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Prologue

Whiteness Makes Us All Crazy

I’m not even mad anymore. I’m simply frustrated.

The whiteness of psychology and mental health has become old hat. I refuse to let the limitations of the whiteness mindset steal my peace. I am frustrated by the whiteness mindset that empowers white people to dictate how society defines mental health and the “legitimate” methods by which we treat mental health problems. I am frustrated because the mental health system that the whiteness mindset has wreaked is a narrow, Eurocentric, Western-culture-bound paradigm that is treated as universal. It is the whiteness mindset and its resultant mental health system that keeps Black and other people from the global majority1 (e.g., Indigenous peoples across the globe, Latine, Arab, Asian, South Asian, Asian American) out of the mental health field. It is this whiteness mindset that keeps all of us unwell.

The latest statistics from the American Psychological Association showed that only about 20 percent of the psychologist workforce is composed of people from the global majority. Black people only make up 5 percent of the psychologist field. Black men like me are particularly rare, making up .86 percent of the psychologist workforce. And you know that’s a damn shame.

Latine people make up about 8 percent of psychologists, and Asian Americans make up 3 percent. A testament to the effectiveness of the whiteness mindset that centers itself, American Indian/Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander Americans make up less than 1 percent of psychologists. These numbers are far lower than the percentages of these groups in the general population, according to the US census. Meanwhile, white people account for 81 percent of psychologists in America. They are overrepresented in the field compared to their numbers in the general population. This is disgraceful. And it is exactly what the whiteness mindset, which privileges white ways of understanding the world and concentrating power among white people, intends. I am not surprised. I read books. I know history. This is not new.

I am frustrated for my young students from the global majority who hope to become psychologists but feel discouraged because they do not see themselves represented and centered in psychology classrooms or books. I am frustrated for my clients who must search high and low for a Black therapist and under every rock for a Black male therapist. I am frustrated for therapists who want to help their clients from the global majority but only have psychological theories and techniques created by their oppressors at their disposal. Too few psychologists from global majority communities are welcomed in the field and receive funding to support creating culturally grounded healing methods. So even most culturally sensitive therapists are just adapting the master’s tools. I am frustrated for everyday Black people and others from the global majority who are trying to heal but are hamstrung by the whiteness mindset in themselves and their families.

I am frustrated. But I am not mad. I am not hopeless. In fact, I am exercising my power in writing this book. I am using my vision to write to you. I am walking in my purpose as I write these words. The passion with which I discuss the whiteness mindset in this book was first shaped by my father—a Black person born in 1950s Georgia. He would often say to me after experiencing some racial injustice like being denied for a promotion after training the white man who was promoted instead: “White people crazy.” I used to think my father was just bitter and mean. But now as a fortysomething Black, same-gender-loving man whose feet have been singed on the roads of an anti-Black and heterosexist world, I fully understand.2 My father’s fervor is kindling for my own fire. My knowledge is personal. I have been assaulted by the frenzied, entitled domination3 of white people who have alternatively desired, hated, and terrorized me. My knowledge is also professional. As a clinical psychologist, I have witnessed some of my white clients struggle to let go of cultural beliefs that, on one hand, harmed them and, on the other, provided scapegoats—non-white, nonheterosexual, non-cisgender, poor people—for their suffering.

Now I, too, know that white people are crazy—and in turn the whiteness mindset has the power to make us all crazy. There are countless examples of this, including voting for politicians who slash the government programs they need to live; believing that civilization started in Greece; watering down cultural-spiritual rituals like mindfulness and meditation and then marketing them to white women as evidence-based health practices; arguing against gun control; and refusing to listen to Black women about their bodies and thus risking their lives and those of their fetuses. The dismantling of Roe v. Wade is an example of the whiteness mindset shaping our society. We can see the craziness of the whiteness mindset in advocating for foreign aid for white countries while ignoring anti-LGBTQ violence in African countries; hiring diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) officers only to ignore their recommendations, and then ultimately lay them off en masse when hordes of legislators call for DEI bans. The list goes on and on.

But white people are not alone. Black people and other people from the global majority suffer from the crazy, too. They show evidence of an internalized whiteness mindset when they self-diagnose as having imposter syndrome; engage in colorism and anti-Blackness; encourage their children to abandon their native languages so that they can fit into English-speaking environments; kick transgender and gender nonconforming children out of their homes because they believe it is what a white god would want them to do; and abuse their own children in hopes of sparing them from the abuse of white people.

We are crazy because we have all been infected with the whiteness mindset. We are in critical condition and many of us are dying of whiteness. As Jonathan M. Metzl4 argues, the policies meant to restore and maintain white power and privilege contribute to injuries and death for many white people. Whiteness in law enforcement and school districts leads to police brutality and anti-woke campaigns, which leads to more death of the bodies and minds of Black people. Maybe most alarming is that due to the ubiquity of the whiteness mindset, effective treatment for this condition is nearly impossible. In fact, as I will explain throughout this book, most mental health treatments themselves are grounded in whiteness.

So what is the whiteness mindset and why does it have the potential to make us crazy? And why do I, a mental health professional, use the term “crazy” to describe it? The whiteness mindset assumes that the world and the people in it are limited, fragmented, and at risk of destruction or annihilation. Specifically, the whiteness mindset assumes that we exist for a limited time and that what matters most is our lifetime, not our legacy or the lives of those who come after us. By limiting the definition of human life to simply physical experience, and denying the importance of spirituality or the possibility of any eternal experience, this mindset encourages people to consider only their own individual lives, without concern for the legacy they may leave. This belief can result in people “living for the moment” without considering long-term, generational impacts. Living for the moment may look like ignoring climate change because “that will be someone else’s problem to deal with, I won’t be here.” It may also look like not investing in teaching our children an accurate history of their world because “what does the past have to do with today?” It may look like hoarding money, houses, food, and other resources because one believes that just as their own life is limited, so too are the resources available to them.

I am often frustrated because our minds and the world we live in were not always structured by the whiteness-based assumption of limitation, and they don’t have to be. There is copious evidence from the fields of anthropology, Egyptology, and archeology—among others—that a different mindset once predominated. It was a mindset that focused on “living for eternity.” It emphasized a harmonious relationship with the Earth, resources, and other human beings. This mindset, originating among the peoples of East Africa, southern Africa, and the Nile Valley regions,5 promoted responsibility for not just oneself but also the people that would come after. This mindset is still evident among many communities of the global majority. For example, the Latine concept of familismo6 highlights a commitment and loyalty to one’s family. This value, which prioritizes healthy relationships, is related to the idea of collectivism, which also emphasizes the group over the individual.

A worldview of limitation disrupted this. A whiteness mindset either forgets or ignores the principle of conservation of energy: Energy is neither created nor destroyed. According to ancient African philosophies, to be human is to be the physical manifestation of spirit.7 Therefore, we are always existing and all actions are consequential not only for our children and grandchildren but for the future versions of the bodies that our spirits will inhabit. Consistent with this mindset, ancient peoples understood that among those who may come after us could be ourselves, although in a different physical form. Therefore, our stewardship of natural resources and operating with an ethic of care for each other was not just about the other, but was also intricately tied to our future selves in a future time. In a very real sense, “living for eternity” meant preparing the world and those who would be in it to warmly welcome us back.

A whiteness mindset distorts this process and convinces people that they have only one life to live (limitation/scarcity) and the purpose of that is to gain material things that will give them a sense of security and worth (materialism). In its purest form, a whiteness mindset holds that material-based security and worth are the only things that matter. Love for people—even spouses and children—lags behind whiteness-fueled materialism. Those with a whiteness mindset find it hard to see the innate value in themselves and thus deny or ignore it in others. We all know people who perpetually work late nights and weekends. Some board plane after plane, excusing their absences from family events and dodging criticism because “It’s work, and I have to be there.” When one centers their life and self-worth around prioritizing the material, which is itself finite, they cut off their infiniteness and their humanity.

The assumption of limitation is connected to the assumption of fragmentation. Fragmentation is the belief that as human beings we are separate entities from God, other sacred forces, and each other. There are interactions between individuals, but we are all separate with our own features and goals. Due to this separation, we have no real responsibilities to each other, only to ourselves. The limitation and fragmentation assumptions are evident when people act with an “every person for themselves” mentality. We also see these assumptions manifested in the individualistic cultures of many Western countries. Fragmentation contributes to a selfishness that centers one’s individual desires regardless of the consequences for others. Indeed, it’s the basis for one of the great fuels of capitalism: competition. Not only do we serve ourselves, but we must do it better and be more richly rewarded than anyone else.

The final assumption is that as human beings we are metaphorically and physically at risk of being destroyed, defeated, or annihilated. We fear losing our way of life, our values, our culture, our rights and privileges, and our power, convinced that these things can be destroyed or taken away at any moment. This assumption of annihilation and its resultant fear contributes to wars both physical and cultural. It contributes to anxieties about preserving an “American way of life.” The assumption of annihilation convinces people that if their opinions, cultural norms, and values are not being centered, then those things are at risk of being supplanted.

Recent examples of the assumption of annihilation include the debate over critical race theory being taught in schools, book bans, bathroom bills, and the “don’t say gay” law. These initiatives reveal some people’s concern that their beliefs and values are being attacked. In this worldview, the existence of difference represents a threat—if your ideology is not dominant you risk annihilation. Not to mention the grim rallying cry “Jews will not replace us” chanted by white nationalist protesters at a “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017. Protesters decried the removal of Confederate iconography from public spaces. Their chant, a stark recitation of the assumption and fear of annihilation, echoed the “Great Replacement” theory espoused by French novelist Renaud Camus.8 Whereas Camus decried what he perceived as Europe being overrun by African and Muslim immigrants who were replacing native Europeans, Charlottesville protesters feared being substituted by Jewish people. Going on the offense, they shouted their fears of annihilation into the streets, one of them running down counterprotesters with his car. Thirty-five people were injured and one killed. Instead of making space for various viewpoints and ways of being to thrive, the assumption of annihilation convinces people that they should kill or be killed metaphorically and, sometimes, literally.

I label this whiteness mindset as crazy because of the effects that it has on all of us, individually, collectively, and as a society. A few individual people from the global majority may reap some benefits when they internalize and perpetuate the whiteness mindset, like promotions in whiteness-based workplaces. However, communities and countries composed of people from the global majority will always be subjugated by whiteness, which works to ensure that white people are the center of all aspects of lived reality.9 The whiteness mindset, with its focus on limitation, fragmentation, and annihilation, contributes to emotional and, ultimately, physical death. Yet, whiteness has and continues to convince its adherents to hold on to it, even as it is killing them and the world around them. Believing and acting to perpetuate something that is killing you is my definition of crazy.

A whiteness mindset, rooted in limitation, fragmentation, and annihilation, leads people to develop and maintain systems of oppression based on a variety of differences, which are too often used to justify the brutal methods whiteness employs to gain psychological, social, and material benefits. In short, the whiteness mindset allows perpetrators to label those they oppress as different and other, thus neatly justifying the oppression that enriches and empowers the perpetrators.

Dr. Linda James Myers points out in her book Understanding an Afrocentric World View that these differences have primarily been based on sex, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, class, and ability status that have resulted in a large group of “isms.” These isms have been codified by bell hooks as imperialist white supremacist [capitalist hetero-ableist] patriarchy.10 They include but are not limited to such oppressive societal systems as imperialism, racism, capitalism, sexism, ableism, religious marginalization and persecution, and heterosexism. These isms are not mutually exclusive, affecting people one at a time, but often overlap and have a compound effect on people like me—a Black, same-gender-loving man11 with sickle cell anemia—who lives at the intersection of multiple marginalized identities. Clearly, the whiteness mindset is one of the most detrimental and ubiquitous mindsets harming people across the globe.

Yet, in all my years of training and practice as a clinical psychologist, the destructive mindset of whiteness was never taught to me as a mental health problem or disorder. Although it meets all the criteria for abnormal psychology—it’s dangerous, deviates from most spiritual and cultural norms, causes distress, and promotes dysfunction—a comprehensive overview of its features was never presented. To get an understanding of this mindset I had to go off the beaten path and study the works of psychologists like Dr. Linda James Myers, Dr. Lisa B. Spanierman, Dr. Kenneth M. Tyler, and others who have written eloquently about whiteness. These scholars are not taught widely in mainstream Eurocentric/Western psychology classrooms. But their work has been essential in helping me focus in on the whiteness mindset and examine its effects in my own life and society. Several components of the whiteness mindset have been described in different ways, as a suboptimal worldview, the psychosocial costs of racism, and cultural value-based attitudes. However, these features of the whiteness mindset have yet to be presented as a set of diagnostic criteria like I share below.


Whiteness Mindset

Diagnostic Criteria*

The onset of the whiteness mindset typically occurs at an early age and lasts throughout the lifetime. The prognosis is usually poor with substantial remission rarely seen, particularly for those racialized as white due to the benefits bestowed upon them through the codification of this mindset in societal systems. This diagnosis represents a distortion of the spiritual reality of oneness. It is akin to what Dr. Linda James Myers and Dr. Kobi Kambon have respectively described as a suboptimal worldview or cultural misorientation. The following set of criteria must be present for more days than not.


	Possessing a mindset that is primarily oriented to at least one of the following three assumptions about the nature of life:

	Limitation or scarcity

	Fragmentation

	Annihilation




	Evidence of this mindset can be seen in a person’s behaviors that demonstrate prioritizing at least one of the following values:

	Individualism

	Competition

	Materialism




	Due to this mindset a person benefits from at least one of the following:

	Purpose

	Power

	Protection




	A person experiences at least one of the following symptoms due to an internalization of the assumptions, values, and benefits of whiteness:

	Distorted and/or psychopathic thoughts

	Negative emotion and/or lack of emotion

	Oppressive behaviors and/or inaction in the face of wrongdoing








Note: The whiteness mindset is not a diagnosis that is only limited to people who are phenotypically white or who are considered white by society. A person can be diagnosed with the whiteness mindset regardless of their racial or ethnic background.

Note: The whiteness mindset does not only have racial and ethnic implications but can also—and often does—structure society in both subtle and pervasive ways that contribute to oppression based on gender, physical and neurological ability status, class, religion, and other social identifiers.

Note: Although whiteness has been described here as a mindset, this mindset has ripple effects in society and often not only plays out within and between individuals but also influences society’s policies, laws, and cultural norms.

Note: The whiteness mindset does not necessarily cause significant functional impairment in the context of a society that is structured—in its laws, policies, and cultural norms—by it. In fact, most people who evidence whiteness will have their behavior reinforced and rewarded by societies structured by the whiteness mindset.

* This diagnosis has been constructed based on the works of several scholars, including Dr. Linda James Myers, Dr. Kobi Kambon, Dr. Bobby E. Wright, Dr. Erylene Piper-Mandy, Dr. Taasogle Daryl Rowe, Dr. Frances Cress Welsing, Dr. Kenneth M. Tyler, Dr. Judith H. Katz, Dr. Lisa B. Spanierman, and Dr. Mab Segrest.12 In addition, my own personal and professional experience informs this explication of the whiteness mindset.


This set of diagnostic criteria is a first step toward acknowledging a serious problem. And acknowledging the problem is a first step toward healing. This book serves as a public acknowledgment. It is a reckoning. It is a revolution. This revolution will be psychoanalyzed.

And that’s what makes this book special.

The whiteness mindset has a negative effect on us all. I, too, must constantly fight to keep it in check. Having grown up as a Black boy in a low-income home and neighborhood, I struggled with self-worth. People suffering from the whiteness mindset solely seek confirmation of their value from outside sources, in things that they do, not who they are in relationship with. This way of being separates us from others and our sacred essence. It also stems from the assumption of limitation. Instead of understanding oneself as eternal and linked to those who have come before and who will come after, one feels a desire to make an impact on the world through material means.

The scary, and perhaps most distressing, thing about the whiteness mindset is that formalized treatments are pretty much nonexistent. The whiteness mindset harms not just our minds but the mental health profession and the study of psychology from which we derive our mental health practices. The mental health field has yet to effectively dismantle the whiteness mindset at the roots of psychology and society. The whiteness mindset promotes a patchwork approach to mental health. Providers attend to the symptoms of the whiteness mindset but not the whiteness mindset itself. Therapists have theories and techniques that can help teach us how to cope in an oppressive environment. Some therapists may even have the skills to help their clients discuss internalized racism or sexism. However, they are likely less equipped to aid their clients with recognizing when they are using the whiteness mindset in their behaviors and emotions. Many therapists do not adequately consider their clients’ sociopolitical context when diagnosing and doing therapy. Therapists are often only treating some small discrete part of a person focusing on symptom reduction, not well-being and, god forbid, thriving. The goal of a whiteness-based mental health system is to get the patient well enough to be productive for corporations or family.

My hope is that after reading this book, you will have a better understanding of what the whiteness mindset is and how it harms the mental health of Black people and other people of the global majority. You’ll be able to see how the whiteness mindset plays out in psychology and the mental health field and how that has harmed us all.

This book is for everyone. In order to heal, we must all start by recognizing, diagnosing, and treating the whiteness mindset in us.
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