
nearly everyone born and raised in the United States inher-
its the racial biases of the society, and that the most
accurate assessment about whether racist acts have oc-
curred in a particular situation is most likely to be made by
those most disempowered rather than by those who enjoy
the privileges of power (Jones, 1997; Keltner & Robinson,
1996). According to these findings, microaggressions (a)
tend to be subtle, indirect, and unintentional, (b) are most
likely to emerge not when a behavior would look prejudi-
cial, but when other rationales can be offered for prejudi-
cial behavior, and (c) occur when Whites pretend not to
notice differences, thereby justifying that “color” was not
involved in the actions taken. Color blindness is a major
form of microinvalidation because it denies the racial and
experiential reality of people of color and provides an
excuse to White people to claim that they are not preju-

diced (Helms, 1992; Neville, Lilly, Duran, Lee, & Browne,
2000). The flight attendant, for example, did not realize that
her “not seeing color” invalidated both passengers’ racial
identity and experiential reality.

Dilemma 3: Perceived Minimal Harm of
Racial Microaggressions

In most cases, when individuals are confronted with their
microaggressive acts (as in the case of the flight attendant),
the perpetrator usually believes that the victim has overre-
acted and is being overly sensitive and/or petty. After all,
even if it was an innocent racial blunder, microaggressions
are believed to have minimal negative impact. People of
color are told not to overreact and to simply “let it go.”
Usually, Whites consider microaggressive incidents to be

Figure 1
Categories of and Relationships Among Racial Microaggressions

Ascription of Intelligence Alien in Own Land 
Assigning a degree of intelligence to a person of
color based on their race.

Second Class Citizen 
Treated as a lesser person or group. 

Pathologizing cultural 
values/communication styles 

Notion that the values and communication styles 
of people of color are abnormal. 

Assumption of Criminal status 
Presumed to be a criminal, dangerous, or deviant 
based on race. 

Belief that visible racial/ethnic minority 
citizens are foreigners. 

Color Blindness 
Denial or pretense that a White person does not 
see color or race.

Myth of Meritocracy 
Statements which assert that race plays a minor 
role in life success.

Denial of Individual Racism 
Denial of personal racism or one’s role in its 
perpetuation.

Microinsult
(Often Unconscious) 

Behavioral/verbal remarks or comments that 
convey rudeness, insensitivity and demean a 
person’s racial heritage or identity.   

Microassault
(Often Conscious) 

Explicit racial derogations characterized 
primarily by a violent verbal or 
nonverbal attack meant to hurt the 
intended victim through name-calling, 
avoidant behavior or purposeful 
discriminatory actions. 

Environmental  
Microaggressions

          (Macro-level)  
Racial assaults, insults and 
invalidations which are 
manifested on systemic and 
environmental levels.

      Microinvalidation 
(Often Unconscious) 

Verbal comments or behaviors that 
exclude, negate, or nullify the 
psychological thoughts, feelings, or 
experiential reality of a person of 
color.

Racial Microaggressions
Commonplace verbal or behavioral indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, 

which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults. 
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