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One recent afternoon, while washing his car, Greg Reese, a white stay-at-home dad in 
Campton, Ky., peeled off the Confederate flag magnet he had placed on its trunk six 
years earlier. He did not put it back on. 

It was a small act for which he expected no accolades. It should not have taken the police 
killing of George Floyd, Mr. Reese knew, to face what he had long known to be true, that 
the flag he had grown up thinking of as “a beautiful trophy” was “a symbol of hate, and 
it’s obviously wrong to glorify it.” 

The sustained outcry over Mr. Floyd’s death has compelled many white Americans to 
acknowledge the anti-black racism that is prevalent in the United States — and to 
perhaps even examine their own culpability for it. It is as though the ability of white 
people to collectively ignore the everyday experience of black people has been short-
circuited, at least for now. 
 

Large numbers of white Americans have attended racial justice 
demonstrations, purchased books about racial inequality and registered for webinars on 
how to raise children who are anti-racist. Some have asked themselves pointed 
questions, like how much professional advantage they have garnered from being white, 
and whether they would willingly cede it if they could. Others are going to tattoo parlors 
to cover up images of Confederate flags, swastikas and Ku Klux Klan symbols on their 
bodies. 
 

It is hard to know how deep or wide these responses run — and whether they are the 
result of pressure from peers to appear tolerant, or if meaningful action will follow. Anti-
racism activists have specified concerns that are not about only symbols or slurs but 
entire systems governing how Americans live. 

Some of the same communities where white liberals have been marching with “black 
lives matter” signs have seen steep resistance to efforts to integrate public schools and 
neighborhoods. And what some consider a profound questioning of white supremacy 
can seem laughably little and unconscionably late to others. The most frustrating thing 



about this moment, said Jeremy O. Harris, a playwright and the writer of “Slave Play,” is 
“listening to white people say this is the first time they realize how bad it is.” 

In interviews, some white Americans admitted that even the process of reflecting on 
racism underscored for them how little they grasp the everyday experience of being 
black in America. 

Research shows there is scant interpersonal contact between white and black 
Americans: One in five white respondents to a poll from the Public Religion Research 
Institute last year said that they rarely or never had an interaction with someone of a 



A shift in the priorities of white Americans regarding racial equality, race scholars said, 
is critical to achieving it. In the first two weeks of coast-to-





‘We’re not saying all lives don’t matter. It’s that all lives can’t matter until black lives 
matter.’”


