questions. 

E.g.

- I hear what you are saying, but do you think it is possible 

colonisation has had long lasting generational effects? 

- I get that it makes you feel worried about saying or 

doing the wrong thing, but can you see why other people 

might be angry about that? 

It is important to spend enough time on the first part, 

this is what we normally skip but it is what creates the 

conditions for growth and change. 

We don't need to take our conversations to the bitter end, 

it is easy to get caught up in wanting to change someone's 

mind immediately, but that is not how it works. We need 

to be able to give people the space to go away and think 

about things. We aren't going to solve racism in a single 

conversation, but hopefully we will plant some seeds or 

open some doors that will lead to change. You will likely 

end up having many of these kinds of conversations with 

the same person! 
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