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Early ip my tiaching career, a white student1 knew asked me ;hit I would be i
the, following semester. I mentigned that I'woiild be teaching a cou,rseon
&aching
. . . .. ,..
rassm. She replied, with some surprise in her voice, "Oh, is there still raciSm?",I
aisu<ed'her-that indeed there was and suggested 'that 'she sign Lp' for rny cb&e.
Fifiegn ye&-Iater, after exfiaustke media coverage 'of events 'Such-istheRodney
King bkahg, the Charles Stuartand S"san. Smith cases;l'the 0 .J. .Simpson trial,
thii$$ial tb racial prejudices in.eleitora1
and the bitter debat& about affirmative action.and welfare reform, it seems hard to imagine that anyone would
&il'tj$ haware of the'reality of ricisk, iridur socidty.
. . . . But in.fact, in almost every
&dieme I' address, there is somebne Gho wilI suggest that racism is a thing of the
past: There is always someonk who' hasn't noticed the ~t&reotypica1
images of people"of color in the mkdii, &ho hasn't observed the housing.disciimination in their
corpmu&ty, who'hasn't read the &wspaper articles about docpAented racial bias
in Ending practices among well-k~iownbihks, who isn't aware of the racial backing pattern at the local school, who hasn't seen the reports of *sing incidents of
racially motivatedhate crimes:iii'Arnerica-in short, someone who hasn't been
paying attention to issues of 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 4s grew up .in
neighborhoods where we had limited opporhnities to interact with pkbilti differ, many of you
ent from our own families. When I ask m y ~ c o l l ~ g e s t u d e 'nH~ciw
grew up in neighborhoods where most of the people were from' the same' racial
goup 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 -inforhation we
~l~
religioiis1y;or socioeconomicallydifferent
receive about " ~ t h e r s " - ~ e o racially,
from ourselves-does not come as the r&ult bf firsthand experience. The second,

From 'Why Are All the B k k Kids Sitting Together in the Caflrtera?"and Other Cmmatiom about
Rw, pp. 3-13. CopyighttO 1997 by Beverly Daniel Taturn. Reprinted by permission of Perseus Boob,

LLC.
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hand information we do receive has often been distorted, shaped by cultural stereotypes, and left incomplete.
Some examples will highlight this process. ~evera1'~ears
ago one of my students conducted a research project investigating preschoolers' conceptions of
Native Americans.' Using children at a local day care center as her participank,
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 American population and probably had had little if any personal interaction with American Indians, ,fhey:all had'intemalized an image of what Indians
were,l$e. How did they h o w ? Cartoon images, in particular the Disney movie
~ e &pan, 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 exposkd beyome the foundation for the adult prejudices so
many of us have:
Sometimes the assumptioris,we make about others come not from what we
have been told or what we have 'seen' on te1e;isiqn 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
&&-miy go unchallenged $or 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 firs't student went on to explain her newly leame'd information. The second student exclaimed in disbelief, "That can't be true. Cleopatra was beautifull"
What ha% this.young woman learned about who in our society is considered
beautiful and yho is not? Had she conjurkd up images of Elizabeth Taylor when
she thought of Cleopatra? f i e new information her classmate had shared and her
own deeply ingrained a,ssumptions about who is beautiful and who is not were too
incongruous to allow her to assimdate,the information at that moment.
Omitted inf6rmation can have similar effects. For exainple, another young
woman, preparing to be a high schoo~English teacher,- expressed her dismay that
she had never learned about any ~ l a b kauthors in any of her English courses. HOW
was she to teach about thew to her future students when she hadn't learned about
them herself? A White male student in the class responded to this discussion with
hstration in his response journal, writing "12s not my fault that Blacks don't write
books." Had one of his elementary, high school, or college teachers ever told him

-
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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 weri. none.
Stereotypes, omissions, arid 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, rjot because we want &em,
but simply because we are s'o 'continually exposed to misinforhation about others.
Though I have often heard students or workshop participants describe someone as
not having "a prejudiced bone ih 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 superior, ity of Whites and the assumed inferiority of people of color-is like sn~ogin 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 prejudked), but
if we Iive in a smoggy place, how can we avoid breathing the air? If we live in an
environment in which we are bombarded with stereotypical images in the media,
: are frequently exposed to the ethnic jokes of frienB 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 mem. ber of the s t e r e o w d 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, intemalized oppression. Some of the consequences of believing the dis,.$
messages about one's own group will be discussed in subsequent chapters.
s:
p'. torted
, Certainly some people are more prejudiced than others,. actively embracing
7 5
f i
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 say, , ing is that we are not hatemongers. But none of us is completely innocent. Preju,,,dice is an integral part of our socialization, and it is not our fault. Just as the
'1', preschoolers my student int5wiewed are not to blame for the negative messages
,-.
they intemalized, 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 perpetuand 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 margnalized groups, am I seeking them out, expanding my own knowledge base for
myself and my children? Am I acknowledging and examining my own prejudices,
. my own rigid Eategorizations of others, thereby minimizing the adverse impact
T they might have on my interactions with those I have categorized? Unless we en; gage in these and other cbnscious acts of reflection and reeduqation, we easily re: peat the process with our children. We teach what we were taught The unexamined
'
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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 6 a member of a racial group.
This article rings true for most White readers, many of whom may have never
considered the benefiti o£ 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 sf 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 syskm30f 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, bften accompanied by feelings of anger and guilt These uncomfortable emotions can hinder further discussion. We all like to think that we
deserve the good things we have rqceived, and that others, too, get what they deserve. Social psychologists call this tendency a "belief in a just w~rld."~
Racism di.
rectly contradicts such notions of justice.
Undeistanding 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 is more comfortable
simply to think bf racism as a particuIar 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 is introduced
is usually quiE visible in the workshops I lead. Someone in the group is usually
quick to point out $at this is not the definition you will find in most dictionaries.
1 reply, "Who wrote the dictionary?" I am not being facetious with this response.
Whose interests are served by a 'hrejudice 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 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
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term might onIy be applied to Whites becomes highly problematic for after all, .
can't peopIe of color be "low-life scum" too?
Of course, :people of a n ~ ' ~ a c igroup
a l can hold hateful attitudes and behave in
racially discriminatory and bigoted ways. We can all cite examples of homble h&te
crimes which have been perpetrated by people of color as well as Whites. Hateful
behavior is hateful behavior no matter who does i t But when I am asked, "Can people of color be racist?" I 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 advantag
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 tenin racist only fox behaviors cornmitted,by Whites in the
context of a :Whitedominated society is a way of acknqwledging the everpresent power differential aEorded Whites by the culture and institutions that makc
up the ,system qf advantage and continue to reinforce notions of White superiority.
(Using the same logic, I reserve the word ms
' tfor 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 he troubled, perhaps even incensed, by my response. To pU.ihe racially
motivated actx of a person of color acts of racial bigotry and to describe similar acts
committed by Whites as racist will make no sense to some pe6ple; including some
people of color..To those, I will 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* i ~ . ~ I f . ~ . aunderstand:how
lso
you are using the term, our ccpversation can
continue-despite our disagreement.
.Another provocative question I'm often asked is "Are you s a h all Whites are
racist?" When.asked this question, I again remember that Whit%teacher's response,
and I a m conscious that perhaps the question I am really being tsked is; "Are you
saying all Whites are bad people?" The answer to that question is of course not.
Hovever,: all M i t e people, intentionally or unintentionally, do benefit from
racism. A more rlilevant question is *hat aie White people as indiyidyals 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 is more subtle and.can be seen in the collusion of
laughing when a racist joke is told, of letting' 6xilusionary.hiri& practices go unchallenged, of accepting as appropriate the omissions of people of color from the
curriculum, and of: avoiding difficult rice-related issues: Because, racism is so ingrained in the fabric ofAmerican institutions; it is easily self-perpetuating6All that
. is required to.inaintain it is business..asusual.
.
..
. ..
. I~sometimesvisualize the ongoing cycle of.racism as a moving walkway at the
airport. Active racist behavior is equivalent to wallung.faston the :conveyor belt.
'
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The person engaged in active racist behavior has identified with the ideology of
White supremacy and is moving with it. Passive racist behavior is equivalent to
standing still on the walkway. No overt effort is being made, but the conveyor belt
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-unleq they are actively
antiracist-the? 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 is obviously not the task of Whites alone. But the fact of White privilege means that
Whites haye geater access to the societal institutions in need oftransformation. To
whom much is given, much is required.
It is important to acknowledge that while all Whites benefit fiom racism, they
do not all benef&equally. Other factors, such as socioeconomic status, gender, age,
religious affiliation, sexual orientation, 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 1994 study conducted by a Moiint Holyoke graduate student, Phyllis Wentworth? Wentworth interviewed a group of female college students, who were both older than their peers
and were the first members of their families to attend college, about the pathways
that led them to college. All of the women interviewed were White, &om workingclass' backgrounds, from families where women were expected to graduate fiom
high school and get married or get a job. Several had experienced abusive relationships and other personal difFiculties prior to coming to college. Yet their experiences
were punctuabd by "good luck" stories of aparlments obtained without a deposif
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 shaved that even under
difficultcircumstances, 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. I can describe myself as
a light-slunned, well-educated, heterosexual, able-bodied, Christian African Arnerican woman raised in a middle-class suburb. 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,
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heterosexism, ableism, anti-Semitism, ageism-in whatever combination, the effect is 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 am reminded that racism by
itself can kill.
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