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PREFACE

Note on capitalization: I capitalize “Black” and lowercase “white” 
when referring to these two identity groups to follow Brookings’ 
 recent decision, after months of research, to change its style guide in 
this way. Brookings’ rationale is as follows: “It is an act in recognition 
of racial respect for those who have been generations in the ‘lower 
case.’ ”  1

When I conceived the idea for Black Fatigue in the fall of 2019, 
Black colleagues and friends urged me to write it as soon as 
possible. They said we need to chronicle the fear, frustration, an-
guish, and, yes, rage that is a regular part of many Black people’s 
daily lives and how it affects the mind, body, and spirit. “Living 
while Black” is a term coined to embrace the myriad unjust and 
inequitable experiences that are relentless and too often lead to 
violence.

This was before the COVID-19 outbreak in January 2020 
and the global, organized, and powerful rebellions against sys-
temic racism that started in May 2020. These events changed 
the world as we know it forever and served to put a spotlight on 
Black fatigue.

Hundreds of thousands of people all over the world died 
from the highly contagious virus, for which there was no vaccine 
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at the time. Black and Brown people were disproportionately 
 affected, dying at rates two to four times the rate of white peo-
ple. Black people were also more likely to lose their jobs during 
the pandemic or have essential jobs that meant greater exposure 
to the disease. Shelter-in-place orders were enacted, and food 
and other essentials were scarce. Makeshift hospitals were set up 
to accommodate the surge in cases, and miles-long lines of cars 
waiting for food rations were common. People all over the world 
were enduring unimaginable stress and pain. Black people were 
even more severely affected.

And then, over the course of 30 days in the spring of 2020, the 
public learned of the tragic deaths of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna 
Taylor, and George Floyd. They were unarmed Black people 
killed at the hands of law enforcement. There were others who 
did not get the same media attention, such as Tony McDade, a 
Black transgender man who was killed by the police in Florida, 
though the reports indicate that the circumstances around his 
death are “murky.” Nina Pop, a Black transgender woman, was 
stabbed to death in Missouri in a possible hate crime.

George Floyd’s murder was the tipping point. Many sat in 
disbelief and horror as they watched the video footage, taken by 
a 17-year-old girl, of Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin, 
with his hands in his pockets, blatantly and cavalierly pressing 
his knee against Floyd’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds. Floyd 
pleaded for his life. He said 15 times, “I can’t breathe, officer.” He 
was pronounced dead at the scene, and it would be days before 
any charges were brought against Chauvin and weeks before 
charges were brought against the other three officers involved. 
In the case of Ahmaud Arbery, he was gunned down in Geor-
gia as he was jogging in his neighborhood; the public did not 
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hear of it for almost two months, and it took another month for 
the perpetrators (self-proclaimed law enforcers) to be arrested. 
Breonna Taylor was in her apartment in Louisville, Kentucky, 
when police, executing a no-knock search warrant for drugs in 
the middle of the night, shot her at least eight times. They had 
entered the wrong house.

These recent tragic incidents amplify, in gory detail, the 
centuries- old, willful disregard for Black lives. We are reminded 
of the period in our history when Black men were lynched, 
put on public display as a means of terrorizing and controlling. 
These recent deaths are examples of modern-day lynching. And 
there are so many more examples in recent years that I could 
cite. Black people are three times more likely than white people 
to be killed by police. 

Around the same time of Floyd’s murder, Amy Cooper (a 
white woman) was walking her dog in Central Park and Chris 
Cooper (not related, a Black man) was bird-watching. He re-
quested that she keep her dog leashed in accordance with park 
regulations. She refused to do so, and a verbal dispute ensued, 
with Ms. Cooper calling 911, ranting that an African American 
man was threatening her and her dog. Mr. Cooper remained 
calm throughout the ordeal, urging her to call authorities. 
Ms. Cooper was fired from her job at a large financial services 
company.

With the Black community already at a heighted level of stress 
from dealing with the multiple, disparate impacts of COVID-
19 on Black people, these all too familiar racist incidents were 
the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. They sparked 
monthlong fervent protests by people across the spectrum of di-
versity who globally denounced police brutality and demanded 
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PREFACE

racial justice. These rebellions, mostly peaceful, signaled a new 
movement against anti-Black racism that proclaimed, Enough 
is enough. We are exhausted from dealing with racism and vi-
olence against Black people. Symbols of racism such as con-
federate flags and other historical monuments were dismantled 
forcibly, and in other cases, lawmakers decided to remove them.

When I conceived the idea for Black Fatigue, I certainly could 
not have foretold the imminence of this renewed, forceful, and 
insistent movement for racial justice. The accumulated pain and 
trauma from centuries of violence perpetrated against Black 
people reached the boiling point. It was inevitable because his-
tory has taught us that oppressed people will rebel when they 
just cannot take it anymore.

In response to this renewed and louder demand to end racism, 
many organizations seemed to wake up overnight, with a fren-
zied sense of urgency, and began to develop new strategies and 
initiatives. They issued statements of solidarity, scheduled town 
hall sessions with all employees to proclaim their commitment 
to ensuring racist-free work environments, and pledged millions 
of dollars to organizations focused on eradicating racism. The 
Winters Group was retained by several companies to conduct 
sessions with Black employees to provide a safe space for them 
to share their feelings and with white employees to highlight the 
history of racism. Perhaps not surprisingly, many white people 
claim to not have much understanding of why Black people are 
fatigued. We conduct a poll during virtual sessions with white 
employees that asks, How much knowledge do you have about 
the history of racism in the United States? Only about 10 per-
cent say that they are knowledgeable. This book will provide a 
great resource to enhance your education.
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In the sessions with Black employees, they overwhelmingly 
reported that they were already exhausted and, because of the 
events of 2020, they were now downright fatigued. They openly 
shared stories of the emotional burden of living and working 
in spaces that diminish their existence. Many believe that the 
proclamations by their organizations of their intention to do 
a better job of creating safe and welcoming environments for 
Black employees are empty promises.

In 2013, before the 2020 rebellions for racial justice, the Black 
Lives Matter movement was started by three young women in 
response to the acquittal of George Zimmerman, who killed 
17-year-old Trayvon Martin as he walked home from the store 
with a bag of Skittles. Now known as the Black Lives Matter 
Global Network with chapters around the world, its purpose is 
to intervene when violence is inflicted on Black communities. 
This new age of activism ignited by millennials (1980–1997) and 
members of Generation Z (1997–2012) is reminiscent of the civil 
rights movement of the 1960s. For example, the Black Panther 
Party for Self-Defense was born, in part, out of a response to the 
killing of Matthew Johnson, an unarmed Black 16-year-old, in 
San Francisco in 1966.

Black Fatigue highlights the history of white supremacist, 
racist systems that have led to Black intergenerational fatigue. 
It focuses on the impact of Black fatigue not only on Blacks but 
also on society. The racist system is not just literally killing Black 
people; it is tearing the whole nation apart. In every aspect of 
life, from socioeconomics to education, the workforce, criminal 
justice and, very importantly, health outcomes, for the most part 
the trajectory for Black people is not improving. It is paradoxical 
that with all the attention over the last 50 years on social justice 
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and diversity and inclusion, we have made little progress in ac-
tualizing the vision of an equitable society.

I have been concerned for some time that the modern-day 
diversity movement, especially in corporate America, obfuscates 
racial issues that are unique to Black people. So often, I have 
been cautioned not to focus too much on race in diversity ses-
sions. Of all the popular diversity topics (age, sex, gender identity, 
disability), white people, by and large, are most uncomfortable 
talking about race—especially Black people. It may be because 
of internalized white guilt. My hope is that, as a result of the 
new racial justice movement, the corporate world will no longer 
minimize the issues of Black people.

I ask white people to read this book not only to be educated 
on the history of racism but also to be motivated to become an 
antiracist, an ally, and a power broker for systemic change.

For Black people who read this book, I hope that it will be ed-
ucational and affirming and when one of your white colleagues 
asks you to educate them, you can refer them to this resource, so 
as not to exacerbate your fatigue.

“Our lives have no meaning, no depth without the white gaze. And I 
have spent my entire writing life trying to make sure that the white 
gaze was not the dominant one in any of my books.”

—Toni Morrison



A D VA N C E
R E A D I N G  C O P Y.

N O T  F O R
R E S A L E .

INTRODUCTION

Black Fatigue Runs Deep

Jumaane D. Williams is a Black man. He is a New York City 
public advocate. In passionate and tear-filled extemporaneous 
comments at a press conference regarding the killing of Ah-
maud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd in the spring 
of 2020, he said this about the impact of racism and police bru-
tality on the Black community: “I am not okay. I am not okay 
today. I want to give the Black community permission to say I 
am not okay. I am tired. I am tired. I have not watched the video 
of Ahmaud Arbery. It is too much. I have not watched the video 
of George Floyd. It is too much. Black people have to go to 
work the next day and be alright. I am not okay. I am tired. I am 
tired of racism.” Williams’s sentiments sum up what many other 
Black people expressed during the 2020 global protests against 
racism. The fatigue of enduring unrelenting racist systems was 
not new. What was new was that Black people from the famous 
to the everyday citizen were given “permission” to take off the 
proverbial muzzle to tell the world about their pain and rage 
without fear of the normal backlash (for example, “Why do you 
people always use the race card?”). It seemed as if the world was 
finally willing to listen.

Black people were no longer denying or suppressing the emo-
tional toll. We were boldly and poignantly calling out the impact 
of living in a racist world and demanding actions that put more 

1
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of the burden on white people to change racist systems. White 
people could no longer claim sublime ignorance.

Black people have been marching, protesting, resisting, writ-
ing, orating, praying, legislating, and commentating for centuries 
for equity and justice, and—young and old—we are fatigued. 
It is physically, mentally, and emotionally draining to continue 
to experience inequities and even atrocities day after day when 
justice, equity, and fairness are purportedly legislated rights of all 
citizens of the United States of America.

During the height of the 2020 protests, I facilitated many 
sessions and was asked to be on several panels with CEOs and 
key leaders of organizations. These virtual town hall gatherings 
were usually open to all employees and often included Black 
panelists who shared personal stories.

Several times CEOs admitted that they did not know about 
the daily challenges of navigating life as a Black person. One 
CEO, whose chief financial officer is Black, said that he was em-
barrassed that he had known his CFO for many years and had 
no sense of the emotional toll he faced from living while Black.

This is what Black Fatigue: How Racism Erodes the Mind, Body, 
and Spirit is about. It is about the fatigue that comes from the 
pain and anguish of living with racism every single day of your 
life. It is about being fatigued by those who are surprised and 
express outrage (with no action) that such inequities still exist. 
It is about the constant fatigue of not knowing whether you or a 
loved one will come home alive. It is about enduring the ravages 
of intergenerational racism.

I am a child of the 1960s. As the editor of my high school 
newspaper, I wrote about the ills of discrimination. I was a writer 

INTRODUCTION
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for my college newspaper, where I wrote about racist behaviors 
and participated in rallies and marches protesting inequitable 
treatment. Essentially my whole career has been dedicated to 
diversity, equity, and inclusion work. And it is mind-bogglingly 
fatiguing to realize that not much has changed. I explore my 
Black fatigue in chapter 1.

The injustices that I write about in this book have been re-
counted over the centuries by great writers, politicians, theolo-
gians, educators, and, as important, everyday people who come 
into the limelight because of a lived experience that shocks and 
appalls us like George Floyd’s—that lets us all know that even 
though we might want to believe that we have overcome bigotry, 
injustice, hatred, and race-based violence, the sad truth is that it 
is not so. Systems of oppression continue to loom large; many 
race-based inequities are just as prevalent today as they were 400 
years ago. In chapter 3, “Then Is Now,” I chronicle the lack of 
progress in addressing racism in the United States.

While we might want to rest on our laurels on the progress 
from slavery to freedom to modern-day wins like the pinna-
cle achievement, the election of Barack Obama as president, I 
daresay those who throughout history fought for equal rights 
would not be satisfied, nor should we be. While we might want 
to congratulate ourselves for legislation that makes overt acts of 
racism illegal, they still happen too frequently and often con-
tinue to require more legal action to address racist practices. As a 
recent example of legislation, consider the CROWN Act, which 
protects the right of Black people to wear our hair in its natural 
state. Some 6 states and jurisdictions have passed the act, and 
20 more states are considering it. The bill was also introduced to 
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Congress for federal protection in 2019.1 It is incomprehensible 
to think that we need a law to protect the right to wear our 
hair as we prefer—that such oppression still exists. It is indeed 
fatiguing to have to put energy into struggling for what on the 
surface seems like a laughable issue.

Black Fatigue is a research-informed narrative of the causes 
and consequences of Black fatigue. I chronicle my personal 
lived experiences and those of family, colleagues, and friends. 
It is chock full of historical data and stories that illuminate the 
woeful lack of progress in achieving socioeconomic, health, ed-
ucational, voting rights, and criminal justice equity over the past 
three-plus centuries. Though some Black people have achieved 
mobility and access, even they are not exempt from anti-Black 
racism.

The book highlights the complexities of the interconnected, 
multilayered, compounding factors caused by racism that per-
petuate the cycle of fatigue. As shown in figure intro.1, navigat-
ing centuries-old racist systems leads to intergenerational stress 
and trauma, increasing inherited health disparities that manifest 
as generations of oppressively inequitable life experiences and 
outcomes for Black people. Many municipalities have declared 
racism a public health emergency.

Science has proved that racism is a direct cause of physiolog-
ical and psychological maladies. Black people suffer dispropor-
tionately from diseases such as high blood pressure, heart disease, 
cancer, and obesity. Many of these health issues are uncorrelated 
to socioeconomic status. In other words, contrary to what might 
seem intuitive, education and income are not mitigators. Fur-
ther, experts are now researching and making connections to 

4
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Figure Intro.1: The Unrelenting Causes and Effects of Black Fatigue. 
Source: Created by Mary-Frances Winters.

how chronic stress affects us at the cellular level and is passed 
down generationally. Chapter 4 is devoted to exploring inequi-
ties in health outcomes.

While the title of the book is Black Fatigue, there are multi-
ple layers that need consideration because of our intersectional 
identities. I am a cisgender, heterosexual Black woman who was 
born into the baby boom generation. My income puts me in 
the category of middle class. I am able-bodied. I have not been 
a victim of domestic violence, and I was raised in a two-parent 
household, albeit a lower-income one. My gender identity, sex-
ual orientation, income, physical and mental status, and other 
social factors provide me privileges that Black people who are, 
for example, in the LGBTQ community, who are poor, who 
are subjected to violence, or who experience disabilities may 
not enjoy. The compounding stressors of one’s intersectional 
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identities exacerbate the fatigue, something that I explore in 
chapter 5. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 speak to Black fatigue for women, 
men, and children, respectively.

I offer solutions throughout the book and in detail in chapter 
9. Racism happens at several levels: interpersonal, internalized, 
institutional, and structural. Intra- and interpersonal solutions 
for Black people to address racism-induced fatigue, such as 
resistance, healing, restoration, faith, rest, and resilience, are im-
portant but not end-game remedies because they do not solve 
the root cause; they only treat the symptoms and dull the pain.

On intra- and interpersonal levels, white people can help mit-
igate Black fatigue by acknowledging their whiteness and thus 
privilege, doing their own education on the history of racism, 
and becoming antiracist allies who challenge white supremacy. 
For those who may not understand what some of these terms 
mean, I define them in chapter 2.

At the institutional and structural levels, as a start, the United 
States needs to atone for slavery publicly and offer reparations 
to descendants of slaves. We also need those in power to abolish 
racist legislation, policies, and practices. It can be done quickly, as 
we witnessed during the 2020 racial protests. Within a two-week 
period, motions were filed in states and municipalities across the 
country to defund police departments, ban chokeholds and the 
use of tear gas, and update use-of-force rules. Some companies 
declared Juneteenth a paid holiday, and a handful of CEOs who 
showed themselves to be racist stepped down. Within weeks 
of receiving a request from a 22-year-old Black woman, the 
Merriam-Webster dictionary agreed to change the definition of 
“racism” to include the structural component. It should not have 
taken a global rebellion for racial justice to bring about these 

6
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changes. However, it did, demonstrating that systems can be 
changed when those with the power choose to exercise it on 
behalf of dismantling white supremacist structures.

In chapter 9, I reimagine a decolonized world that bends to-
ward racial justice. In that world, we would never see another 
Black person gunned down by law enforcement or anybody else 
solely on the basis of his or her Blackness; Black people would 
truly feel, based on equitable treatment, as if we belong in our 
own country; we could count on all the systems to work just as 
well for Black people as they do for white people; we would focus 
on achieving equity, not equality; white people would no longer, 
on the one hand, appropriate our culture and, on the other, treat 
us as inferior beings; white people would understand that be-
cause white culture is “normal,” it renders all others “abnormal” 
by default; white people would understand white supremacy and 
that it will end only when white people see it as a white issue 
rather than a Black issue that they empathize with.

White people must address institutional and structural racism. 
Black people do not have the power to change white supremacist 
systems. Prolific writer and social activist for Black liberation 
James Baldwin called whites “the innocents” in an essay (“My 
Dungeon Shook”) in the form of a letter to his nephew in The 
Fire Next Time in 1962. He asserted that white people, by and 
large, believe themselves to be absolved of any accountability for 
the racist systems that prevent Black liberation. “They [white 
people] are in effect still trapped in a history which they do not 
understand and until they understand it, they cannot be released 
from it.” He asserted that it was not the responsibility of Black 
people to fix racism. However, he held optimism that, working 
together, Black and white people could effect change. Baldwin 
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died in 1987 without seeing his hope come to fruition. Sadly, 
some 30 years later, we still have not seen that hope realized. It 
is too soon to tell whether the 2020 movement for racial justice 
will lead to sustained change. I, like James Baldwin, am still 
hopeful.

8
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In sharing my story, I recognize that I am relating experiences 
of individual racism that do not explicitly uncover the systems 
that undergird such examples and make them possible. Racism 
operates at the interpersonal, intrapersonal, institutional, and 
structural levels. It is systemic racism that creates the day-to-day 
personal experiences that I share here and throughout the book.

ONE

My Black Fatigue

I was hard-pressed to name it. It is an underlying syndrome of 
sorts that permeates my very being. It operates like a dull droning 
sound that is always present but that most of the time is drowned 
out by the higher pitches of my optimism and hope. I now know 
it to be Black fatigue.

9
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The Early Years
My Black fatigue started when I was five years old. Of course, 
I did not know it then, but I now recognize how that incident 
affected me and the way I would interact with the world from 
then on. I was in kindergarten in 1956, just two years after the 
landmark Brown versus Board of Education decision banning 
segregated schools.1 I was oblivious to all of that because I lived 
in the small town of Niagara Falls, New York, where the popu-
lation was about 100,000 at that time and the Black population 
was probably no more than 10 percent. My school therefore was 
predominantly white. As a matter of fact, Karen (not her real 
name) and I were the only two Black children in the class. The 
ugliness of racism did not escape us.

One day Bobby (not his real name), a freckle-faced white boy, 
called Karen and me the “n” word. We were not exactly sure 
what it meant, but we knew it was not nice, so we started crying. 
The teacher came to our rescue and inquired as to why we were 
crying. After we told her, she called Bobby into the coatroom 
and told him that his red hair was ugly, and his freckles were too. 
While I am not sure a child psychologist would have concurred 
with the teacher’s approach, it worked for us because Bobby was 
crying now too.

This was the first time I really knew that I was different and 
that somebody would be mean to me because of it. Consider 
the impressionable minds of five-year-old children and the 
realization that skin color made Karen and me the subject of 
disdain. My parents tried to explain what the word meant and 
how it was used to denigrate “Negroes.” (Yes, I am old enough 
that we were still referred to as Negroes.)
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From that day forward, I changed from a carefree little girl 
to a cautious and insecure one, not being sure when somebody 
might be mean to me again because of the color of my skin. The 
realization that I might not be accepted by everyone—having to 
think about it and consider it—was and is stressful and contrib-
utes to Black fatigue.

It is not unusual for children to have a life-transforming aha 
moment such as my kindergarten experience. Sometimes in our 
diversity, equity, and inclusion learning sessions we ask the ques-
tion, When was the first time you knew that you were different, 
and what did it feel like? It is not uncommon to hear that it was 
during participants’ formative years (ages 5–10). Research shows 
that babies as young as six months old demonstrate a preference 
for their own race.2

It was not so much the specific name-calling as it was the 
realization that I was Black, different, not considered as good 
as, that was indelibly planted in my mind and that my parents 
could not make me feel better about. I think I knew I was Black; 
I just did not know the implications. You see, my parents were 
Canadians, and not that they did not have their stories of racist 
situations, but they did not have the US southern racial expe-
rience. Both of my parents’ ancestors used the Underground 
Railroad to settle in Canada, and my mother loved her home-
land much more than the United States, to the extent that she 
proudly carried her green card until the day she died at age 57. If 
she had lived, my parents were planning to go back to Canada 
after my father’s retirement.

My dad did not talk much about race, but my mother told me 
that the reason they did not graduate from high school was that 
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“colored” children were only expected to matriculate to grade 
9. My dad was born in the United States and was raised by an 
uncle in Niagara Falls, Ontario, because his parents had died 
within months of each other from tuberculosis. He served in 
World War II in a segregated troop, married, and moved to the 
American side of the falls and worked as a laborer for Dupont 
for over 40 years.

My stark awareness of my race just continued to escalate after 
my kindergarten experience. My mother had cousins who lived 
in Baltimore, Maryland. We drove to visit them from time to 
time. Every time we crossed the Mason-Dixon line, my mother 
would turn to me in the back seat and say, “Now you have to 
be good. Be quiet and sit still.” This was even before the police 
stopped us, which happened several times. They apparently saw 
the New York State license plates and a Black man behind the 
wheel and wondered what we were doing out of state. They al-
ways asked my dad, a very law-abiding, nondrinking, nonsmok-
ing, pious Christian, “Where are you going?” I was so scared by 
these incidents that one time I even wet my pants. (I discuss the 
effects of race-based stress on children in chapter 8.) From the 
time I was five, being Black meant being on guard. As I read 
accounts from other authors who are writing about their early 
experiences with race, I find they are very similar to mine. So 
many Black and Brown people learned early that the color of 
their skin mattered in ways that frightened them and caused 
fear and stress.

Most of our vacations were spent in Canada with my moth-
er’s family. She wanted to visit as much as she could, so we spent 
most holidays and summer vacations in Owen Sound, Ontario, 
about 110 miles north of Toronto. My aunt Frances (after whom 
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I am named) was quite an activist, fighting for civil rights for 
the Saugeen First Nation of Indians to reclaim their land. I did 
not understand it all then, but during our visits to Canada, she 
was often consumed with marches and developing petitions and 
other legal documents. There were plenty of discussions about 
racism in Canada at the dinner table with Aunt Frances, my 
parents, and my uncles.

Other than the informal family discussions, I really knew very 
little about Black history in grades K–7. There were only cursory 
mentions in elementary school books, if any. In middle school, 
my best friend, Alnita, wrote an essay on Sojourner Truth. Alnita 
was brilliant and a great writer. She had a way with words even 
in the seventh grade. She read her essay in class and even the 
teacher was speechless. Most students at that age would write 
about a famous person in a very sterile biographical fashion, but 
Alnita’s essay helped you to feel the pain and suffering, as well 
as the determination and audacity, of Sojourner Truth. It was 
life changing for me for two reasons. First, I had never heard of 
Sojourner Truth, and second, I could not have conceived that 
there was a Black woman in the 1800s who challenged slavery 
and was an advocate for women’s rights in such a fervent and 
visible way.

Alnita spurred my love of writing and my interest in Black 
history. I learned that the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) had its roots in Niagara 
Falls. The Niagara Movement was a civil rights group founded 
in 1905 in Niagara Falls, Ontario. Scholar and activist W. E. B. 
Du Bois gathered with a small group of supporters on the Cana-
dian side because they could not stay in hotels on the American 
side. The purpose of this meeting was to form an organization 
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dedicated to social and political change for Black people in the 
United States. The group put together demands that included 
an end to segregation and discrimination in unions, the courts, 
and public accommodations, as well as equality of economic and 
educational opportunity. While the Niagara Movement had 
little impact on legislative action, it led to the formation of the 
NAACP in 1909.3 Learning this bit of history about my region 
was truly exciting and spurred me to keep digging.

In high school, I was the editor of the school newspaper. This 
was the late 1960s, and the civil rights movement was in full 
swing. I was writing about Martin Luther King Jr., Malcom X 
(that piece was banned because of the widespread negative per-
ception at that time), women’s rights, the Vietnam War, and 
other social issues of the day. More times than not, my pieces 
were edited by the teacher who oversaw the newspaper because 
she thought them to be too controversial. It was frustrating and 
fatiguing to be censured.

In my senior year of high school, after I was accepted to the 
University of Rochester, my guidance counselor suggested that 
perhaps that school was too lofty a goal for someone like me. 
Sorry, my bags were packed. I was going and I was going to show 
her (another stressor, feeling I needed to prove myself ). When I 
arrived at the university, there were 69 Black students (the previ-
ous year there were only 10) out of a student body of about 5,000 
undergraduates. There was a two-tier set of admissions criteria 
for students of color—EOP (Equal Opportunity Program) and 
“regular admits.” I was a regular admit, meaning I did not have 
to attend the summer program designed to acclimate students 
of color to the university, but I was painfully aware that all of my 
professors assumed I was a part of the EOP, and there were clear 
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biases and signals that I/we did not belong. Regardless of my 
admission status, I know that it was because of affirmative action 
that I received a full scholarship to the university. My parents 
surely would not have been able to afford the tuition. I am proud 
to proclaim that I benefited from affirmative action. Without it, 
I know that I would not be where I am today.

The president of the university at the time said something to 
the effect that he thought most Black students would do better at 
the community college. The Black Student Union took over the 
administration building, demanding a retraction. I was a part of 
that takeover. As a matter of fact, we held many demonstrations 
and late-night meetings to bring light to the discriminatory 
behaviors that we were constantly subjected to, such as security 
questioning whether the students of color were really enrolled 
at the university. Sound familiar? In 2018 a white student called 
the police to report that a Black female was sleeping in a com-
mon area of a dorm at Yale University. The white student was 
concerned that she did not belong there, and it made her un-
comfortable.4 It was fatiguing to have to justify one’s existence 
while attempting to concentrate on schoolwork.

Adding to my Black history acumen, upon arrival at the 
University of Rochester, I learned that Frederick Douglass and 
Harriett Tubman had run abolitionist movement activities in 
Rochester, New York. Douglass printed his North Star news-
paper in the city, and Rochester was a part of the Underground 
Railroad. Douglass is buried in the Mount Hope Cemetery, 
adjacent to the campus.5 One Halloween a group of students 
decided to try to find his marker. I cannot even describe the 
feeling of knowing that these great freedom fighters walked the 
same ground as me.
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While my undergraduate days were fun, the racism was truly 
exhausting and affected my ability to always be attentive to my 
classes.

Fifteen years after obtaining my bachelor’s degree and MBA 
from the university, I was elected as the first African American 
female trustee. During my time as a voting trustee, it was fa-
tiguing to be the only Black person at many meetings and to 
continually point out the lack of diversity at all levels of the 
university and watch my concerns be minimized or dismissed. 
This is not meant as an indictment of the university; I am shar-
ing my experience. It is the history of many universities in this 
country. The higher-education system has not changed since my 
days as a student or a trustee. Chapter 3 shows a then-and-now 
portrait of diversity in a number of aspects of society. The lack 
of progress is fatiguing.

The Work World
I started my work career in 1973, and affirmative action helped 
to jump-start it. The Eastman Kodak Company, along with 
most Fortune 100 companies at the time, was scrambling to 
comply with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Executive Order 
11246, which was signed into law in 1965 and required not only 
nondiscrimination in employment but also affirmative action. 
I was hired into a management rotational program and landed 
in the affirmative action department. My job was to defend 
the company against discrimination complaints. Working with 
outside attorneys, I wrote “position papers.” Fresh out of under-
graduate school with degrees in psychology and English, I felt 
woefully underqualified for the task. However, I was the token 
Black person that the company could showcase. There was really 
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no one else of color at a higher level to take on this role. It was 
stressful and fatiguing because of the learning curve and feeling 
out of my element but also because I did not always believe that 
the company had not discriminated against the individual, or 
individuals in the case of class action suits.

A few years later I was one of four “high-potential” employ-
ees selected for the executive MBA program at the University 
of Rochester. The three others were white men who were all 
promoted to vice president roles after graduation. I, on the other 
hand, was asked what I wanted to do. I immediately selected a 
high-level role, since my classmates had been appointed to such 
positions. I was told by the head of HR that no such role was 
contemplated for me at that time. I was assigned to competitive 
intelligence in marketing. It was a new department (Kodak did 
not formalize a competitive process until the mid-1980s), and 
they thought it would be a good move for me. I was assigned 
to study Fuji, Kodak’s archrival. It was before the advent of the 
World Wide Web, so I had to do my research the old-fashioned 
way—library and LexisNexis.

I worked for six months on the Fuji presentation for the exec-
utive team. Proud of my super sleuthing skills and confident that 
this presentation would be my ticket to a management position, 
I made my presentation. I basically told leadership that Fuji 
would be a formidable competitor. It had plans to penetrate the 
US market. I was asked to leave after my presentation while my 
boss stayed behind (I did not rank high enough to hear the af-
ter-discussion). When he returned to the office, he did not look 
happy. He said that he had to fight for me to keep my job. The 
executive team did not believe my findings. They did not think 
Fuji was such a threat—they believed that I had sensationalized 
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the presentation. I was shocked. Well, not to brag, but I was 
right. The Fuji blimp appeared in US skies the next year, Kodak 
lost the advertising bid for the Olympics to Fuji, and the rest, 
shall we say, is history. I do not know for sure why my assess-
ment was not deemed credible; I can only assume that who I 
was contributed to their reaction. It was stressful and fatiguing.

The whole time I was in the corporate world, I did not know 
how to be. I had bosses who told me I was too aggressive, oth-
ers who told me I was not aggressive enough. While sporting a 
short Afro hair style, I was asked whether my hair would grow. 
When I said yes, I was told that I should let it because the Afro 
was not professional. (Black women’s natural hair is still an issue 
today, as discussed in chapter 6.) The stress of not knowing who 
to be or how to show up so that I would be accepted led me to 
leave the corporate world to start my own business.

It was fatiguing to be tokenized, be discredited, and not be 
allowed to bring even half of myself into the workplace. The 
microaggressions (I will elaborate on them in chapter 6) were so 
common that I think I became hardened to them. I was miser-
able and often went home and cried about these experiences in 
the arms of my very supportive late husband, Joe, whom I talk 
about later in the chapter. The straw that broke the proverbial 
camel’s back for me was when I had a blatant sexual harassment 
experience. I remained silent, but I could no longer stay in that 
environment. I was fatigued.

While my experiences in the corporate world happened over 
30 years ago, I continue to hear the very same stories from young 
Black professionals today.

As you are reading this, you might be thinking, It seems like 
you did OK. Affirmative action worked for you. And there is no 
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denying that it did. This is an example of a federal policy that 
enabled thousands of people of color at lower socioeconomic 
levels to go to college. Programs inspired by affirmative action 
are still helping people who would not otherwise be able to at-
tain the education they need to enhance their chances to achieve 
their life’s goals. While data show that white women have been 
the primary beneficiaries of affirmative action,6 people of color 
have also benefited, albeit to a lesser degree. And many of these 
programs are being rolled back under the Trump administration 
as unfair to white students. The Trump administration called 
for abandoning Obama administration policies that allowed 
universities to consider race as a factor in diversifying their cam-
puses.7 This is a prime example of “two steps forward and three 
steps backward.” It is fatiguing to have to continue to fight for 
affirmative action—a policy signed into law in 1965. It is fatigu-
ing not to be able to have confidence that gains made based on 
such programs are sustainable.

Living While Black
As I researched and wrote chapter 4, “Racism Literally Makes 
You Sick,” memories of my late husband, Joseph Winters, were 
in my mind. He, like me, was a first-generation college gradu-
ate, coming from urban Washington, DC, in the 1960s. He had 
a degree in statistics and an MBA and worked as a director of 
finance for Eastman Kodak. He died of a massive heart attack 
in 1997, at age 47. He was diagnosed with coronary artery disease 
at age 38, after months of not feeling well and having no tests 
performed to explore the possibility that his shortness of breath 
and chest pain were related to his heart. When he was finally 
diagnosed, the cardiologist said that he had suffered a heart 
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attack several months before; there was now significant heart 
damage and he needed a transplant. In the meantime, we found 
a renowned heart surgeon who was willing to perform quintuple 
bypass surgery in lieu of a transplant, which he really could not 
wait for. He lived for nine years after the surgery. There were 
no strong hereditary markers for heart disease in his family. I 
cannot be sure whether the stress of being one of a few Black 
men at his level in a major corporation contributed to his heart 
disease. I cannot be sure that, had he been diagnosed sooner, the 
outcome would have been any different. I cannot be sure that 
the reason he was not diagnosed sooner was related to racism. It 
is something I still wonder about.

Joe and I produced two amazing offspring. Joe II is the tenured 
Alexander F. Hehmeyer Associate Professor of Religious Stud-
ies and African and African American Studies with secondary 
positions in English and gender, sexuality, and feminist studies 
at Duke University, and our daughter, Mareisha, is trained as an 
electrical engineer but left the field as a result of many of the 
same inequities that I shared and that other women in STEM 
fields face. She has served as chief operating officer at the Win-
ters Group for the last eight years. She has been instrumental in 
the company’s double-digit growth.

When Joe was 13, I came home from work one day to find 
a police car in the driveway with my son in the back seat. I 
was very surprised and concerned. Joe was a straight-A, mild- 
mannered young man and certainly never in trouble. The police 
officer informed me that a parent of another student had filed a 
complaint that Joe had started a fight with the boy on the bus. 
After receiving more information, I learned that the other boy 



21

My BlACk FATIGUE

A D VA N C E
R E A D I N G  C O P Y.

N O T  F O R
R E S A L E .

(white) had been bullying my son for weeks. This account was 
corroborated by other students. The other boy challenged my 
son to a fight. According to my son, the fight lasted all of five 
seconds, and the other kid had a minor injury. I would have 
thought that the other parent might have contacted me or Joe’s 
dad instead of calling the police. The police officer found Joe 
at a neighbor’s house playing basketball. He apparently had to 
search the suburban neighborhood, and my son would stand out 
as the only Black boy. Joe was afraid, and so was I. When his 
dad got home from work, we had the “talk,” which I explain in 
chapter 8. It is not uncommon for spontaneous thoughts about 
his safety to still manifest for no apparent reason. That incident 
happened almost 30 years ago, and we know that it could have 
just as easily been today.

When Mareisha was 10, she begged for a dog. No one else 
in the family really wanted a dog. We finally gave in, and on 
her 11th birthday we surprised her with a little brown-and-white 
shih tzu. He was too young to leave his mother, so we eagerly 
anticipated his arrival in six weeks’ time. Two weeks before we 
were to pick up Snickers, as he had been named by Mareisha, I 
received a call from the breeder. She said that we could no longer 
have the dog. I was shocked. I could not imagine why. After 
doing some checking with the person who connected us with 
the breeder, we learned that the breeder’s partner had discovered 
that we were Black and refused to sell us the dog. There was 
no way that I was going to tell an 11-year-old child that she 
could not have a dog because she is Black, so I immediately 
went searching for a dog that looked like Snickers. I found one, 
but the process was stressful and fatiguing. I tried to find some 



CHAPTER ONE

22A D VA N C E
R E A D I N G  C O P Y.

N O T  F O R
R E S A L E .

organization that would address this blatant racism. It seems 
that because she was an independent breeder, there was little 
recourse.

Again, the sad part is that this happened almost 30 years ago 
but could just as easily have happened last week.

In My Work
After almost four decades in the diversity, equity, and inclusion 
business, there are thousands of stories that I might share. I am 
selecting one that happened in the course of writing this book 
that epitomizes the reason for Black fatigue: a failure on the 
part of many white people to “get it”—to get how their white 
identity represents the normalized dominant culture and abnor-
malizes every other identity.

As part of a large professional services firm’s multicultural 
summit, I was asked to be a breakout speaker on white culture 
and inclusion in the workplace. In another breakout session, the 
Center for Talent Innovation (CTI) presented the findings of 
its most recent research on Black professionals in the workplace. 
The first thing I noticed is that even though the summit of over 
350 people was very visually diverse, the CTI breakout session 
of over 50 people was attended by only Black people, with the 
exception of two whites. My session on white culture was also 
attended primarily by Black, Latino, and Asian participants.

In my experience presenting at and attending many confer-
ences over the years, session topics pertaining to Black people 
are almost always filled primarily with Black people. We refer 
to this phenomenon as “preaching to the choir.” After such ses-
sions, attendees may feel affirmed by the opportunity to share 
common experiences, but they also likely feel frustrated with the 
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recounting of lack of progress. In the case of the CTI study of 
over 3,000 respondents, there were many data points that con-
firmed lack of progress, such as the fact that black professionals 
hold only 3.2 percent of all executive or senior leadership roles 
and less than 1 percent of all Fortune 500 CEO positions, even 
though we represent 12 percent of the workforce.

In my session on white culture, well-meaning white people in 
the room were hard-pressed to know what to do, even though 
they were interested in the topic. I shared whiteness theory con-
cepts based on scholarly research that shows that many white 
people see themselves as “raceless and cultureless.” A study by 
Pew Research conducted in 2019 revealed that 75 percent of 
Blacks and over 50 percent of Latinx and Asians regard their 
racial identity as very important to them, while only 15 percent 
of whites responded that their racial identity was important.8 
One of the young white men in the room said, “It’s true. My 
race is not important. If it is not, how can I make it? I can’t feel 
something that I just don’t.” I recommended that he start read-
ing about the history of white people and whiteness theory to 
get more grounded in the ideas. While most of the participants 
of color were eager to support this young man’s learning, there 
were a few eyes rolling like, Really? The sentiment voiced by a 
few was, “I don’t want to be your teacher, and you should know 
what to do.”

It is fatiguing for me after all these years to hear about the 
same lack of progress toward racial equity decade after decade 
and have white people respond with the same ignorance or lack 
of interest in the topic or by not acknowledging the profound 
impact of their racial identity. I sometimes do not know whether 
to scream, cry, or just give up.
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SUMMARY
Even with all the fatiguing experiences I have encountered 
because I am Black, I am blessed. I benefited from the early 
affirmative action days when the powers that be were afraid and 
wanted to avoid lawsuits. Even though I was the token in many 
instances, it has likely been a lot easier for me than for other 
people of color who did not get that boost. I know that I had to 
work at least twice as hard to get where I am, and I am fatigued. 
However, I want to bring hope to the generations that now 
hold the torch. When I hear millennials declare that they are 
exhausted and not willing to be the educators of the ignorant, 
I am gravely concerned. The inequitable systems will continue 
to be exhausting for millennials and Generation Z (born after 
1997) to navigate, whether they are teachers or not. Black fatigue 
leads to all manner of physical and emotional problems, many 
of which go undetected. Lifting the burden of being an educa-
tor may lessen the day-to-day fatigue, but that alone will not 
dismantle racist systems. As I shared in the introduction, maybe 
the 2020 global Black Lives Matter protests against racism were 
a real wake-up call. No longer could white people claim sublime 
ignorance of anti-Black racism. 

“It is certain, in any case, that ignorance, allied with power, is the 
most ferocious enemy justice can have.” 9

—James Baldwin
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