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How-to Strategies for Positive Political Discourse & Debate

Being Aware of Microaggressions, 
Marginalization and Implicit Bias HANDOUT

Political rhetoric and actions can create situations where certain people feel unsafe 
and unwelcomed. Being aware of concerns like microaggressions, marginalization 
and implicit bias can help you engage in less harmful discourse and debate, while also 
recognizing the human toll.

“Microaggressions are the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and 
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 
derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual-orientation, and religious slights and insults 
to the target person or group,” according to author Derald Wing Sue. They are much more 
than “insensitive comments,” as they often indicate an undercurrent of racism, sexism 
and other social tensions that can leave people feeling marginalized, invisible and unsafe. 

And what is the impact? “Microaggressions are constant and continuing experiences 
of marginalized groups in our society; they assail the self-esteem of recipients, produce 
anger and frustration, deplete psychic energy, lower feelings of subjective well-being and 
worthiness, produce physical health problems, shorten life expectancy, and deny minority 
populations equal access and opportunity in education, employment, and health care,” 
wrote Wing Sue. 

When microaggressions are used in the context of political discourse and debate, the 
offender may not intend to offend. Yet, “impact always trumps intent,” said Dr. Maura Cullen 
during a PaperClip Communications webinar. So, keep in mind 
that you may be taking a toll on someone from a marginalized 
group with a microaggression, possibly causing…

• Self-doubt
• Fear
• A feeling of not belonging
• Constant vigilance and uncertainty
• A change in natural behavior
• A lack of trust in majority/privileged group members
Marginalization is when someone has less access to power and resources, and is 

generally assumed to be “less than,” “inferior” or “deficient.” Members of marginalized 
groups often feel the need to assimilate or try to fit in, being afraid to challenge the status quo. 
They frequently have their truth and experiences questioned and invalidated. And they’re 
often relegated to the outer edge of society/community and are very aware of oppression.

Implicit Bias is when deep-seeded attitudes and stereotypes impact our actions, 
our decisions and our understanding, without us being conscious that it’s happening. 
This subconscious bias can impact how we feel about people based on race, ethnicity, 
appearance, age and other factors.

Sources: Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation by Derald Wing Sue; PaperClip 
Communications Webinar on “Microaggressions,” 9/30/15; http://bit.ly/2qjbQJV 

“Implicit biases are 
pervasive,” according to the 
Kirwan Institute. “Everyone 
possesses them, even people 
with avowed commitments to 
impartiality such as judges.”

Interested in working on 
your own biases? Try the Bias 
Cleanse at www.lookdifferent.
org/what-can-I-do/bias-cleanse. 


