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eing Racis

“Can We Talk?”

Beverly Daniel Tatum

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 neighbor-
hoods where we had limited opportunities to interact with people different from our
own families. When I ask my college students, “How many of you grew up in neighbor-
hoods 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.

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. . . .

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 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 I 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 conse-
quences 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 in an environ-
ment 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
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RACISM: A SYSTEM OF ADVANTAGE BASED ON RACE

Many people use the terms prejudice and racism interchangeably. 1 do not, and I think it
is important to make a distinction. In his book Portraits of White Racism, David Wellman
argues convincingly that limiting 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. 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.
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was able to shop in department stores without being followed by suspicious sales-people
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 2 member of a racial group.

Understanding racism as a system of advantage based on race is antithetical to tradi-
tional notions of an American meritocracy. For those who have internalized this myth, this
definition generates considerable discomfort. It is 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.

RACISM: FOR WHITES ONLY?

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 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—unless
they are actively antiracist—they will find themselves carried along with the others.

It is important to acknowledge that while all Whites benefit from racism, they do not all
benefit equally. Other factors, such as socio-economic status, gender, age, religious affilia-
tion, 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 Mount 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,
from working-class backgrounds, from families where women were expected to graduate
from high school and get married or get a job, Several had experienced abusive relation-
ships and 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.
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THE COST OF RACISM

. .. Why should Whites who are advantaged by racism want to end that system of advan-
tage? What are the costs of that system to them?

A Money magazine article called “Race and Money” chronicled the many ways the
American economy was hindered by institutional racism. Whether one looks at productiv-
ity 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.

As a psychologist, I 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 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. . . .

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

Oiriarent Mieror
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