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ASSOCIATION FOR
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

The concept of microaggressions has been heavily criti-
cized and debated in recent years. Although contro-
versy and disagreement over concepts and methods 
have existed since microaggressions entered main-
stream psychology1 and popular culture (Sue et  al., 
2007; see commentaries by Harris, 2009; Schacht, 2008; 
Thomas, 2008), the situation hit a fever pitch with 
 Lilienfeld’s (2017a) detailed critique and subsequent 
responses (e.g., Kraus & Park, 2017). Most recently, 
Williams (2020a, 2020b) and Lilienfeld (2020) engaged 
in a lengthy back-and-forth concerning concepts and 
evidence, reaching little agreement on some of the core 
debates.

The debate about microaggressions has included 
empirical (Lui & Quezada, 2019; Ong & Burrow, 2017; 
West, 2019; Williams, 2021), analytic (McClure & Rini, 
2020), and ideological (Haidt, 2017; Sue, 2017) responses. 
Throughout it all, this seemingly intractable debate has 
focused largely on issues such as construct definition, 
measurement, interpersonal dynamics, and impacts on 
mental health—all critical issues that need to be dis-
cussed within a healthy science of psychology. At the 
same time, however, these are the issues that psycholo-
gists tend to focus on at the expense of others. In this 
brief commentary, I draw attention to how much of the 
debate about microaggressions is rooted in differing 
starting assumptions about the nature of society—a 

level of analysis that psychologists tend not to focus on 
as heavily.

In particular, the debate about microaggressions 
reflects differing assumptions about the nature and role 
of race and racism2 in U.S. society.3 On the one hand, 
proponents of the utility of microaggression research 
start from the assumption that society is racist and that 
microaggressions are behaviors that must be understood 
in that context (see Kraus & Park, 2017). On the other 
hand, critics of microaggressions assume racism to be 
an interpersonal act not linked to broader systems of 
power and privilege (e.g., Schacht, 2008). These oppos-
ing views are by no means limited to the context of 
microaggressions but rather reflect broader differences 
in views on race and racism in U.S. society (see, e.g., 
the debate about the “dictionary definition” of racism 
in McWhorter, 2020). Indeed, the distinction between 
systemic- and interpersonal-racism frameworks has 
broad implications and is at the heart of many disagree-
ments about the past, present, and future of race rela-
tions in the United States, and thus this commentary is 
intended to draw attention to how these assumptive 
frameworks underlie many different contemporary 
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arguments. As I explain further below, this difference 
in foundational assumptions underlies some of the core 
contemporary debates in the field. Although my inten-
tion is to advance our understanding of microaggres-
sions specifically, this commentary also represents a 
broader call for psychologists to attend much more 
closely to the assumptions that underlie their research 
and scholarly views (see Slife et al., 2005).

As is clear from Williams (2020a, 2020b) and other 
microaggression researchers (Solórzano, 1998; Sue 
et al., 2007), the starting assumption is one of a racist 
society. Indeed, a great deal of research and theorizing 
on microaggressions that occurred between Pierce 
(1970) and Sue et al. (2007) was situated within critical 
race theory, a framework that takes an explicitly struc-
tural view to understand the causes and consequences 
of racism (Solórzano et al., 2000, 2002). From this per-
spective, microaggressions have their source and 
power within an inequitable, racially stratified society. 
This is an assumption within microaggression research 
because it is never tested empirically and rarely even 
directly stated; in effect, it serves as a conceptual 
framework through which race and racism can be 
understood (Kraus & Park, 2017). To be sure, much of 
what is discussed in this commentary is fully evident 
in Williams (2020a). What I am doing here is explicitly 
calling out the underlying framework to contrast it with 
the alternative.

Claiming that society is racist is not only a statement 
about the nature of society but a framework for under-
standing individual behavioral responses, which I refer 
to as the systemic-racism framework. As described by 
Tatum (1997), individuals living in a racist society have 
one of three positions they can take: (a) accept the 
racist society and be actively racist by engaging in 
intentional, overt acts of racism, which corresponds to 
what is often referred to as blatant or old-fashioned 
racism; (b) acknowledge the racist society and be 
actively antiracist, by using accessible forms of privi-
lege to dismantle the racist system; and (c) be largely 
ignorant of societal racism or acknowledge racism as 
an individual behavior rather than a system. This posi-
tion leads to passive racism because if individuals live 
in a racist society and do nothing to counter that racism 
they will engage in behaviors that maintain the racial 
system. These responses are not meant to be typologies 
of individuals but rather describe behavioral responses, 
and thus individuals can engage in all three responses 
at different times and in different situations.

This model of individual responses within a racist 
society underlies all theory and research on microag-
gressions and helps clarify some of the confusions and 
debates in the literature (cf. McClure & Rini, 2020). 
Microaggressions are not viewed within this framework 

as purely individual, interpersonal acts or solely sys-
temic forces; rather, individuals mediate societal racism 
within interpersonal situations (Huber & Solorzano, 
2015).

An alternative underlying assumption for under-
standing racism and microaggressions is that they are 
products of individual beliefs and thus are best under-
stood as interpersonal acts (Schacht, 2008; Thomas, 
2008). I refer to this as the interpersonal-racism frame-
work. This assumption is clearly evident in the critiques 
by Lilienfeld (2017a, 2017b, 2020). Such an assumption 
may be paired with a belief in an equitable, just society 
(Kraus & Park, 2017), although people endorsing this 
assumption might also agree that society is racist or, at 
least, that racism exists at a societal level in some situ-
ations. However, the assumption with respect to micro-
aggressions is not that the individual behavior is 
mediating societal structures; rather, individual behav-
ior is understood as an interaction between disposi-
tional and situational factors.

As illustrated in Figure 1, these two frameworks dif-
ferentially locate the source of microaggressions. From 
a systemic framework, microaggressions can represent 
both active and passive racist responses depending on 
the type. For example, the conscious and intentional 
forms, what Sue et al. (2007) called “microassaults,” are 
likely a product of active racism. However, most micro-
aggressions—really the heart of the concept—are a 
product of passive racism. Indeed, Williams (2020a) 
stated that “microaggressions are by definition caused 
by socially conditioned racial biases and prejudices” (p. 
6) and “are invisible to many White people because they 
are socialized not to see racial inequities” (p. 8). Reading 
between the lines, both of these statements highlight 
how microaggressions are largely a manifestation of 
passive racism. If individuals are not aware of, or are in 
denial about, the racist nature of society, then they will 
also have little awareness of how their seemingly innoc-
uous behaviors can be interpreted as racist.

In contrast, because the interpersonal framework 
does not distinguish between active and passive racism, 
microaggressions are understood only as manifestations 
of active racism. Indeed, Lilienfeld (2020) stated:

Williams’s definition of microaggressions as 
“deniable acts of racism” (p. 4) declares 
microaggressions to be inherently racist by fiat, 
thereby placing the critical question of whether 
microaggressions are statistically associated with 
racist tendencies (e.g., Kanter et al., 2017) outside 
the scope of scientific inquiry. (p. 28)

This quote nicely encapsulates the different assump-
tions. Lilienfeld has maintained that it is a problem for 
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research on microaggressions that their enactment is 
not strongly associated with other manifestations of 
racism. This view assumes that microaggressions rep-
resent only active racism. If they represent both active 
and passive racism, and predominantly the latter, then 
trivial-to-small associations with other racist tendencies 
would be expected. Moreover, the question of associa-
tions among constructs is not “outside the scope of 
scientific inquiry”; rather, it is not as simple and straight-
forward as portrayed—but only depending on which 
framework for racism one assumes.

Lilienfeld continued: “Williams’s definition further 
precludes the possibility that certain microaggressions 
reflect misstatements or misunderstandings of cultural 
norms” (p. 28). Indeed, the question of “intent” has 
loomed large in the debate on microaggressions and 
has been identified as of central importance among 
critics (Haidt, 2017; Lilienfeld, 2017a; Thomas, 2008) 
and mostly irrelevant among defenders (Kraus & Park, 
2017; Sue et al., 2008; Williams, 2020a). As alluded to 
above, intent will vary depending on the type of 
response in question. Microaggressions rooted in active 
racism are more likely to be intentional, whereas those 
rooted in passive racism are more likely to be uninten-
tional. Again, the interpersonal framework makes no 
distinction between active and passive racism, and 
therefore any act of racism must be intentional and 
reflect something about the perpetrator’s character. To 
be clear, it is not the case that character is irrelevant. 
Williams (2021) recently found consistent associations 
among White Americans’ willingness to engage in 
microaggressions and several measures of aggressive 
tendencies. However, the study did not make an 

empirical distinction between microaggressions that 
originate from actively racist sources and those that 
originate from passively racist sources.

Lilienfeld also argued for the need to “assess micro-
aggressions within a multi-informant approach that 
incorporates self and observer reports” (2017b, p. 179). 
In contrast, microaggression researchers have main-
tained that the view of the perceiver/target should be 
prioritized and that it is unlikely that the perpetrators’ 
view will align with the views of the target (Kraus & 
Park, 2017; for a detailed account of these views, see 
McClure & Rini, 2020). This disagreement can again be 
understood as being rooted in the different racial frame-
works. From the systemic view, active racist behavior 
may be reliably identified by observers, but passive 
racism via microaggressions may not. Part of the reason 
for this is that any single instance of a microaggression 
may seem totally innocuous to an outside observer 
(Thomas, 2008), but the repeated instances of the 
behavior—known only to the target—are what can 
make the singular experience stressful.

This phenomenon can be illustrated by a personal 
experience. On at least a weekly basis, for my entire 
life, when introducing myself to others I get a response 
of “well, that is an interesting/unusual name” or “I have 
never heard that before” or “what kind of name is that?” 
From the interpersonal framework such questions 
would be seen as rooted in curiosity, interest, and per-
haps even friendliness on the part of the questioner. 
An outside observer may agree that there is nothing 
racist about those questions. However, if you take seri-
ously my reporting of hearing this question weekly for 
my entire life, that means I have been subject to that 
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Fig. 1. Schematic representations of racism in systemic (left) and interpersonal (right) frameworks. In the systemic framework, active racism 
involves engagement in either blatant racism or microaggressions depending on the type; passive racism primarily aligns with microag-
gressions, and antiracism involves behavior that actively supports or is in allyship with individuals targeted by racism. In the interpersonal 
framework, racism is the root of all blatant racism and microaggressions, and individuals not engaging in racism behave in a neutral way 
toward targets, which can have both positive and negative impacts.
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question 2,184 times.4 It affects my stress and behavior 
because I know the question is coming and will choose 
to not introduce myself to new people to avoid it.

I offer my personal experience not as evidence or 
proof of any particular point other than to highlight 
that the question of corroboration of microaggressions 
is no simple matter of gathering observer reports. Any 
observer would have no access to the accumulation of 
my experiences or to my internal reactions to the situ-
ation (see Lui et al., 2020). It is common in the debate 
on microaggressions to focus on the interpretation of 
a singular event and whether or not it constitutes racism 
(e.g., Harris, 2008; McClure & Rini, 2020). Conceptually, 
a singular experience of a microaggression should not 
have any impact on the target; it is the cumulative 
experience of microaggressions that can be detrimental. 
Again, this is not to say that we should not seek to bet-
ter understand how these experiences might be observ-
able to others but rather that doing so would require a 
proper acknowledgment of the phenomenon.

The purpose of this commentary is to highlight 
assumptions that underlie the ongoing debate about 
microaggressions. As long as these assumptions are not 
explicitly recognized, debates on methods, findings, 
and so on will never be reconciled. Endorsement of the 
systemic and interpersonal frameworks remains an 
assumption because they cannot be directly subject to 
empirical testing. Moreover, these are assumptions 
researchers have not only about microaggressions but 
also about the world itself. Individuals in the United 
States—especially those who are White—have histori-
cally been socialized to adopt an equality-based, color-
blind, individual-focused worldview rather than a 
worldview that draws attention to systemic forces 
(Abaied & Perry, 2021; Bonilla-Silva, 2015). In contrast, 
socialization around the systemic view is much more 
common among ethnic and racial minorities (Hughes 
et al., 2006; Loyd & Gaither, 2018). Of course our own 
socialization and beliefs play a role in how we under-
stand this debate.

As scientists, however, we must examine the avail-
able evidence in support of the different frameworks 
and come to conclusions about which assumption is 
more plausible given the evidence. Although my inten-
tion is to not adjudicate between the systemic and inter-
personal frameworks, it should be clear to even mildly 
attentive readers that I favor the systemic framework. I 
come to this conclusion in a scientific context not via 
personal belief5 but rather because the accumulated 
evidence points strongly in that direction. Compelling 
evidence for the systemic framework has been provided 
by numerous scholars (Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Brave Heart 

et al., 2011; Lipsitz, 2006; Roberts & Rizzo, 2020). Very 
few would deny that the United States has historically 
been a racist society given its history of slavery, colo-
nization, dehumanization, and restriction of basic rights 
and freedoms for its ethnic- and racial-minority popula-
tions. Thus, the question is when exactly in history did 
the United States stop being a racist society?

The above argument aside, the point of this com-
mentary is not which framework researchers should 
adopt or the preponderance of evidence. The point is 
that these assumptive frameworks are lurking in the 
debate about microaggressions, and if we do not dis-
cuss them then we are doomed to make little progress. 
And, to be clear, progress needs to be made. Defensive 
responses such as those provided by Sue (2017) do 
little to move our scientific knowledge forward. Lilien-
feld (2017a) and others have made insightful and useful 
critiques that microaggression researchers should take 
seriously, as long as they—and the critics—do so while 
being mindful of their assumptions.

Transparency

Action Editor: Monnica T. Williams
Editor: Laura A. King
Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared that there were no conflicts of 
interest with respect to the authorship or the publication 
of this article.

ORCID iD

Moin Syed  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4759-3555

Acknowledgments

I thank Alex Ajayi and Jill Fish for their input on a previous 
version of this commentary. This essay is no. 12 in the series, 
“I Got a Lot of Problems With Psychology.”

Notes

1. I am aware that the concept of microaggressions goes back 
to Pierce (1970), but it is inarguably the case that Sue et al. 
(2007) brought the concept into the mainstream.
2. Microaggressions are not limited to race, but that has been 
the primary topic of research and debate, so that is the focus 
of the discussion.
3. The overwhelming majority of research on microaggressions 
has been conducted in the United States, so this commentary is 
limited to that context.
4. This may seem like hyperbole, but if anything it is likely an 
underestimate: The frequency of this experience was greatly 
heightened during educational and residential transitions. And 
sure, if you feel compelled, subtract 156 instances to account 
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for my first 3 years of life when the question was likely directed 
at my parents, not me.
5. Although yes, I also personally believe this to be the case.
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