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Racism
What It Is and What It Isnt

Lawrence Blum

People use the word “racist” to refer to all sorts of race:tellated_. rzox:i
failings. Should they? Blum argues that tkey_ sl:ouldqt. nst;a },1

contends that we should- reserve the term racist for those w (r)]-,h a‘;e
specific negative beliefs or attitudes towa.rd pgople of other 1;1ces..bl :1 s,
we should distinguish between sevgral dlf_f'eret.lt t;ace—.relz_tte. problems i
such as racial insensitivity, failure to recognize r_a_c1al 1dennt¥, r:alpxg_
ignorance, racial anxiety, racial injustic? ’a-nd racxa% homogefu_za.tloix.
Since these issues require different remedies, keeping them-separate

helps us think more clearly about how to make moral progress.

e in the United States are notoriously poor at communicating

" about racial matters. . . . For the past several years I have

taﬁght courses on race and racism to undergrgduat_es, gfadu-

ate students in education, and high school students.' Most of my cl ;::S

are quite racially and ethnically diverse. In my ex!aerlgna.a :il rangefoaid .

sons accounts for the lack of productive Fonvers.atlc.)n. Peop i?lre a rr‘e of
giving offense. They are éfrf\id of revealing Pre]ud;ces they know a

Blum, Lawrence. 2002. “Racism: What It Isand What It Tsn't.” Studies i.n ‘Ifhifosophy and Edu-
c':’atior’l 21:203-218. Ct)pyright ©2002, Springer. Reprinted with permission.
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socially acceptable. They are afraid of appearing prejudiced, even if they
are actually not. They feel ignorant of groups other than their own and
are afraid to risk revealing their ignorance and trying to remedy it. The
whole idea of “race” just carries unpleasant associations with them, and
they would ratheravoid it. They may think we should all be “color-blind,”
that it is somehow wrong even to take notice of or make reference to other
people’s racial identity. .. .

The words “racism” and “racist” have become deeply entrenched in
the moral vocabulary of the United States and Western Europe.... “Racist”
has become the standard way to condemn and deplore people, actions,
policies, symbols, and institutions for malfeasance in the racial domain.

~ In serving as a term of moral reproach, “racism” has joined more

»«

time-honored vices such as “dishonesty,” “cruelty,” “cowardice,” and “hy-
pocrisy.” Apart from a small number of avowed white supremacists, most
Americans wish very much to avoid being called “racist.” In this regard,
“racist” operates similarly to “cruel.” Few admit to being cruel. Persons
who are cruel might say the target of their cruelty deserved it, or they
might simply fail to- recognize the harm caused by their actions. Simi-
larly, no one admits to being racist. Those who are, or are thought to be,
might say their remarks were just a joke; they did not i;iterid any harm;
people are just being oversensitive; it was gi personal, not a racial, thing;
and thelike,... - ) o ) ‘
Overusing “Racism”
-+ . [T]he widely-shared reproach carried by “racist” is threatened by a
current tendency to overuse the term. Some feel that the word is thrown
around so much that anything involving “race” that someone does not
like is liable to castigation as “racist”—for example, merely mentioning
someohe’s race: (or racial designation), using the word “Oriental” for
Asians without recognizing its origins and its capacity for insult, or so-
cializing only with members of one’s own racial group. .. . A few observ-
ers go even further and suspecf that the word has lost all significant
meaning. “Racism is . . . what black activists define it to be. ... When
words lose coherent meaning, they also lose the power to shame. ‘Racism,’
‘sexism,’ and *homophobia’ have become such words. Labels that should
horrify are simply shrugged off” (Nuechterlein, 1996, p-B9)....

A major reason for what Robert Miles calls the “conceptual inflation”
(Miles, 1989, pp. 41-68), to which the idea of “racism” has been subject is
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: i rall
its having become the central or even only notion u_sed to m;;t ;r:;s)ul‘.t —y
suspéct behavior, attitude, and social practice rggardgng raga. e e
eithér something is racist, or it is morally in the c_:lear. In {?sé =
pf)lil:t‘: ofﬁcer,' as a'bizarre joke and appa_rentl,y with no Tca" 1clice ended.
laced a hangman’s noogse on the motorcycle of-g blac d%O o ofcer
Epc;licé p’roBe sees no racism in noose plfank, s'ay;s.tt}lx:e _}i};z::id::let perhaps
icle'reporting th ings of an investigation into the ent.
cle'reporting the findings of an investigation . P
:Lé thte dﬁifér was not “a racist,” nor operating from raC{§tll}'ll<0t:¥1§i I:)ear
A ‘ o prr a2t i ike
‘the victim in the incident said, “You cannot hang a noose
as the victim in the incident said, “You I o tresnon
any black man Wl his history and say it does
any black man who knows | history and it d e
d(irls significance’ (Boston Globe, p. B1). E’I_lf.le_black o_fﬁ__ci::rlseer:ll::et “raCistZ
to be ref‘eri-inlg*to lynching.] If our only choices a:li to labe arrln o reas
bout,” th rner -

“nothi tabout,” those who séek to ga: ral atter
or “ncthing to get too upseta those who se it That
ion to some racial n will be temptéd to call :
tion to some racial malfeasance will b -temptéd e
weruse n‘turn feeds a diminishing of “racism’s” mora ,
overuse in‘turn feeds.a dlm_'mls' f “racism : e and
éOnirfb‘utés to wedkened concern about: racism ami_\I ot?er rac1a;rll ;1 asnce y

‘Not all racial ificidents ar ist: incidents. Not every ] ‘

" Not all racial incidents are racist:iz i 0F EV6 usion,
racidl, co'nﬂict,'ir'is,ehsi‘tivit}‘{, discomfort; n{lsi?mrPuglcgtLOI;,ie?;nd -,
irijuistice; orignorance should be ¢alled “racist: --.Ih}s_-rr}ore va 1 ;nenﬁ,',g
aricéd m:)rél' vocabillary needs to be more fully utilized, comple

“racist” and-“racism.” All formns of racialills:should elicit concern fro
racist” and-“ ; f f al’

' - .. . N g s, " not
responsible citizens. If someone dl,splays;r.?crfll 1.nsensll’t_w1ty,mb;ti:er =
racism pebple shotild be able to’see that str‘alg_}!tforwa.rd if) asa ks
moral ,c’oncel.'n.' In'a Soccer-game, a nipe;year—qlc!t-whl?leld ‘(‘2’, ::Vi;tuau;

‘ . » to one of his blac es,and
' here” to one of his black teammate | “was v
pass the ball over here” to one-of hi e teammtastes” save an
i is he father. of one of-his team .
ccused of being a racist by the faf her.of one o A
2rticle on the incident. (That dpsgnptlon'smfay“‘ltse%f ref,lect l:hetlltl):; o
evaluative vocabulary other than “racist” and ra;xsm};.tralzo;rwas o whes
" tually said.) In any case, the white boy wa
the black boy’s father.actually said Ina se,the white boy was s most
“a racist” he article itself goes on to expres cu-
surely not “a racist” and, the ar cle itself goes o ipress mmore accu-
ratelysf[ the racial ill involved in h}Si{Cﬁ}&I’k; The. V\.rordvll_)‘oy 1rssz fte 1 ';)u'sed
attached to so much charged racial baggage that it is no longe
as a term for a prepubescent-male.”. ..
‘e - e
Defining “Racism’
“Racism”™ was first used by German social scienti'sttsm thedl?t30:otr(;
.re.f.er to the ideology of race superiority céntral to Naz1sr_n,1 Zq i satibn
historical rﬁeaﬁiﬁg' broadened out ~tq“'o@_h¢r systems of racial dominati
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and oppression, such as segregation, South African apartheid, and Euro-
pean colonialism. In this light, I want to suggest that all forms of racism
can be related to either of two general “themes”—inferiorization, and an-
tipathy. Inferiorizing is treating the racial other as inferior or of lesser
value and, secondarily, viewing the racial other as inferior. Racial antipa-
thy is simply a strong dislike, often tinged with hostility, toward individu-
als or groups because of their race. Of the two modes, inferiorization is
more obviously linked to historical racist doctrines and social systems.
Slavery, segregation, imperialism, apartheid, and Nazism all involved
certain groups being regarded as and treated as inferior to other groups.

Inferiorizing and antipathy racism are distinct. Some superiority
racists do not hate the target of their beliefs. They may have a paternalistic
concern and feelings of kindness for persons they regard as their human
inferiors. This form of facism was prevalent among slave owners, and
characterized many whites’ views of blacks during the segregation era in
the United States. The concern and kindness are misdirected, and de-
meaning, because the other is not seen as an equal, or even as a full
human being; it is a racist form of concern. Nevertheless such attitudes
are distinct from antipathy and hatred.

On the other side, not every race hater regards the target of her hatred
as inferior. In the U.S. antipathy toward Asians and Jews often accompa-
nies, and is in“part driven by, a kind of resentment of those seen as in
some ways superior (e.g., more successful). And some whites who hate
blacks do not really regard blacks as inferior; they may fear and be hostile
to them, but fear and hostility are not the same as contempt and other
forms of inferiorizing, (Again, antipathy and contempt may accompany
one another.) Survey research suggests that pure superiority racism

toward blacks has substantially decreased since segregation, more so than

hostility-based racism (Schuman et al,, pp. 156-157). Nevertheless, the
great and persistent racial inequalities in our society provide a standing
encouragement to advantaged groups to see disadvantaged groups as
somehow deserving their lower status.

However, antipathy and inferiorizing racism are not entirely separate
either. The paternalistic inferiorizing racist (e.g. a white segregationist)
often hates those members of the racial group who do not accept the infe-
rior social position he regards as appropriate to their inferior natares—
for example, blacks who do not engage in the deference behavior the
paternalistic racist expects. Emmett Till was lynched in 1955 out of hatred
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directed toward a young black man who had tran.sgres'sed t}}e ruIles gf
racial deference and constraint defining him asan 1;}fer10r bemg.f n :: r:
dition, many racists both hate and regard as inferiof members o fa _51 -
ticular racial group (and not only a partlcu}ar sub’::ategory ol
members, such as those who do not “stay in their place”).

Racial and Racist Stereotypes

If we confine racism to manifestations or representa.tions of racial an'up:\r—l
thy or racial inferiorizing, we can see that many thmgs can g(L Ivrsc:;geo_
the area of race without being racist. Consider two ob]ec‘flona ed el
types of blacks, for instance—blacks as intellectuauy- deficient, an = a ks
as good dancers. The firstis a straightforwardly racist stereottYP;, tle p’Ihe
trays blacks as inferior in regard to a fundamental humi;l attri uoéitive
second, however, is not racist, on my accou.nt. .It attributes a: P illve
rather than a negative quality. It is:a far less objectionable stereotype
inferiority stereotype. —
e III:If:\:::;IZI:ss, thzyslzereotype of blacks as good dancers is still ;n otb;
jectionable one. Like any stereotype, it wildly overgenerahze;la lg;are
group; it blinds us to the internal diversity of the grqul?—sor?e ac o
bad dancers, some are good, some are so-so (and t-h1_s is s}(: of e(xlr.e?(rl s
group). Also, all stereotyping discourages recognizing the indiv 4
e group. ' .
- m’i}ri:eb::esr(e)f):;lpf of lflacks as good dancers i-s also object1on‘ab.lzee::lnhz-ll
more specific, historically contextual sense, which can b.e recogr}llxation
the more variegated moral vocabulary revealed by loosening }(:url atior
on “racism” and “racist.” This stereotype hearkens ba.ck t;)l t. 1 sla Seel;
when viewing blacks as good dancers M{a‘s bc.>unf1 up w1thlt eir ;1;131 e
as mentally inferior. While this direct implication is no orlljger_ wed}; =
tached to the “good dancer” stereotype, stereotypes must e v1eie ved his-
torically as well as contemporarily,,and a given steref)tyg.estl.' sonance
with a much more distinctly racist stereotype renders it objec 11(C)1 bl
a way that stereotypes without such hi.stoncal resonance wfou_ oot le.
Other stereotypes lacking such hi_stonc.al resonance z;lr_e, or eot beli)n ,
Asians as poor drivers, blacks as poor swimmers, and whites as IL el 1gt
able to jump. All are objectionable, racial (race-based) s:;.reotypnt;ibutes
is moral overload to call them racist stereotypes, j\nd'to o s0 co
to a cheapening of the moral force of the idea of “racism.
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Racial Discomfort or Anxiety

Another application of the definition of racism is the difference between
racial antipathy and what I will call “racial discomfort” or “racial anxi-
ety.” Consider the following example.
Ms. Verano is a white fourth grade teacher. She feels comfortable with
all the children in her very racially-mixed class. She holds all students to
equally high standards of performance. But, though she has never admitted
this to herself, she is not really comfortable with most of the black parents.
She does not dislike blacks, nor does she think they are inferior. However,
she is not particularity familiar with African-American culture, knows
very few blacks other than her students, and is not confident about her abil-
ity to communicate with blacks other than her students, and is not confi-
dent about her ability to communicate with black adults. As a result.Ms.
Verano is somewhat defensive when speaking with black parents in parent
conferences, and is not able to listen to their concerns and viewpoints about
their children as well as she does with parents in other racial groups. Be-
cause she does not glean as much information from the black parents about
their children as she does from the other parents, she is not able to serve
these children as well as the other children in her class. Ms. Verano does not
have antipathy or inferiorizing attitudes toward blacks. To call her a “racist”
would be conceptual inflation. She bears no antipathy toward blacks; I have
built this feature into the example. Nor does she regard blacks as inferior.

Ms. Verano’s situation is best described by saying that she is uncom-
fortable with black adults (not children). She has “racial discomfort”. or
“racial anxiety” '

Racial anxiety is quite common in the United States, especially; I be-
lieve, among whites, although it can be found in any racial group. Racial
anxiety can stem from different sources, and one of them can be anxiety
that one’s racist prejudices be revealed. In this case racial anxiety would be
a manifestation of racism. However, racial anxiety is not always racist in
its genesis. We can realize that a group of persons is different from us in
some socially important way, and we can feel that we are just not knowl-
edgeable enough about this group to feel comfortable in the presence of its
members. We can be anxious that we will embarrass ourselves by saying
or doing the “wrong thing.” We may worry that the group will dislike or
reject us if we attempt to approach it. fhis social anxiety is perfectly famil-
iar regarding cultural differences; the individual is anxious approaching a

__..__4‘,._4
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culture about which she lacks knowledge. Memb,ers of dlﬁgiefnt( r(z:l:.::}
groups are also often quite ignorant of one an9the1:§ modes of life sond)
times but not always because cultural and racial differences F()lrres}iaie is,
even if they interact in schools and workplace.s. In a sense racia 2n Ce’zre
even more likely than mere cultural anxie.ty, since dlfferenc:es in 1;1 ¢ are
more socially charged than are cultural dlffereilcisé ifn (;rixz ‘11ss i%:: O)Irl egWill
r group, there is more reason to. .
fr?cl;llta?f z};fnzﬂtll:lffresezn norm with regard to a racially different group
different one. . o
thanfilcirstrf,riiléal anxiety or discomfort is not r.acism.. Nor is racrill dltsl:
comfort the sort of thing for which its posse‘ssor is s.ul.)Ject tolllnirad :;1be
cism. It is not morally bad to be racially anx1ous', as .1t is gl(()ir:h_y aand be
racially prejudiced. However, racial di‘sco.mfort is still a bas mi,mt dan
individual who recognizes her racial anxiety should not re'st'cqn ot with
it just because it is not a maqral blot on hler dch:;r:zt:r;)'fl':l; ilssc:;);nin ftor);
in Ms. Verano’s case, it can-lead .
Eﬁ;?:stee’::;/ls. Verano is unlikely to be abyefto edlfcate her blaltlcit pll(xpi)rlllzotz
the same degree as she does her other students, since she will lac

mation pertinent to them. . ..

Race, Identity, and Recognition " =

Another race-related ill distinct from racismiis illustrated in dthet Sfc:g%‘:;
ing example. A Haitian-American girlf is one ‘of‘t\fvo black stuhenulrnS e
class. When a race-related issue arises‘i.nx?lsc,t,llss1on, the teac. er e
her and asks her what “the black point of view” is on the que‘stlon ah has.
There seem several distinct though rela-ted wrongs this teacd.ex; b
committed. He has failed to recognize Haitian-Americans as ?1 is ;Cial
ethnic group within the larger “black™ umt_)rella. .He I;fs tr;ate CZ url tw
group in an overly homogeneous manner»:‘r implying t .at t ferf:ew” o
something that could coherently be called “the black pom_t (:1 _v.ldual n e
issue. Finally, he has failed to recognize the studentas an individual,

her own individual views. ‘ 3 -
These three related forms of misrecognition are directed toward an

individual or a group of which the individual is.a n.lern.b(‘e;. zlt.le Et:i‘l; ‘
two—racial homogenization, and not acknowledging 1n.d1v1 1.1t 1Sth e
particularly serious failings in a teacher. However,.tha'{ is lelotth: = a};bors
they are “racist” The teacher’s behavior nfeed rfot imply tha

animus toward blacks, or regards them as inferior.
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Racial Motives and Racial Stereotypes

Confusion about both the location and the meaning of racism infected
public understanding of a particularly tragic event that took place in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island, in January, 2000. Several women were fighting in a
late-night diner. The night manager threw the patrons out of the diner, at
which point some male friends got involved, one of whom drew a gun,
Inside the diner, an off-duty patrolman, Gornel Young, Jr, an African
American, was waiting for a take-out order. Meanwhile, the police had been
called to the scene outside. Officer Young, after warning the patrons to get
down, rushed outside to help the two officers on the scene, his gun drayvn.
(Providence police are required to carry their firearms when off duty)
. The two officers had ordered the male friend to drop his gun, which
he did, and they then turned to Officer Young and ordered him to do so
as well. It is not clear whether Young heard the order, but in any case he
did hot comply, and the two officers, who were white, shot and killed him.
It emerged that, despite the officers’ failing to recognize Officer Young,
one of the officers had been a police academy classmate of Young’s, and
both had graduated in the same class three years-earlier.

The killing sparked community outrage and anguish. Charges of
racism were made. It was said that the killing was “racially motivated.”
Eventually a federal civil rights investigation took place, and the two of-
ficers were cleared of having intended to deprive Officer Young of his civil
rights, or of acting out of racial animosity.

It is impossible to know whether the two officers were racially biased
against blacks. However, their behavior is perfectly consistent with their
lacking any form of racial prejudice or racial motivation. It is not likely
that they shot at Young because they disliked black people. Some pepple,
recognizing this, then felt some relief. The incident turned from one’in-
volving racism to a (mere) “tragic accident.” 1

But this response oversimplifies. Racism may be absent in motivations
and attitudes but be present elsewhere. In this situation, it is‘much more
plausible to think that it lay in the stereotypes that the officers carried in their
minds about blacks, That is why, or part of why, they reacted to a black man
with a gun in plain clothes as if he were a perpetrator, even though they actu-
ally knew him as a fellow officer. In another widely-reported case around the
same time, four white officers in New York City killed an innocent.black
man whom they wrongly took to be reaching for a gun. Treating blackness as
ifit were an indicator of suspiciousness or criminality is referred to as “racial
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profiling” and has come in for a good deal of public criticism as a result of
these and similar incidents, not only ones involving fatalities.

The white officers who killed Officer Young wete apparently genu-
inely remorseful and upset by their having unwittingly killed a fellow
officer. But this does not mean they were not prey to racial stereotypes
linking blackness to criminality. Officer Young's mother was surely cor-
rect when she said that her son would be unlikely to have been shot had
he been white. But it is importe_int to be careful about what we mean if we
say that he was killed “because he was black” If does not necessarily
mean “out of hostility or animosity toward black persons.” It could mean
“because he was seen in the moment as a dangerous person and this was
so in part because he was black” I believe it is also plausible to refer to this
racial stereotype as “racist.” But my point here is not so much to defend
that position as to encourage clarity as to the location of what is, or was,
racially objectionable in the situation. It was in the stereotype, not in the
motives of the white officers. And it shows the tremendous danger that
can accompany racist stereotypes even in the absence of racial antipathy;
they can be life threatening. . . .

Conclusion

Gaining some clarity about what “racism” means will help us engage in
productive conversations about racial matters—conversations that are
too infrequent, both inside and outside classroom settings. We have seen
three ways by which we might gain that clarity. First, within a given cat-
egory (actions, jokes, stereotypes, remarks, stereotypes, persons), we
should confine “racism” to especially egregious wrongs in that category.
Not every stereotype is racist. Not every remark that is racially offensive
is racist. Not every racially insensitive action is a racist action. T have sug-
gested that the distinct opprobrium - attaching to “racism” and “racist”
can be retained and protected if we recognize that racism refers to racial
inferiorization or racial antipathy, and that the different categorical forms
of racism can all be related to either of those two definitions. '

Second, we should not confuse racism in one category with racism in
another. A person who is prey to a racist stereotype is not necessarily “a
racist”; nor does she necessarily operate from racist motives. A remark
can be unquestionably racist without the person making the remark
being a racist, or making the remark for a racist reason, or motive.
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) Fllnally, in endeavoring to protect the distinct moral opprobrium of
the accusation of “racism” from conceptual inflation and moral ov
load, as well as from categorical drift and confusion, we must at t;r_
same time recognize that “raciém” by no means i:apt’ures all 'of wha:
can go.wrong’in the domain of race. There is a much larger terrain of
moral ills in the racial domain than racism itself, and we should dra(\)/v
on our manifold linguistic resourcés—racial insensitivity, failure to
recognize racial identity, racial ignorance, racial anxiety, r;cial inj
tice, raqal homogenjzatio‘n, and so on—to express and d;séribe mg::i
d1§value in this domain. Moral concern is appropriately directed
toward this wider domain, and should not be confined to Zacis "
propriately so called. e
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Comprehension Questions

1. Blum thinks we use the words “racism” and “racist” to talk

about everything that’s race-rel ) i
houlir g ce-related and morally problematic. Why

2. 1\'1\1/'232 ls1 t;he difference between a “racial” incident and a “racist”

3. ;\Alha.tfs the difference between the two “themes” of racism—
mferl?rizatioh and antipathy?

. IVa\;hrztc ?X;:ﬁ I;4\?r1th posttive stereotypes about members of a particu-

Why isn’t “racial anxiety” racism?

6. Why aren’t you racist if you employ a racist stereotype?

o
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Discussion Questions

1.

2.

Whatisorts of things do your peers describe as “racist”? Do you agree
that thé term is qurused? Why or why not? -

Can you think of any arguments. for describing most race-related
moral failings as racism? What are the benefits of using “racism” to
cover alot of race-related moral issies? '

. Blum thinks we shouldn’t just talk about racism—we should also talk

about racial ihsensitivity, failure to, recognize racial identity, racial
ignorance, racial anxiety, racial injustice, and racial homogeniza-
tion. But you might just think that these are different dimensions or
aspects of ractsm. How right Blum respond to this?

. Go through the stories that Blum discusses—the hangman’s noose

on the motorcycle; saying, “Boy, pass the ball over here”; Emmett
Till’s lynching; describing bla;ks‘gis “ggod dancers™ the teacher’s dis-
comfort with black parents; asking for “tlie black point of view”; the
killing of Officér Young. Do you agree with Blum about how to char-
acterize what's wrong dbout each case? Why or why not?

Case

Woodrow Wilson—the USA's twénty-eighth president—was also 4 Prince-
ton alium and Princeton’s president. ‘L{ﬁfoﬂuhatel_y; he didn’t Have a great
track record on matters of race, During histime in the White House, he seg-
regated the federal offices in Washington (which meant firing some black
employees), he banned interracial marriage il} the District of Columbia, and
he required people to submit photographs with their applications for fed-
eral jobs. Due to Woodrow's relationship vyi'ih_ Princeton, his name is fea-
tured prominently at that university: In 2015, :howe'yer, many black students
objected to this fact, and they made this demand of the administration:
WE DEMAND the university administ[atidﬁ publicly ackndwledge the
racist legacy of Woodrow Wilson and hovi; he impacted campus policy
and culture. We also demand that.steps be made to rename Wilson
residential college, the Woodrow Wilsor School of Public Policy and
[nternational Affairs, and any other building named after him. Further-
more, we would fike the mural of Wilson to be removed from the
Wilcox dining hall!

Many historically significant figures are now symbols on college cam-
puses. They are remembered in the riames of buildings, in statues, in art-
work. How should we think about the presence of these symbols? Does
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sorpeone dese.rve to be called racist for placing them there? Is someone
rMaC|st for keeping them there? If “racist” isn't the right term, then what is?
oreover, how should we go forward? Should these symbols be removed?

If so, what should hap,
A pen to them? If not, then how should '
concerns of those who are troubled by them? e addessthe

Note

L. http://princetonprogressive.com/2015/11/ 19/black-justice-league-demands-

addressed-to-pre_sident—eisgruber—and—princeton-university—staﬁ/




