ONE

Defining Racism

“Can we talk?”

EARLY IN MY TEACHING CAREER, A WHITE STUDENT I KNEW ASKED ME what I would
be teaching the following semester. I mentioned that I would
be teaching a course on racism. She replied, with some
surprise in her voice, “Oh, 1is there still racism?” I
assured her that indeed there was and suggested that she sign
up for my course. Years later, after exhaustive media
coverage of events such as the Trayvon Martin shooting, the
Ferguson unrest and the Department of Justice report on the
Ferguson Police Department, the Charleston church massacre,
the Walter Scott trial, the appeal to racial prejudices in
electoral politics, and the bitter debates about affirmative
action and immigration reform, it seems hard to imagine that
anyone would still be unaware of the reality of racism in our
society. But in fact, in almost every audience I address,
there is someone who suggests that racism is a thing of the
past. There 1is always someone who hasn’ t noticed the
stereotypical images of people of color in the media, who
hasn” t observed the housing discrimination in their
community, who hasn’” t read the newspaper articles about
documented racial bias in lending practices among well—known
banks, who isn’ t aware of the racial tracking pattern at the
local school, who hasn’ t seen the reports of rising
incidents of racially motivated hate crimes in America—in
short, someone who hasn’ t been paying attention to issues of
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race. But if you are paying attention, the legacy of racism
is not hard to see, and we are all affected by it.

The impact of racism begins early. Even in our preschool
years, we are exposed to misinformation about people
different from ourselves. Many of us grew up in neighborhoods
where we had limited opportunities to interact with people
different from our own families. When I ask my audiences,

“How many of you grew up in neighborhoods where most of the
people were from the same racial group as your own?” almost
every hand goes up. There is still a great deal of social
segregation in our communities. Consequently, most of the
early information we receive about “others” —people
racially, religiously, or socioeconomically different from
ourselves—does not come as the result of firsthand
experience. The secondhand information we do receive has
often been distorted, shaped by cultural stereotypes, and
left incomplete.

Some examples will highlight this process. When I was
teaching at Mount Holyoke College, one of my students
conducted a research project investigating preschoolers’

conceptions of Native Americans.l Using children at a local
day—care center as her participants, she asked these three-
and four—-year—olds to draw a picture of a Native American.
Most children were stumped by her request. They didn’ t know
what a Native American was. But when she rephrased the
question and asked them to draw a picture of an Indian, they
readily complied. Almost every picture included one central
feature: feathers. In fact, many of them also included a
weapon—a knife or tomahawk—and depicted the person in
violent or aggressive terms. Though this group of children,
almost all of whom were White, did not live near a large
Native population and probably had had little if any personal
interaction with American Indians, they all had internalized
an 1image of what Indians were like. How did they know?
Cartoon 1images, in particular the Disney movie Peter Pan,
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were cited by the children as their number—one source of
information. At the age of three, these children already had
a set of stereotypes in place. Though I would not describe
three-year—-olds as prejudiced, the stereotypes to which they
have been exposed become the foundation for the adult
prejudices so many of us have.

Sometimes the assumptions we make about others come not
from what we have been told or what we have seen on
television or in books but rather from what we have not been
told. The distortion of historical information about people
of color leads young people (and older people, too) to make
assumptions that may go unchallenged for a long time.

Consider this conversation between two White students
following a discussion about the cultural transmission of
racism:

“Yeah, I just found out that Cleopatra was actually a
Black woman. ”
“What?”

The first student went on to explain the source of her
newly learned information. The second student exclaimed in
disbelief, “That can’ t be true. Cleopatra was beautiful!”

While scholars still argue the question of Cleopatra’ s
ancestry, what is most important in this example is what this
young woman had learned about who 1in our society 1is
considered beautiful and who is not. Had she conjured up
images of Hollywood icon Elizabeth Taylor when she thought of
Cleopatra? The new information her classmate had shared and
her own deeply ingrained assumptions about who is beautiful
and who 1is not were too 1incongruous to allow her to
assimilate the information at that moment.

Omitted information can have similar effects. For example,
another young woman, preparing to be a high school English
teacher, expressed her dismay that she had never learned
about any Black authors in any of her English courses. How
was she to teach about them to her future students when she
hadn’” t learned about them herself? A White male student in
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the class responded to this discussion with frustration in
his response journal, writing, “It’ s not my fault that
Blacks don’ t write books.” Had one of his elementary, high
school, or college teachers ever told him that there were no
Black writers? Probably not. Yet because he had never been
exposed to Black authors, he had drawn his own conclusion
that there were none.

Stereotypes, omissions, and distortions all contribute to
the development of prejudice. Prejudice is a preconceived
judgment or opinion, usually based on limited information. I
assume that we all have prejudices, not because we want them
but simply because we are so continually exposed to
misinformation about others. Though 1 have often heard
students or workshop participants describe someone as not
having “a prejudiced bone in his body,” I usually suggest
that they look again. Prejudice is one of the inescapable
consequences of living in a racist society. Cultural racism—
the cultural images and messages that affirm the assumed
superiority of Whites and the assumed inferiority of people
of color—is like smog in the air. Sometimes it is so thick
it is visible, other times it is less apparent, but always,
day in and day out, we are breathing it in. None of us would
introduce ourselves as “smog breathers” (and most of us
don’ t want to be described as prejudiced), but if we live in
a smoggy place, how can we avoid breathing the air? If we
live 1in an environment in which we are bombarded with
stereotypical images in the media, are frequently exposed to
the ethnic jokes of friends and family members, and are
rarely informed of the accomplishments of oppressed groups,
we will develop the negative categorizations of those groups
that form the basis of prejudice.

People of <color as well as Whites develop these
categorizations. Even a member of the stereotyped group may
internalize the stereotypical categories about his or her own
group to some degree. In fact, this process happens so
frequently that it has a name, internalized oppression. Some
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of the consequences of believing the distorted messages about
one’ s own group will be discussed in subsequent chapters.

Certainly some people are more prejudiced than others,
actively embracing and perpetuating negative and hateful
images of those who are different from themselves. When we
claim to be free of prejudice, perhaps what we are really
saying 1is that we are not hatemongers. But none of us is
completely innocent. Prejudice is an integral part of our
socialization, and it 1is not our fault. Just as the
preschoolers my student interviewed are not to blame for the
negative messages they internalized, we are not at fault for
the stereotypes, distortions, and omissions that shaped our
thinking as we grew up.

To say that it is not our fault does not relieve us of
responsibility, however. We may not have polluted the air,
but we need to take responsibility, along with others, for
cleaning it up. Each of us needs to look at our own behavior.
Am I perpetuating and reinforcing the negative messages so
pervasive in our culture, or am I seeking to challenge them?
If I have not been exposed to positive images of marginalized
groups, am | seeking them out, expanding my own knowledge
base for myself and my children? Am I acknowledging and
examining my own prejudices, my own rigid categorizations of
others, thereby minimizing the adverse impact they might have
on my interactions with those [ have categorized? Unless we
engage in these and other conscious acts of reflection and
reeducation, we easily repeat the process with our children.
We teach what we were taught. The unexamined prejudices of
the parents are passed on to the children. It is not our
fault, but it is our responsibility to interrupt this cycle.

Racism: A System of Advantage Based on Race

Many  people use the terms prejudice and  racism
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interchangeably. I do not, and I think it is important to
make a distinction. In his book Portraits of White Racism,
David Wellman argues convincingly that 1limiting our
understanding of racism to prejudice does not offer a
sufficient explanation for the persistence of racism. He
defines racism as a “system of advantage based on race.” 2
In illustrating this definition, he provides example after
example of how Whites defend their racial advantage—access
to better schools, housing, jobs—even when they do not
embrace overtly prejudicial thinking. Racism cannot be fully
explained as an expression of prejudice alone.

This definition of racism is useful because it allows us
to see that racism, like other forms of oppression, is not
only a personal ideology based on racial prejudice but a
system involving cultural messages and institutional policies
and practices as well as the beliefs and actions of
individuals. In the context of the United States, this system
clearly operates to the advantage of Whites and to the
disadvantage of people of color. Another related definition
of racism, commonly wused by antiracist educators and
consultants, is “prejudice plus power.” Racial prejudice
combined with social power—access to social, cultural, and
economic resources and decision—making—leads to the
institutionalization of racist policies and practices. While
I think this definition also captures the idea that racism is
more than individual Dbeliefs and attitudes, I prefer
Wellman” s definition because the idea of systematic
advantage and disadvantage is critical to an understanding of
how racism operates in American society.

In addition, I find that many of my White students and
workshop participants do not feel powerful. Defining racism
as prejudice plus power has little personal relevance. For
some, their response to this definition is the following:

“I” m not really prejudiced, and I have no power, so racism
has nothing to do with me.” However, most White people, if
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they are really being honest with themselves, can see that
there are advantages to being White in the United States.
Despite the current rhetoric about affirmative action and
“reverse racism,” every social indicator, from salary to

life expectancy, reveals the advantages of being White. 3

The systematic advantages of being White are often
referred to as White privilege. In a now well-known article,
“White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack, ” Peggy
McIntosh, a White feminist scholar, identified a long list of
societal privileges that she received simply because she was

White.2 She did not ask for them, and it is important to note
that she hadn’ t always noticed that she was receiving them.
They included major and minor advantages. Of course she
enjoyed greater access to jobs and housing. But she also was
able to shop in department stores without being followed by
suspicious salespeople and could always find appropriate
hair—-care products and makeup in any drugstore. She could
send her child to school confident that the teacher would not
discriminate against him on the basis of race. She could also
be late for meetings and talk with her mouth full, fairly
confident that these behaviors would not be attributed to the
fact that she was White. She could express an opinion in a
meeting or in print and not have it labeled the “White”
viewpoint. In other words, she was more often than not viewed
as an individual, rather than as a member of a racial group.
This article rings true for most White readers, many of
whom may have never considered the benefits of being White.
It s one thing to have enough awareness of racism to
describe the ways that people of color are disadvantaged by
it. But this new understanding of racism is more elusive. In
very concrete terms, it means that if a person of color is
the victim of housing discrimination, the apartment that
would otherwise have been rented to that person of color is
still available for a White person. The White tenant is,
knowingly or unknowingly, the beneficiary of racism, a system
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of advantage based on race. The unsuspecting tenant is not to
blame for the prior discrimination, but she benefits from it
anyway.

For many Whites, this new awareness of the benefits of a
racist system elicits considerable pain, often accompanied by
feelings of anger and guilt. These uncomfortable emotions can
hinder further discussion. We all 1like to think that we
deserve the good things we have received and that others,
too, get what they deserve. Social psychologists call this

tendency a “belief in a just world.” 2 Racism directly
contradicts such notions of justice.

Understanding racism as a system of advantage based on
race is antithetical to traditional notions of an American
meritocracy. For those who have internalized this myth, this
definition generates considerable discomfort. It 1is more
comfortable simply to think of racism as a particular form of
prejudice. Notions of power or privilege do not have to be
addressed when our understanding of racism is constructed in
that way.

The discomfort generated when a systemic definition of
racism 1s 1introduced 1is wusually quite visible in the
workshops I lead. Someone in the group is usually quick to
point out that this is not the definition you will find in
most dictionaries. I reply, “Who wrote the dictionary?” I
am not being facetious with this response. Whose interests
are served by a “prejudice only” definition of racism? It
is important to understand that the system of advantage is
perpetuated when we do not acknowledge its existence.

Racism: For Whites Only?

Frequently someone will say, “You keep talking about White
people. People of color can be racist, too.” I once asked a
White teacher what it would mean to her if a student or
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parent of color accused her of being racist. She said she
would feel as though she had been punched in the stomach or
called a “low-life scum.” She is not alone in this feeling.
The word racist holds a lot of emotional power. For many
White people, to be called racist is the ultimate insult. The
idea that this term might only be applied to Whites becomes
highly problematic, for after all, can’ t people of color be
“low-1life scum” too?

Of course, people of any racial group can hold hateful
attitudes and behave in racially discriminatory and bigoted
ways. We can all cite examples of horrible hate crimes that
have been perpetrated by people of color as well as Whites.
Hateful behavior is hateful behavior no matter who does it.
But when I am asked, “Can people of color be racist?” 1
reply, “The answer depends on your definition of racism.”
If one defines racism as racial prejudice, the answer is yes.
People of color can and do have racial prejudices. However,
if one defines racism as a system of advantage based on race,
the answer is no. People of color are not racist because they
do not systematically benefit from racism. And, equally
important, there is no systematic cultural and institutional
support or sanction for the racial bigotry of people of
color. In my view, reserving the term racist only for
behaviors committed by Whites in the context of a White-
dominated society is a way of acknowledging the ever—present
power differential afforded Whites by the culture and
institutions that make up the system of advantage and
continue to reinforce notions of White superiority. (Using
the same logic, 1 reserve the word sexist for men. Though
women can and do have gender—based prejudices, only men
systematically benefit from sexism.)

Despite my best efforts to explain my thinking on this
point, there are some who will be troubled, perhaps even
incensed, by my response. To call the racially motivated acts
of a person of color “acts of racial bigotry” and to
describe similar acts committed by Whites as “racist” will
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make no sense to some people, including some people of color.
To them, I respectfully say, “We can agree to disagree.” At
moments like these, it is not agreement that is essential but
clarity. Even if you don’ t like the definition of racism I
am using, hopefully you are now clear about what it is. If I
also understand how you are using the term, our conversation
can continue—despite our disagreement.

Another provocative question I’ m often asked is, “Are
you saying all Whites are racist?” When asked this question,
I again remember that White teacher’ s response, and I am
conscious that perhaps the question I am really being asked
is, “Are you saying all Whites are bad people?” The answer
to that question is of course not. However, all White people,
intentionally or unintentionally, do benefit from racism. A
more relevant question 1is, “What are White people as
individuals doing to interrupt racism?” For many White
people, the image of a racist is a hood-wearing Klan member
or a name—calling Archie Bunker figure. These images
represent what might be called active racism blatant,
intentional acts of racial bigotry and discrimination.
Passive racism 1is more subtle and can be seen 1in the
collusion of laughing when a racist joke is told, letting
exclusionary hiring practices go unchallenged, accepting as
appropriate the omissions of people of color from the
curriculum, and avoiding difficult race-related issues.
Because racism is so ingrained in the fabric of American
institutions, it 1is easily self—perpetuating.ﬁ All that is
required to maintain it is to go about business as usual.

I sometimes visualize the ongoing cycle of racism as a
moving walkway at the airport. Active racist behavior is
equivalent to walking fast on the conveyor belt. The person
engaged in active racist behavior has identified with the
ideology of White supremacy and is moving with it. Passive
racist behavior 1is equivalent to standing still on the
walkway. No overt effort is being made, but the conveyor belt
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moves the bystanders along to the same destination as those
who are actively walking. Some of the bystanders may feel the
motion of the conveyor belt, see the active racists ahead of
them, and choose to turn around, unwilling to go to the same
destination as the White supremacists. But unless they are
walking actively in the opposite direction at a speed faster
than the conveyor belt—unless they are actively antiracist—
they will find themselves carried along with the others.

So, not all Whites are actively racist. Many are passively
racist. Some, though not enough, are actively antiracist. The
relevant question is not whether all Whites are racist but
how we can move more White people from a position of active
or passive racism to one of active antiracism. The task of
interrupting racism 1is obviously not the task of Whites
alone. But the fact of White privilege means that Whites have
greater access to the societal institutions in need of
transformation. To whom much is given, much is required.

It 1is 1important to acknowledge that while all Whites
benefit from racism, they do not all benefit equally. Other
factors, such as socioeconomic status, gender, age, religious
affiliation, sexual orientation, and mental and physical
ability, also play a role in our access to social influence
and power. A White woman on welfare is not privileged to the
same extent as a wealthy White heterosexual man. In her case,
the systematic disadvantages of sexism and classism intersect
with her White privilege, but the privilege is still there.
This point was brought home to me in a study conducted by one

of my Mount Holyoke graduate students, Phyllis Wentworth. <
Wentworth interviewed a group of female college students who
were both older than their peers and the first members of
their families to attend college about the pathways that led
them to college. All of the women interviewed were White,
from working—class backgrounds, and from families where women
were expected to graduate from high school and get married or
get a job. Several had experienced abusive relationships and
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other personal difficulties prior to coming to college. Yet
their experiences were punctuated by “good luck” stories of
apartments obtained without a deposit, good jobs offered
without experience or extensive reference checks, and
encouragement provided by willing mentors. While the women
acknowledged their good fortune, none of them discussed their
Whiteness. They had not considered the possibility that being
White had worked in their favor and helped give them the
benefit of the doubt at critical junctures. This study
clearly showed that even under difficult circumstances, White
privilege was still operating.

It is also true that not all people of color are equally
targeted by racism. We all have multiple identities that
shape our experience. 1 can describe myself as a light-—
skinned, well-educated, heterosexual, able-bodied, Christian
African American woman raised in a two—parent middle—class
family in a small, predominantly White, middle—class town. As
an African American woman, I am systematically disadvantaged
by race and by gender, but I systematically receive benefits
in the other categories, which then mediate my experience of
racism and sexism. When one is targeted by multiple isms—
racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, ableism, anti-
Semitism, ageism—in whatever combination, the effect 1is
intensified. The particular combination of racism and
classism in many communities of color is life—threatening.
Nonetheless, when I, the middle—class Black mother of two
sons, read another story about a Black man’ s unlucky
encounter with a White police officer’ s deadly force, I know
that racism by itself can kill.

I was reminded of this fact once again by Ta—-Nehisi
Coates, author of Between the World and Me, when he captures
the heart-wrenching pain of Dr. Jones, whose twenty—three—
year—old son, Prince Jones, was killed by police during a
traffic stop. Her socioeconomic success as a prominent
physician and the cultural and educational advantages she was
able to provide for her son throughout his life could not
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protect him. She said, “I spent years developing a career,
acquiring assets, engaging responsibilities. And one racist
act. It s all it takes.” &

The Cost of Racism

Early in my teaching career, a White male student in my
Psychology of Racism course wrote in his journal at the end
of the semester that he had learned a lot about racism and
now understood in a way he never had before just how
advantaged he was. He also commented that he didn’ t think he
would do anything to try to change the situation. After all,
the system was working in his favor. Fortunately, his
response was not typical. Most of my students left my course
with the desire (and an action plan) to interrupt the cycle
of racism. However, this young man’ s response did raise an
important question. Why should Whites who are advantaged by
racism want to end that system of advantage? What are the
costs of that system to them?

In the late 1980s, a Money magazine article called “Race
and Money” chronicled the many ways the American economy was

hindered by institutional racism.2 Thirty years later, the
analysis still rings true. Whether one looks at productivity
lowered by racial tensions in the workplace, or real estate
equity lost through housing discrimination, or the tax
revenue lost in underemployed communities of color, or the
high cost of warehousing human talent in prison, the economic

costs of racism are real and measurable.l

As a psychologist, 1 often hear about the less easily
measured costs. When I ask White men and women how racism
hurts them, they frequently talk about their fears of people
of color, the social incompetence they feel in racially mixed
situations, the alienation they have experienced between
parents and children when a child marries into a family of
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color, and the interracial friendships they had as children
that were lost in adolescence or young adulthood without
their ever understanding why. White people are paying a
significant price for the system of advantage. The cost is
not as high for Whites as it is for people of color, but a

price is being paid.1l Wendell Berry, a White writer raised
in Kentucky, captures this psychic pain in the opening pages
of his book 7he Hidden Wound:

If white people have suffered less obviously from
racism than black people, they have nevertheless
suffered greatly; the cost has been greater perhaps
than we can yet know. If the white man has inflicted
the wound of racism upon black men, the cost has been
that he would receive the mirror image of that wound
into himself. As the master, or as a member of the
dominant race, he has felt little compulsion to
acknowledge it or speak of it; the more painful it has
grown the more deeply he has hidden it within himself.

But the wound is there, and it is a profound disorder,

as great a damage in his mind as it is in his society. 12

The dismantling of racism is in the best interests of
everyone.

A Word About Language

Throughout this book I have used the term White to refer to
Americans of European descent. In another era, I might have
used the term Caucasian. 1 have used the term people of color
to refer to those groups in America that are and have been
historically targeted by racism. This includes people of
African descent, people of Asian descent, people of Latin
American descent, and indigenous peoples (sometimes referred
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to as Native Americans or American Indians).i2 Many people
refer to these groups collectively as non—Whites. This term
is particularly offensive because it defines groups of people
in terms of what they are not. (Do we call women “non-
men” ?) I also avoid using the term minorities because it
represents another kind of distortion of information that we
need to correct. So—called minorities represent the majority
of the world” s population. While the term people of color is
inclusive, it is not perfect. As a workshop participant once
said, White people have color, too. Perhaps it would be more
accurate to say “people of more color,” though I am not
ready to make that change. Perhaps fellow psychologist Linda
James Myers is on the right track. She refers to two groups
of people, those of acknowledged African descent and those of
unacknowledged African descent, reminding us that we can all
trace the roots of our common humanity to Africa.

I refer to people of acknowledged African descent as
Black. 1 know that African American is also a commonly used
term, and I often refer to myself and other Black people born
and raised in America in that way. Perhaps because I am a
child of the 1960s “Black and beautiful” era, 1 still
prefer ABlack. The term 1is more 1inclusive than African
American because there are Black people in the United States
who are not African American—Afro—Caribbeans, for example—
yet are targeted by racism and are identified as Black. 1
capitalize both ABlack and White because 1 use them
synonymously with other terms that are always capitalized,
African American and European American.

When referring to other groups of color, I try to use the
terms that the people themselves want to be called. In some
cases, there is no clear consensus. For example, some people
of Latin American ancestry prefer Latino, while others prefer

Hispanic or, if of Mexican descent, Chicano.td In the past [
have preferred to use Latino or Latina rather than Hispanic.
In this edition I am choosing to use the more recent term,

119



Latinx, because it 1is a gender—inclusive term that
encompasses everyone—men, women, and those who identify as
transgender or gender—fluid. [ realize that the word Latinx
may be unfamiliar to some readers, but [ have learned that
many young Latinx students favor this term, and I want to be
as inclusive in my language as possible. Though used less
often in this text, you will find that I have also replaced
the terms Chicano or Chicana with the gender—inclusive term
Chicanx, for the same reasons. There are regional variations
in the use of the terms Native American, American Indian, and
Indian. American Indian and Native people are now more widely
used than MNative American, and the language I use in this
edition reflects that shift. People of Asian descent include
Pacific Islanders, and that 1is reflected in the terms
Asian/Pacific Islanders and Asian Pacific Americans. However,
when quoting others I use whichever terms, spellings, and
capitalizations they use.

My dilemma about the language to use reflects the fact

that race is a social construction.i2 Despite myths to the
contrary, biologists tell us that the only meaningful racial
categorization is that of human. Van den Berghe defines race
as “a group that is socially defined but on the basis of

physical criteria,” including skin color and facial

features. 16

Racial i1dentity development, a central focus of this book,
usually refers to the process of defining for oneself the
personal significance and social meaning of belonging to a
particular racial group. The terms racial identity and ethnic
identity are often used synonymously, though a distinction
can be made between the two. An ethnic group is a socially
defined group based on cu/tural criteria, such as language,
customs, and shared history. An individual might identify as
a member of an ethnic group (Irish or Italian, for example)
but might not think of himself in racial terms (as White). On
the other hand, one may recognize the personal significance
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of racial group membership (identifying as Black, for
instance) but may not consider ethnic identity (such as West
Indian) as particularly meaningful.

Both racial and ethnic categories are socially
constructed, and social definitions of these categories have
changed over time. For example, in his book Ethnic Identity:
The Transformation of White America, Richard Alba points out
that the high rates of intermarriage and the dissolution of
other social boundaries among European ethnic groups in the
United States have reduced the significance of ethnic

identity for these groups. In their place, he argues, a new

ethnic identity is emerging, that of European American. il

Throughout this book, I refer to racial identity. It is
important, however, to acknowledge that ethnic identity and
racial 1identity sometimes intersect. For example, dark-
skinned Puerto Ricans may identify culturally as Puerto Rican
and yet be categorized racially by others as Black on the
basis of physical appearance. Culture is also an important
part of one’ s sense of group membership, suggesting that
what is referred to as racial identity is really more fully
described as racial—ethnic—cultural (REC) identity, as will
be discussed in Chapter 4. Whether speaking of racial or
ethnic identity specifically, these identities remain most
salient to individuals of racial or ethnic groups that have
been historically disadvantaged or marginalized.

The language we use to categorize one another racially is
imperfect. These categories are still evolving, as changing

census classifications indicate.18 The original creation of
racial categories was in the service of oppression. Some may
argue that to continue to use them is to continue that
oppression. I respect that argument. Yet it is difficult to
talk about what is essentially a flawed and problematic
social construct without wusing language that 1is itself
problematic. We have to be able to talk about it in order to
change it. So this is the language I choose.
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Iwo

The Complexity of Identity

“Who am I?”

THE  CONCEPT OF IDENTITY IS A COMPLEX ONE, SHAPED BY  INDIVIDUAL
characteristics, family dynamics, historical factors, and
social and political contexts. Who am I? The answer depends
in large part on who the world around me says I am. Who do my
parents say I am? Who do my peers say I am? What message is
reflected back to me in the faces and voices of my teachers,
my neighbors, store clerks? What do I learn from the media
about myself? How am I represented in the cultural images
around me? Or am I missing from the picture altogether? As

social scientist Charles Cooley pointed out long ago, other

people are the mirror in which we see ourselves. L

This “looking—glass self” 1is not a flat, one—dimensional
reflection but a multidimensional one. Because a central
topic of this book is racial identity in the United States,
race is highlighted in these pages. Yet how one’ s racial
identity is experienced will be mediated by other dimensions
of oneself: male, female, or transgender; young or old;
wealthy, middle—-class, or poor; gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
heterosexual; able-bodied or with disabilities; Christian,
Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, or atheist.

Abigail Stewart and Joseph Healy’ s research on the impact
of historical periods on personality development raises the

question, Who is my cohort group?? Am I a product of the
segregation of the 1940s and 1950s, or a beneficiary of the
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civil rights era? Did I come of age as Barack Obama was
entering the White House or after the election of Donald
Trump? Did I ride the wave of the women’ s movement? Or cast
my first vote for Hillary Clinton? Did I see the Twin Towers
of the World Trade Center fall on 9/11? Am I the child of
newly arrived immigrants from Africa, Asia, or the Middle
East? Was I born before or after the Supreme Court ruled that
same—sex marriage is a legal right? What historical events
have shaped my thinking?

What has my social context been? Was I surrounded by
people 1like myself, or was I part of a minority in my
community? Did I grow up speaking standard English at home or
another language or dialect? Did I live in a rural county, an
urban neighborhood, a sprawling suburb, or on a reservation?

Who I am (or say I am) is a product of these and many
other factors. Erik Erikson, the psychoanalytic theorist who
coined the term identity crisis, introduced the notion that
the social, cultural, and historical context is the ground in
which individual identity 1is embedded. Acknowledging the
complexity of identity as a concept, Erikson writes,

We deal with a process “located” 7in the core of the
individual and yet also in the core of his communal
culture. -+~ In psychological terms, identity formation
employs a process of simultaneous reflection and
observation, a process taking place on all levels of
mental functioning, by which the 1individual judges
himself in the light of what he perceives to be the way
in which others judge him in comparison to themselves
and to a typology significant to them; while he judges
their way of judging him in the 1light of how he
perceives himself in comparison to them and to types
that have become relevant to him. This process 1is,
luckily, and necessarily, for the most part unconscious
except where inner conditions and outer circumstances
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combine to aggravate a painful, or elated, “identity-

consciousness. ” 2

Triggered by the biological changes associated with
puberty, the maturation of cognitive abilities, and changing
societal  expectations, this process of simultaneous
reflection and observation, the self-creation of one’ s

identity, 1is commonly experienced in the United States and

other Western societies during the period of adolescence. 4

Though the foundation of identity is laid in the experiences
of childhood, vyounger children 1lack the physical and
cognitive development needed to reflect on the self in this
abstract way. The adolescent capacity for self-reflection
(and resulting self-consciousness) allows one to ask, “Who
am I now?” “Who was I before?” “Who will I become?” The
answers to these questions will influence choices about who
one’ s romantic partners will be, what type of work one will
do, where one will live, and what belief system one will
embrace. Choices made in adolescence ripple throughout the
lifespan.

Who Am I? Multiple Identities

Integrating one’ s past, present, and future into a cohesive,
unified sense of self is a complex task that begins in
adolescence and continues for a lifetime. The complexity of
identity is made clear in a collection of autobiographical

essays about racial identity called Names We Call Home.2 The
multiracial, multiethnic group of contributors narrate life
stories highlighting the intersections of gender, class,
religion, sexuality, race, and historical circumstance, and
illustrating that “people’ s multiple identifications defy
neat racial divisions and  unidimensional political

alliances. ” & My students’ autobiographical narratives point
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to a similar complexity, but the less—developed narratives of
the late adolescents that I taught highlight the fact that
our awareness of the complexity of our own identity develops
over time. The salience of particular aspects of our identity
varies at different moments in our lives. The process of
integrating the component parts of our self-definition is
indeed a lifelong journey.

Which parts of our identity capture our attention first?
While there are surely idiosyncratic responses to this
question, a classroom exercise I regularly use with students
and other adult audiences reveals a telling pattern. I ask
them to complete the sentence, “I am ,” using as
many descriptors as they can think of in sixty seconds. All
kinds of trait descriptions are used—friendly, shy,
assertive, intelligent, honest, and so on—but over the years
I have noticed something else. Students of color usually
mention their racial or ethnic group: for instance, I am
Black, Puerto Rican, Korean American. White students who have
grown up in strong ethnic enclaves occasionally mention being
Irish or Italian. But 1in general, White students rarely
mention being White. When I wuse this exercise 1in
coeducational settings, I notice a similar pattern in terms
of gender, religion, and sexuality. Women usually mention
being female, while men don’ t wusually mention their
maleness. Jewish students often say they are Jewish, while
mainline Protestants rarely mention their religious
identification. A student who 1is comfortable revealing it
publicly may mention being gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Though
I know usually most of my participants are heterosexual, it
is very unusual for anyone to include their heterosexuality
on their list.

Common across these examples is that in the areas where a
person 1is a member of the dominant or advantaged social
group, the category is usually not mentioned. That element of
the person’ s identity is so taken for granted that it goes
without comment. It is taken for granted by them because it
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is taken for granted by the dominant culture. In Eriksonian
terms, the person’ s inner experience and outer circumstance
are in harmony with one another, and the image reflected by
others is similar to the image within. In the absence of
dissonance, this dimension of identity escapes conscious
attention.

The parts of our identity that do capture our attention
are those that other people notice, and that reflect back to
us. The aspect of identity that is the target of others’
attention, and subsequently of our own, often is that which
sets us apart as exceptional or “other” 1in their eyes. In
my life I have been perceived as both. A precocious child who
began to read at age three, 1 stood out among my peers
because of my reading ability. This “gifted” dimension of
my identity was regularly commented upon by teachers and
classmates alike and quickly became part of my self-
definition. But I was also distinguished by being the only
Black student in the class, an “other,” a fact I grew
increasingly aware of as I got older.

While there may be countless ways one might be defined as
exceptional, there are at least seven categories of

“otherness” commonly experienced in US society. People are
commonly defined as other on the basis of race or ethnicity,
gender (including gender expression), religion, sexual
orientation, socioeconomic status, age, and physical or
mental ability. Each of these categories has a form of
oppression associated with 1it: racism, sexism, treligious

oppression / anti—Semitism,z heterosexism, classism, ageism,
and ableism, respectively. In each case, there is a group
considered dominant (systematically advantaged by the society
because of group membership) and a group considered
subordinate or targeted (systematically disadvantaged). When
we think about our multiple identities, most of us will find
that we are both dominant and targeted at the same time. But
it is the targeted identities that hold our attention and the
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dominant identities that often go unexamined.

In her essay “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining
Difference,” Audre Lorde captured the tensions between
dominant and targeted identities coexisting in one
individual. This self-described “forty—nine-year-old Black
lesbian feminist socialist mother of two” wrote,

Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what
I call a mythical norm, which each one of us within our
hearts knows “that is not me.” In america, this norm
is usually defined as white, thin, male, vyoung,
heterosexual, christian, and financially secure. It is
with this mythical norm that the trappings of power
reside within society. Those of us who stand outside
that power often identify one way in which we are
different, and we assume that to be the primary cause
of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around
difference, some of which we ourselves may be

practicing.§

Even as I focus on race and racism in my own writing and
teaching, it is helpful to remind myself and my students of
the other distortions around difference that I (and they) may
be practicing. It is an especially useful way of generating
empathy for our mutual learning process. If I am impatient
with a White woman for not recognizing her White privilege,
it may be useful for me to remember how much of my life I
spent oblivious to the fact of the daily advantages I receive
simply because I am heterosexual, or the ways in which I may
take my class privilege for granted.

Domination and Subordination

It is also helpful to consider the commonality found in the
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experience of being dominant or subordinate even when the
sources of dominance or subordination are different. The
pathbreaking psychiatrist Jean Baker Miller, author of Toward
a New Psychology of Women, identified some of these areas of

commonality. 2

Dominant groups, by definition, set the parameters within
which the subordinates operate. The dominant group holds the
power and authority in society relative to the subordinates
and determines how that power and authority may be acceptably
used. Whether it is reflected in determining who gets the
best jobs, whose history will be taught in school, or whose
relationships will be validated by society, the dominant
group has the greatest influence in determining the structure
of the society.

The relationship of the dominants to the subordinates is
often one in which the targeted group is labeled as defective
or substandard in significant ways. For example, Blacks have
historically been characterized as less intelligent than
Whites, and women have been viewed as less emotionally stable
than men. The dominant group assigns roles to the
subordinates that reflect the latter’ s devalued status,
reserving the most highly valued roles in the society for
themselves. Subordinates are wusually said to be innately
incapable of being able to perform the preferred roles. To
the extent that the targeted group internalizes the images
that the dominant group reflects back to them, they may find
it difficult to believe in their own ability.

When a subordinate demonstrates positive qualities
believed to be more characteristic of dominants, the
individual is defined by dominants as an anomaly. Consider
this illustrative example: Following a presentation I gave to
some educators, a White man approached me and told me how
much he liked my ideas and how articulate I was. “You
know, ” he concluded, “if T had had my eyes closed, I
wouldn’ t have known it was a Black woman speaking.” (I
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replied pleasantly, “This is what a Black woman sounds
like. ” )

The dominant group is seen as the norm for humanity. Jean
Baker Miller also asserts that inequitable social relations
are seen as the model for “normal human relationships.”
Consequently, it remains perfectly acceptable in many circles
to tell jokes that denigrate a particular group, to exclude
subordinates from one’ s neighborhood or work setting, or to
oppose initiatives that might change the power balance.

Miller points out that dominant groups generally do not
like to be reminded of the existence of inequality. Because
rationalizations have been created to justify the social
arrangements, 1t 1is easy to believe everything is as it
should be. Dominants “can avoid awareness because their
explanation of the relationship becomes so well integrated in
other terms; they can even believe that both they and the
subordinate group share the same interests and, to some
extent, a common experience.” 10

The truth is that the dominants do not really know what
the experience of the subordinates is. In contrast, the
subordinates are very well informed about the dominants. Even
when firsthand experience is limited by social segregation,
the number and variety of 1images of the dominant group
available  through television, magazines, books, and
newspapers provide subordinates with plenty of information
about the dominants. The dominant worldview has saturated the
culture for all to learn. Even the Black or Latinx child
living in a segregated community can enter White homes of
many kinds daily via the media. However, dominant access to
information about the subordinates 1is often limited to
stereotypical depictions of the “other.” TFor example, there
are many images of White men and women in all forms of media,
and while the presence of people of color on prime—time TV
and in the movies has steadily increased, stereotypical
portrayals persist, limiting the diversity in range of life
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experiences that are depicted.ll

Not only is there greater opportunity for the subordinates
to learn about the dominants, but there is also greater need.
Social psychologist Susan Fiske writes, “It is a simple
principle: People pay attention to those who control their
outcomes. In an effort to predict and possibly influence what

is going to happen to them, people gather information about

those with power.” 12

In a situation of unequal power, a subordinate group has
to focus on survival. It becomes very important for the
subordinates to become highly attuned to the dominants as a
way of protecting themselves from them. For example, women
who have been battered by men often talk about the heightened
sensitivity they developed to their partners’ moods. Being
able to anticipate and avoid the men’ s rage was important to
survival.

Survival sometimes means not responding to oppressive
behavior directly. To do so could result in physical harm to
oneself, even death. In his essay “The Ethics of Living Jim
Crow, ” Richard Wright describes eloquently the various
strategies he learned to use to avoid the violence of Whites
who would brutalize a Black person who did not “stay in his

place. ” 13 Though it is tempting to think that the need for
such strategies disappeared with Jim Crow laws, their legacy
lives on in the frequent and sometimes fatal harassment Black

men and women experience at the hands of White police

officers. 14

Because of the risks inherent in unequal relationships,
the subordinates often develop covert ways of resisting or
undermining the power of the dominant group. As Miller points
out, popular culture is full of folktales, jokes, and stories
about how the subordinate—whether the woman, the peasant, or

the sharecropper—outwitted the “boss.” 12 In his now-
classic essay “I Won’” t Learn from You,” Herbert Kohl
identifies one form of resistance, “not—learning, ”
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demonstrated by targeted students who are too often seen by
their dominant teachers as “others” :

Not—learning tends to take place when someone has to
deal with unavoidable challenges to her or his personal
and family loyalties, integrity, and identity. In such
situations, there are forced choices and no apparent
middle ground. To agree to learn from a stranger who
does not respect your integrity causes a major loss of
self. The only alternative is to not—learn and reject

the stranger’ s world.l6

The use of either strategy, attending very closely to the
dominants or not attending at all, is costly to members of
the targeted group. Not—learning may mean there are needed
skills that are not acquired. Attending closely to the
dominant group may leave little time or energy to attend to
one’ s self. Worse yet, the negative messages of the dominant
group about the subordinates may be internalized, leading to
self-doubt or, in its extreme form, self-hate. There are many
examples of subordinates attempting to make themselves over
in the image of the dominant group—]Jewish people who want to
change the Semitic look of their noses, Asians who have
cosmetic surgery to alter the shape of their eyes, Blacks who
seek to lighten their skin with bleaching creams. Whether one
succumbs to the devaluing pressures of the dominant culture
or successfully resists them, the fact is that dealing with
oppressive systems from the underside, regardless of the
strategy, is physically and psychologically taxing.

Breaking beyond the  structural and psychological
limitations imposed on one’ s group is possible, but not
easily achieved. To the extent that members of targeted
groups do push societal limits—achieving unexpected success,
protesting injustice, being “uppity” —by their actions they
call the whole system into question. Miller writes that they
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“expose the inequality, and throw into question the basis
for its existence. And they will make the inherent conflict
an open conflict. They will then have to bear the burden and

take the risks that go with being defined as

‘“troublemakers. ’ 7 1L

The history of subordinate groups is filled with so—called
troublemakers, yet their names are often unknown. Preserving
the record of those subordinates and their dominant allies
who have challenged the status quo is wusually of little
interest to the dominant culture, but it is of great interest
to subordinates who search for an empowering reflection in
the societal mirror.

Many of us are both dominant and subordinate. Clearly
racism and racial identity are at the center of discussion in
this book, but as Audre Lorde said, from her vantage point as
a Black lesbian, “There is no hierarchy of oppression.” 18
The thread and threat of violence runs through all of the
isms. There is a need to acknowledge each other’ s pain, even
as we attend to our own.

For those readers who are in the dominant racial category,
it may sometimes be difficult to take in what is being said
by and about those who are targeted by racism. When the
perspective of the subordinate is shared directly, an image
is reflected to members of the dominant group that is
disconcerting. To the extent that one can draw on one’ s own
experience of subordination—as a young person, as a person
with a disability, as someone who grew up poor, as a woman—
it may be easier to make meaning of another targeted group’ s
experience. For those readers who are targeted by racism and
are angered by the obliviousness of Whites sometimes
described in these pages, it may be useful to attend to your
experience of dominance where vyou may find it—as a
heterosexual, as an able-bodied person, as a Christian, as a
man—and consider what systems of privilege you may be
overlooking. The task of resisting our own oppression does
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not relieve us of the responsibility of acknowledging our
complicity in the oppression of others.

Our ongoing examination of who we are in our full
humanity, embracing all of our identities, creates the
possibility of building alliances that may ultimately free us
all. It is with that vision in mind that I move forward with
an examination of racial identity in the chapters to follow.
My goal 1is not to flatten the multidimensional self-
reflection we see of ourselves but to focus on a dimension
often neglected and discounted in the public discourse on
race.
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PART 11

Understanding Blackness in a
White Context
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