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Reducing Inequalities

Doing Anti-Racism: Toward an Egalitarian American Society

Introduction

(One day, a few manths ago, Sharon Rush’s nine-
year-old daughter sat down and offered to help
her think about leng-term solutions for U.S.
racism. Mary, whao is African American, taok a
few pieces of paper and wrote her own “Word to
the World.” Basically, it was her promise to end
racism simply by living a life of joy and loving all
peaple. In her youthful handwriting she asserts,
“All you need to remember is that no matter if
you're black or white, Asian or American, boy or
girl, you are just as special as any one else in the
warld.” In her nine-year-old wisdom, she knows
she may not be able to end racism during her
lifetime, but is committed to the struggle. She
adds: “I could die but [ still would reach my goal,
I would die and my spiric would go into the right
persan, and if chey didn't reach ic before they
died, then their spirit wauld go inta someane
else. That would go on and on and on until my
goal was reached” (Rush, forthcoming).

Mary's solution to the problem of racism is
activist, fucure-oriented, and deeply spiritual.
Her ringing words frame much of aur assessment
of the likelihood and character of an ideal non-
racist egalitarian saciety, as well as of the ways o
move toward it. We see in these wise words
recognition of both the individual and the struc-
tural dimensions of modern racism, as well as of
the long-term strategies necessary to its eradica-
tion. This essay draws on Mary's and our own
insights ro advance tactics for constructing the
United States as a nonracist sociecy.

We argue that racism is much more than a set
of racial prejudices and propensities held by a
few individuals or extremists. Now nearly four
centuties old, racism is a complex and embedded
system of gppression that encompasses several
major dimensions. In the North American case,
this system of racism was originally created by
whites, beginning in the seventeenth century,
and has since that time encompassed ar least
four major dimensions: the white attitudes, emo-
tions, practices, and institutions that are integral
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to the long-term domination of Americans of
calor. Cencral to this domination are the well-
institutionalized practices of whites that have for
centuties rautinely denied black Americans and
other Americans of calor the dignicy, opportuni-
ties, positions, and privileges generally available
to mast whites of all backgrounds (Feagin and
Vera 1993). Given this comprehensive defini-
tion, it is clear that no black American or other
American of calor can be racist in the deepest
sense of this concept, for they are not the bene-
ficiaries af the extensive structure of white priv-
ileges and power that cut across all major
institutions. Americans of color can collude to
some degree in white racism, and they can
express prejudices toward whites on accasion.
Yet they are mastly the targets of discrimination
and oppression in this system of white-decer-
mined racism, with no say whatsoever in its ori-
gins and little say in its routine maintenance.
Here we facus on the case of white-on-black
appression for two reasons. First, the U.S. ideal-
agy of racial classifications is grounded in a sys-
tem of hierarchy and privilege maintenance
originally designed ta legitimate the subordina-
tion of African Americans. “Race,” as we know
it, is not merely an account of che color of ane’s
skin or ancestry but has been embedded in the
social, economic, and political structure of
notthern Europe and the United States for cen-
turies. This racist system placed Europeans,
including the American colonizers, at the top of
a hierarchical chain of human evalurion largely
because they had the power ta conirol resources
and designed the system. Africans, centrally
known to Europeans at that time as slaves, were
placed at the bottorn. Thus began a rationale
thar legitimates as “natural” or “divine” the sub-
ordination of Africans, African Americans, and
ather peaple of color, while greatly privileging
those whaose skin is socially defined as “white.”
Second, this racial typology and configura-
tion have endured the longest of all systems of
racialized oppression—indeed, now for at leasc
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four centuries. Its current reality can be seen in
modern cultural representations and negative
stereotypes found in most U.S. settings.
Although more whites than ever reject old-fash-
ioned racist beliefs in response to brief questions
in  opinion  surveys (Thernstrom  and
Thernstrom 1997}, several studies using in-
depth interviews show that such survey results
are inaccurate accounts that glass over the deep-
seated racist sentiments held by most whites
{Carr 1997; Bonilla-Silva and Forman, forth-
coming). Likewise, recent psychalogical scudies
on racial typing find thatr most whites associate
pictures of other whites wicth mastly positive
characteristics and pictures of  African
Americans with mostly negative characteristics;
the studies conclude that racism runs deeply at
an unconscious level {Greenwald, McGhee, and
Schwartz 1998; Kawakami, Dion, and Dovidio
1998). Thus, modest changes in public policies,
shifts in some rules for interracial inceraction,
and more liberal atricudes held by whites may,
indeed, be symptomatic of changes in U.S. racial
telatians in recenc decades. Yer everyday dis-
crimination and subtle or cavert racial attitudes
continue ta be very much a part of the U.S.
SCene.

in the final section of this article we go
heyond analysis of the configuration of modern
racism ta advance strategies for a utopian nan-
racist society: the construction of a new sociopo-
litical foundation; the education and
re-socialization necessary faor a nonracist seciety;
and the personal engagement necessary for
“doing” anti-racism. Since white racism is a core
element in the foundation of U.S. society, we
propase that a nonracist society must begin with
the establishment of a new sociopolitical struc-
ture based the full implementation of the princi-
ple of representative gpovernment. We call for a
new palitical cavenant, which requires a new
constitutional convention. We alsa call for a
massive campaign of re-education that includes
all sources of socialization. Finally, we call for
individuals, especially white individuals, to
reject current racist myths by accively critiquing
their own prejudices and working to remove
racist ideclogies and practices from modern
sacial, palitical, and economic landscapes. QOur
vision is to create a society where respect for
humanity, rather than racial hierarchy, is the
sacial foundation.

Much of our argument targets white
Americans because chey are also the ones who so

centrally benefit from the persisting racisc sys-
tem. As a group, whites have significant wealth,
power, and privilege derives from centuries of
oppression of African Americans and other
Americans of color. Although not all whites
have direct ancestral links to the whites who
founded the nation in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, most do benefit directly from
great privileges still afforded to white skin in this
country, not the least of which ate greater access
to social resources and a longer life expectancy
{Feagin, forthcoming). Taday, it is whites—and
disproportionately whire men—who contral
90-100 percent of the positions of power in all
major UJ.S. institutions (Dye 1984: 190-203).
Thus, it is they who have the most power to do
goad ar ill for the society. Without great, con-
tinuing, and organized pressure on these power-
ful whites, there will likely be no change in this
racist saciety.

Creating Myths of “Race” and the
Maintenance of White Privilege

Maodern conceptualizations of race da not
stem from hard scientific evidence of genetic dif-
ferences, an evolutionary hierarchy, or some
“natural” order. Racial classifications are based
largely on Eurapean folk knowledge. With the
development of large ships and ather seagoing
technologies, Europeans began o circumnavi-
gate the world in the fifteenth cencury. Some of
their first contacts with peaple of color, most
specifically with Africans, involved slave-trade
interactions. The first categorizacions of humans
into distiner “race” categories grew out of this
hrutal system of exploitative social relations, and
reflected many cultural myths and inaccuracies
about the cultural and bjological differences
between Eurapeans and Africans. Far example,
Johann Blumenbach, a German schalar, estab-
lished the first developed typalogy of “race” in
the late 1700s, just as slavery was becoming
more central to the economies of the United
States and major European nations. He was the
first to refer to white Europeans as “Caucasians.”
This terminology stemmed from Blumenbach's
fascination with Buropeans in the Caucasus
Mountains of Russia, whom he viewed as the
peak of human evolution and therefore as bio-
logically superior {(Feagin and Feagin 1999).

The new typology of race placed the
Caucasians at the top of what was seen as a “nat-
ural” hierarchy, with Asians, Africans, and oth-
er non-European peoples much lower on the
ladder. The scheme was embraced widely
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through the next century and a half—well into
the middle of the cwentieth century. This hier-
archical scheme was primarily a means to legiti-
mate Furopean systems of slavery and
colonization, where skin color was accepted as a
marker for one's lacation in the “natural” order.
Studies of colonization {Cox 1948) show that
hegemonic groups generally create strong ide-
alogies to legitimate their dominance over oth-
ers, often by exapgerating physical and cultural
differences.

The new sciences of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries were commonly used o
legitimate the exaggeration of differences and
the new racial hierarchies. Sciencific racism and
eugenics were developed ta further explain
sacial relations as a “natural order.” Influential
Eutopean and American writers associated phys-
ical characteristics such as nase shape, skin cal-
ar, and hair texture and cultural practices to
significant regressions in intelligence, civiliza-
tion, and sacial evolution. Africans were viewed
as 50 low on the racial typology that they were
aoften deseribed as subhuman. When viewed
from this perspective, it is not surprising that. the
new system of racial classification, based on
pseudo-scientific evidence of bialogical and cul-
tural inferiority, was a key factor in legitimizing
and rationalizing the slave colonies in the
Americas {Feagin and Feagin 1999). Slavery was
accepted and especially encouraged by powerful
white landowners even while the United States
was fighting for its establishment as an indepen-
dent country under the ideology of demacracy
and freedom from English tyranny. It is also noc
surprising that this sciencific racism was later
invoked to legitimate the domination and exter-
mination of Jews and Gypsies in Nazi Germany,
or that genetic and ethnic inferiority are still cit-
ed as rationales for more recent attempts at “eth-
nic cleansing” in several Eurapean countries.

What is significant about the development
and use of scientific racism is that within a cen-
tury, science was systematically refuting it by
demanstrating the irrationality of biological and
genetic arguments linked to racial categorization
schemes (Diamond 1994). Nonetheless, the
application of Darwinist explanations of a “nat-
ural order” to social relations and the accent on
a racialized hierarchy of intelligence are still
propagated by conservative social scientists,
white supremacy groups, white politicians, and
much of the white public. This line of arguing
often receives much financial and public suppart

because the underlying racist mythaologies are
linked to specific sacial, economic, and political
agendas. The socal use of nations of racial hier-
archy remains firmly rooted in che foundation of
American racial relations (Davis 1991).

These rules of skin color and ancestry da not
cantinue to apply far all groups who were once
defined as physically and mentally inferior.
Some European immigrants, such as the Irish
and Italians, were ance viewed as inferior “races”
by Anglo-Protestanit Americans and were not
considered “white,” despite their European ori-
gins. The definitian of whiteness was only grad-
vally expanded to include the once-despised
Irish and Italians, as the presence and power of
these ethnic groups increased in U.S. cities
(Feagin and Feagin 1999; Ignatiev 1995). New
idealogies accompanied the expansion of white-
ness to include these immigrants, and public
perceptions of their “inferior” racial status large-
ly disappeared from the social and political land-
scape of American society. Thus, despite the
“scientific’ explanations of racial hierarchy and
the entrenchment of race within the social
structures, social definitions of “race” can and do
change. They are temporary constructions,
shaped in social and pelitical scruggles in partic-
ular times and societies, that can even disappear
with shifts in the political and social interests of
the dominant groups. Clearly, ane result of the
nonracist, egalitarian society we project below is
an eradication of race categorizing. Since racial
categories are specific to a particular racist soci-
ety, a nonracist society will be a “post-race saci-
ety,” where the concept of a rigid hierarchy of
races will not be scientifically or socially mean-
ingful. In the nonracist sociery, liberated people
will see anly a human race.

One might argue that Americans, particular-
ly white Americans, have come far from the
racist science and social relations of the nine-
teenth century to new social and economic
advances and arrangements. However, the racist
ideologies, prejudices, and stereotypes abaut
African Americans, as well as about other
Americans of color and whites, continue ta
underlie the construction of everyday knowledge
and social reality among many whites. This
racist frameworlt is so much a part. of the struc-
ture of social and institutional relations in the
United States thar it is often rendered invisible,
with overt displays of white racial consciousness
generally pushed to the margins of social accept-
ability. As we see it, the construction of a true
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nonracist society is impossible without the
destruction of racist ideologies and beliefs that
privilege whiteness through the demonizacion of
hlackness.

Continuing Stereotypes, Prejudice, and
Discrimination

The madern media-driven view of racism is
that it is located only in the prejudiced attitudes
and actions of political extremists, such as Ku
Klux Klan members and Skinheads. While the
average white citizen of the Jim and Jane Crow
eras would readily admit racist beliefs, it is now
tahoo for most whites openly to endorse crude
displays of anti-black racism. Some white ana-
lyses even see the racist past as fading entirely
from view; therefore, they argue thar “as new
generations of whites are barn and raised, the
memaories of Jim Crow will fade, along with. the
guilt" (Shepard 1999).

Much evidence runs caunter to the notion of
the United States as a nonracist society, as
reflected in the minds and actions of new genet-
ations. A significant number of white youth
remain openly racist. One survey of the Class of
2000 found that a quarter of high-schoaol stu-
dents admicted making blatantly racist com-
ments and also that the proportian disapproving
of interracial dating was significant, and even
greater than the proportion among older
Americans {Shepard 1999). Testimaonies about
racial profiling and harassment of African-
American motorists—the “Driving While
Black” phenomenon—show us that negative
racial stereotypes are fundamental elements in
the present-day practices of many police depart-
ments {Feagin and Vera 1995). A recent study
spensared by the Russell Sage Foundation and
Harvard University found that negative racial
stereatypes are toals that many employers use
consciously ta construct and operate ctheir busi-
nesses in the 1990s. Not only were African-
Ametican workers perceived by white employers
as the least desirable job candidates among all
graups in this study, most of the interviewed
employers expressed skepticism and reluctance
toward che notion of locating businesses in
neighborhoods with high concentrations of
minority residents. Similar attitudes were
revealed among white homeowners, wha voiced
fear and hostility to the idea of African
Americans as neighbors {Russe]]l Sage
Foundartion 1999). Add ta such findings the cur-
rent white backlash against affirmative action
programs in employment and institutions of

higher learning, the rise of participation in anti-
black hate groups ameng white youth, the con-
tinued marginalization of African Americans in
mainstream media, and the deep-roated racist
sentiments amang whites not revealed in super-
ficial opinion surveys, and ane quickly comes to
a less-than-optimistic view of racism in the
United States today (for evidence, see Carr
1997; Feagin and Vera 1993; Banilla-Silva and
Forman, forchcoming).

Even whites who are reasonably educated
about racism seldom understand its pernicious
and pervasive impact. We can take an example
from our experience. Sharon Rush, a white pro-
fessor, has seen this in her experience with rais-
ing her daughter Mary. Rush began to truly see
racism only after becoming the mother of a
black daughter and witnessing her mistreatment,
often by apparently well-intentioned whites.
White privilege sometimes operates in subtle
ways: At Mary's elementary school the student-
of-the-week always seemed to be white, leading
the very talented young (then six vears old)
Mary to conelude chat, “You have to be white to
get that.” At other times the white privilege was
manifested overtly and immediately. One day, a
white woman sitting near Rush and her daugh-
ter in an airport could nor find her purse. After
a brief search, the woman loudly and confident-
ly exclaimed, “I bet that hlack kid rook it,"
pointing at the innacent six-year-ald doing bal-
lec ewirls in the waiting area. Everyone else in
the area was white and their whiteness excused
them from being viewed as criminals. By process
of elimination and consistent with the prevail-
ing stereotype, the woman deduced that the
anly black person had to be the criminal.

These accounts of Mary's interracial interac-
tions signal a common finding in the social sci-
ence literature: Racial sterectyping, and
discrimination based on it, remains widespread
in U.S. saciety. The power of racist stereotyping
can be seen in housing, health care, education,
employment, politics, police practices, and even
toutine interactions herween whites and che
racial athers an public streets (Brown and
Kennelly 1999; Johnsan 1999; Feagin and Sikes
1994; Essed 1991). Even children are not
irmmune to the stigma of everyday racism.

What factors contribute to the continued
racism revealed by in-depth interview studies
and ethnographic studies of whites, many of
whom publicly express nonracist sentiments?
Gordan Allpart (1958) defined prejudice as an
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“antipathy based on faulty generalization.” To a
significant degree, prejudice is based on inaccu-
rate informarcion about or ignorance of another
group. Racist prejudices are often hased on infar-
mation gleaned from the perpetuation of stereo-
typical information that is sketchy at best and
subject ta much distortion (Lippman 1921},
Racist stereatypes can be dismancled only in the
face of knowledge claims that provide strong and
compelling counter-evidence. Since the domi-
nant group has the means and power to con-
struct and perpetuate, chrough control of the
media and other outlets, the knowledge claims
that legitimate their privileged positions, the
deconstruction of inaccuracies about race and
legitimization of nonracist knowledge claims
have not yet penetrated che cencral educational
mechanisms of this sociecy.

Herbert Blumer {1958) argued that racial
prejudice and stereotyping are more chan a mac-
ter of negative feelings possessed by members of
ane group for another, for they are rooted in
power relacions and group positions. He noted
that a high priarity in dominant groups is to cre-
ate idealogies and images that legitimate privi-
lege and rationalize their discriminatory
behavior. Clearly, dominated groups do not
have the same power to set the rerms of catego-
rization, and are viewed by thase who dominate
in terms aof stereotypical representations
{(Moscavici 1981). The biological and social
mychs about African Americans and other pea-
ple of color make negative racist stereatypes
ready tools for maintaining status and privilege,
as in the account ahave. Similarly, Fiske (1993)
shows that stereotyping and discrimination are
mucually reinforcing means through which dom-
inant groups maintain power and privilege,

The racialized thinking and emoticns of the
white-racist system are much more than a mat-
ter of how whites view people of color. They are
also ahout—and perhaps are principally abour—
how whites see themselues as individuals and a
racial group (Gallagher 1999). Moast whites’
sense of themselves is strongly positive: Whites
as a group are thought to be highly civilized,
racially superior, hardwarking, intelligent, free-
dom-loving, honest, and highly virtuous, as
illustrated in a previously mentioned study aof
racial typing (Greenwald, McGhee, and
Schwartz 1998). This virtue justifies white priv-
ilege and power. Qut-groups of calor are viewed
as less than virtuous, even as subhuman, and
thus deserving of their many social disadvan-

tages. This view of the virtues of whiteness has
come down now aver 13 generations of whites—
from leaders like Thomas Jefferson and George
Washington, and rank-and-file whites in the
distant past, to most whites, both leaders and the
rank and file, in the present day (see Takaki
1990).

Ideas about whiteness and about racial others
are formed by the informal and tacit lessons
whites learn as children at home and school and
as adules who absorb messages from the media
and sacialize with relatives and friends. Take
this comment from an interview with a white
businessperson of substantial means: He was
asked a hypathetical question about how he
would feel about his adult child dating a black
person. He replied: “I'd be sick to my stomach. |
would feel like, that I failed along the way. . . .
['d feel like | probahly failed as a father, if that
was to happen. . . . It would truly be a problem
in my family because [ could never handle that,
and I don't know what would happen because 1
couldn't handle chat, ever” (Feagin and Vera
1995: 149). Here we see some important aspects
of white racism in modern-day America. We see
its emational side, the sick-ta-the-stomach reac-
tion many whites have when they must focus on
white-on-black marters. We also see here how
images of the racial other are closely linked to
irnages of oneself, in this case a linkage between
images of being white and of being a father.
Perhaps even more important, we chserve the
way in which racist thought and feelings run in
families.

Pettigrew (1975) contends that whites make
the ultimate attribution errar in their percep-
tions of African Americans. This involves rou-
tinely blaming African Americans for all their
perceived failures, also discounting the many
African-American successes by attributing the
latter to luck or unfair advantages rather than to
intelligence and hard work. Sears {1988) and
McConahay (1986) agree, arguing that maost
whites believe that serious anti-black discrimi-
nation does not exist in the United States today
and view outspoken African Americans as mak-
ing illegitimare demands for sacial change. Far
that reason, these whites resist the large-scale
changes necessary for racial integration of U.S.
saciety. Babo (1988) discusses this as an ideolo-
gy of “bounded racial change,” where whites'
support for changes in discrimination ends when
such changes seriously endanger their own stan-
dard of living. Whites actively and consciously
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wark to preserve their privileged status by con-
tinuing to embrace aspects of the ald racist ide-
alogy and scereotypes, which is coupled with
denials of sacietal racism.

In recent years, several schalars {Feagin and
Vera 1993; Gallagher 1995; Frankenberg 1993)
have suggested that maost white Americans pos-
sess a racial consciousness thac consises of not
just a few prejudices and stereotypes but a broad-
er structure that organizes information about
whites and peaple of color. A sense of white
racial supericrity, overt or unconscious, grows
out of a process in which whites grow up with
power over people of calar. The sacial relations
of African Americans and whites have been
more or less segregated since the slave trade was
established. The destruction and deconstrue-
tion of this pattern was among the greatest
hapes of abolitionists and de-segregacionists.
Nevertheless, patterns of racial segregation in
many facets of American life continue to be a
sacial reality, including neighborhoods, work-
places, churches, many schaoals, and maost class-
roams. It is obvious from the racial demography
of most cities that most African Americans, on
the average, have regular contact with many
mare whites than whites have with blacks at
work, in schools, and in shopping malls (Feagin
and Sikes 1994). Such racial isolation does not
allow whites to mave beyond negative general-
izations and stereotypes because chey have little
knowledge that disputes these claims.

The many costs of racism for its targets are
aften severe and rarely delineaced (Feagin and
Sikes 1994; Feagin, forthcoming). Thase who
are racially oppressed are routinely wounded,
hurt, and hampered. Being constructed as black
means never being able to escape thinking about
race. Negotiating ane’s way through the range of
daily indignities that occur is difficult, mencally
exhausting, and often physically dangerous.
Sadly enaugh, black children and other children
of color know much more about this than do the
misguidedly optimistic white analysts, such as
the aforemencicned Thernscroms (1997), for
children of color must experience and counter
racism on a regular basis.

To this end, Sharon Rush, the white adop-
tive mother of Mary, was preparing for the day
when she and Mary would speak of racism. She
worked diligently to fortify Mary's self-esteem
and to build up her confidence sa that she can
withstand the racist assaults. Sharon thought
she had years to prepare for their talk. However,

ane evening when Mary was just seven years old,
she asked, “Mom, is it true that when people get
too close to the sun cheir skin gets darker?
Sharan said, “Yes, that's true,” trying to remem-
her her biology. With her head held low, Mary
responded, “Well, if that’s true, then I'm going
ta fly to the moon hecause it's no fun being
dark.” Sharon held Mary close and gently said,
“Oh please don't go to the moon, sweetheart, |
love your darkness” {(Rush, forthcoming). Every
hlack person faces racism now, and as parents of
black children know, racism has to be fought
right from the beginning of a child’s life.

Eliminating Racism: Utopian Visions of a
Nonracist Society

We turn now to a discussion of straregies for
deconstructing and destroying this racist idealo-
gy and establishing a nonracist society. We view
hoth structural and individual change as erucial
for creating a new society without racism. Prior
effarts to destroy structures and institutions chat
reinforce a system of racism have generally not
cut to the heart of the racist prejudice and dis-
crimination still implemented in the [ives of
most whites. Serious desegregation efforts by
U.S. governmental agencies lasted barely a
decade, and weak enforcement of most civil
rights laws in staces and at the federal level is
now a naticnal scandal (see Bendick, Egan, and
Lofhjelm 1998). Recurring white backlashes
against affirmative action programs, such as
Proposition 209 in California, and the ongoing
struggle far meaningful school desegregation still
convulse communities across the country. By
passing Proposition 209 and similar laws in var-
ious state legislatures and in the U.S. Cangress,
white leaders and cicizens consciously resist
structural change in the entrenched racial hier-
archy. Likewise, efforts that solely rarger indi-
vidual racism do not root out the structural
embeddedness of racism. Many pragrams, for
example, that stress a liberal ideology of taler-
ance or calor-blindness encourage peaple to
accept individuals, opinions, and cultures that
are different from their own, but require litcle or
no work from those in dominant groups to cri-
tique and confront systematically their own
privileges and power (see Carr 1997). These lib-
eral programs tend to reinfarce che separate-but-
equal ideology that fueled the Jim and Jane
Crow era of the past. [n many multicultural pro-
grams, whites hecome just one more “ethnic
group” like all che others, rather than the domi-
nant group with great privileges associated with
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its racial classification (see Van Ausdale and
Feagin, forthcoming). Thus, whites can be “lih-
eral” and still be comfortable within che inegali-
tarian structure of economic, political, and
social arrangements.

A nanracist society cannot be achieved if
whites continue to deny the reality of the racist
society and of racism within themselves. The
painful emotional work of actually undoing indi-
vidual racism must be accomplished in combina-
tion with collective efforts for structural change.
Since this essay calls for a middle-range utapian
vision, a useful place to begin undaing racism is
ta address the social, economic, and political
embeddedness of white racism within the foun-
dation of the U.S. political system.

The openly professed democratic ideals of the
“founding fathers"—no “founding mothers”
were immortalized in building the political insti-
tutions—were, by incention, never realized. The
white men wha created the palitical foundation
of what became the United States intended chat
men like themselves would held the reins of
power for the foreseeable future, Thus, our first
suggestion for beginning to eliminate institu-
tionalized racism is to call for a new constitu-
tional convention, one that will represent fairly
and equally, for the first time, all major groups of
UL.S. citizens. What might the social, political,
and economic landscape of che United States
look like if we started with a social system con-
structed to actually meet the ideals of demaocra-
cy and humanity rather than the goals of
privilege-maintenance and racial hierarchy!?

Layiag a New Sociopolitical Foundation

Our vision of an anti-racist future begins wich
a critique of the Constitutional framework chat
limits the full participation and equality of all
citizens. That over 90 percent of the American
population, including all white women, African
Americans, and Native Americans, lacked rep-
resentation in the creation of the original
Canstitution is an amission that must be recti-
fied if the principles of representative govern-
ment and demaocracy are to be taken seriously.
The original writers and interpreters of the
Constitution for the United States were an elite
group of white men. Yet, over 200 years later,
women and people of calor are woefully under-
represented in the judicial, executive, and leg-
islacive branches of government.

Moreover, the original framers of the
Constitution intraduced at least two aspects of
constitutional interpretation that still perpetu-

ate the inequalities they had built into the doc-
ument. First, the notion thac the Constitution
should be interpreted in an “ariginalist” frame-
work—rthat is, according to the framers'
intent—continues o he a viable, if not the mast
popular, theary of the proper method of inter-
pretation. But central to the framers’ intent in
creating the Constitution was protection of their
own interests. Secand, the concept of stare deci-
sis—that is, prior interpretations are binding on
future ones—significantly increases the proba-
bilicy that inequalities will determine future cas-
es.

Another issue involves the process of
Canstitutional amendment. Although the
Canstitution can be and has been amended, it
requires a super majority vate by Americans.
Unless the issue that is the subject of an amend-
ment is supparted by the political majority who
already receive the most constitutional protec-
ticn, it has little chance of receiving protection
in the written Canstitution. The failure of the
Equal Rights Amendment (the ERA} poignant-
ly illustrates this. The ERA did not pass because
many men, having little incentive to alter the
balance of power, did not support ir. Following
the originalist framework, women’s voices were
not heard at the Convention, and the Supreme
Court. historically interpreced the Consticution
to mean chat women are less equal chan men.

In short, a combination of barriers to receiv-
ing full equality under the Constitution for
women and peaple of color—their lack of repre-
sentation in the original drafring of the
Constitution, their lack of representation in
interpreting the Constitution, the concinuing
adherence to originalism, and the arduous
process of constitutional amendment—all speak
to the urgency of a new Constitutional
Convention. The central goals of chis conven-
tion are to assert the basic human rights of those
previously excluded and oppressed, and to
ensure that the governing document of the new
multiracial, and soan-ta-be nonracist democracy
is produced by representatives of all the peaple.

As a starting point, this new convention
might make use of the UN's Unijversal
Declaration of Human Rights in beginning
debates on an egalitarian democracy
(Department of Public Information, United
Nations, 1995). The Declaration, now sup-
ported by most nations, indicates a growing
cansensus across the globe that human rights
are essential to a healthy society. Since 1948,
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this Declaration has been used frequently in
crafting many international treaties and agree-
ments, As we see it, the official call for such a
constitutional convention should include a pri-
or acceptance af the democratic ideals of liberty
and justice such as those expressed in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This
call for the canvention would indicate a ground-
ing of discussions in a mutual respect for the plu-
ralicy of U.S. cultures, heritages, and values.
Given the bedrack of present human rights, a
constitutional convention is not only possible
but has a chance to create a jusc and demacratic
society (Feagin, forthcoming).

A truly democratic canstitution would be the
political basis on which to build an array of new
demacratic insticutions. The form that a new
demacratic government would rake in a utapian
sociery, if it had one at all, is difficult to imagine
because all current government models function
with same type of hierarchical power. Whatever
form the new gaverning bodies mighe take, how-
ever, their members would need to be elected
demacratically by an electorate that has reason
to participate actively in the new palitical sys-
tem. The representatives could be drawn from
the general public, with strict term limits and
guaranteed participation by all major groups.
The new government's citizens would have to be
raised to he committed to supporting the human
dignicy of its peaple.

There are many necessary steps to this palici-
cal utopia. A new demacratic government will
need o rake determined action to redress past
apptession if it is to create a cruly nonracise,
egalitarian society. It musc aggressively pursue
desegregation—aor, becter, meaningful reciprocal
racial, class, and gender integration—in school-
ing, housing, health care, employment, palirics,
and public accammaodations. (We consider edu-
carion in more detail below.) Privace effores will
alsa need to be made to desegregate voluntary
associations, including the now highly segregac-
ed churches, synagogues, and mosques of the
nation.

Moreover, the new democratic gavernments
will need to go far beyond conventional desegre-
gation solutions. For mare than a century now,
black leaders have called for reparations for the
racist apptession that African Americans have
suffered for 15 generations {Bittker 1973; Brooks
1999). Whirte oppression of African Americans
has been more extensive and has lasted longer
than that imposed an other Americans of color.

For that reason, substancial compensation is just.
The new democratic government would also
need to take action to compensate Native
Americans for the land stalen from them and to
compensate ather Americans of color for the
land and labor taken from them. Interestingly,
this idea is already accepted by the U.S. govern-
ment. The recognition, albeit often grudging,
that reparations for racist oppression are some-
times motally justified and necessary can be seen
in the modest governmental reparations provid-
ed by the U.S. Congress in the early 1990s for
the Japanese Americans incarcerated during
World War II in U.S. detention and concencra-
tion camps, and by means of court decisions for
some Native-American groups whose land was
stolen in viclation of treaties with the U.S. gov-
ernment.

Education and Re-education for a
Nonracist Society

Another major step in our vision of a non-
racist, egalitarian society is the re-education of
white and other Americans to address the previ-
aus and current miseducation abour racial differ-
ences and racial history. The new education
cannot be launched in schoals alone, but must
also invalve all scructures that actively commu-
nicate and reinforce informarion about racial
matters and racial ideclogy. This includes struc-
tures of mass communication {(media), scructures
that facilitate the intergenerational cransference
of knowledge (families), and other social strue-
tures that have been used to reinforce racist dog-
ma. and white nations of privilege (American
religion).

Eliminating institutional oppressions like
racism is essential ro achieve an egalitarian soci-
ety, but institucions are sustained and adminis-
tered by individuals. Therefore, it is imporcant
to emphasize that institutional and individual
racism are co-dependent. Racist systems con-
struct as “natural” the tendency of individuals ro
use skin color as a hasis for assigning others to
in-groups and out-groups (Tajfel 1982). But see-
ing and creating other human beings in such
oppositional terms is “natural” only because such
belief systems reflect racist, sexist, and classist
societies. [f these anti-human impulses were not
avertly and covertly taught to children, a saciety
would not embed them in its realities.

The integrationist intent of many <ivil righes
activists of the 1950s and 1960s was noble; their
goal was to bring all Americans tagether to fos-
rer callective understanding and to reduce the
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negative social meanings attached to racial cat-
egorization. Educarional systems, such as puhlic
schoals, were seen as primary sites where racial
miscanceptions could be refured, resulting in
greater racial accard in all social arenas.
However, because most attempts at actual deseg-
regation have been contralled by whites, the
attempts to deal with inscicutional racism or re-
education were mostly tentative baby steps.
Most white desegregationists did not seem to
understand, or perhaps did noc wish ta under-
stand, chat racism was deeply embedded in white
minds and inscitutions, including che education-
al insticutions at hand. White policy makers in
towns, cities, and states, as well as ac the federal
level, have not come close to achieving the ide-
alistic goals of justice and equality often stated
for school and other societal desegregation.

Changing the way that the puhlic schools are
supported is one way to attack segregation. The
current system, where public schaols are funded
largely by local taxes, guarantees sacial inequal-
ity, segregation, and continued racism across
large areas of cities and states. This system rein-
farces white nations of entitlement and privilege
by linking wealth routinely to educational qual-
ity. What was once considered overtly racisc
“white flight” ro avoid desegregated schools and
neighborhoods has now been recanceprualized,
as the socially canscious actempts of white par-
ents to build a “hetter” life for their children.
But, often what makes this life “betcer” is their
limited contact with peaple of calor.

We arpue that racial segregation was then,
and still is, harmful ta whice and black children,
as well as ta ather children of color. It teaches
them that separation is “matural” and conven-
tianal. These children, especially the white chil-
dren, then have ta rely on folk knowledge and
mainstrean media sources to gain information.
about people calor. Consequently, racist sterea-
types and misconceptions will continue to flour-
ish in minds of new generarions as they work to
construct a perception of reality thar includes an
analysis of self in relationship to others. Also, a
declining tax hase in central cities accompanies
the movement of affluent families to the sub-
urbs. This in turn affects the funding of schools
and the quality of education—and also govern-
mental suppart for inner-city businesses and job
creatjon. Hence, the cycle of structural inequal-
ity is reproduced.

We need new educational approaches and
structures if we are ta move ta the nonracist

society. Schoals would need to be nonracist,
nansexist, nonclassist, democratic, and egalitar-
ian in structure and process as well as in funda-
mental values. Children would be taught both
through example and ideology that all peaple—
black or white, Anglo or Latino, Asian or
non-Asian, boy or gitl, man or woman, rich or
poor—have a right to grow and develop to their
fullest potential. In a nonracist society, all chil-
dren would be supplied with learning enviran-
ments of equal quality so that their abilities
could be developed.

Racist actitudes and understandings also stem
from mass media, advertising, and popular
music, all of which are still controlled mostly by
white men in key corporations and other organi-
zations. Like schaals, these societal sources carry
stereatypes of Americans of colar. In this way,
the old racist understandings are perperuated in
new sertings by those who cantral the educa-
tional process outside the schools. For example,
much stereatyping can be seen in the spoken
dialects actribuced to African, Asian, and Latino
Ameticans in the movies and an television. In
films and on television the “good guys” often
speak prestige versions of the English language,
while those portrayed as the “bad guys” often
speak some negatively stigmatized version of
English (Vera and Gardon, forthcoming).
Critical analyses of Disney films further illustrace
that such messages are commonly communicat-
ed ta children (Giroux 1994).

In all educational settings, including the
media, nonracist educacars will have ta work
aggressively to destroy the sense of white inno-
cence about past and presenc racism and the
common denial of the reality of U.S. racism. A
nonracist saciety cannot exist in the presence of
such insistent “innocence.” Beginning in the
seventeenth century with the first European col-
onizers, the idea of the vircue and superiority of
white civilization was ta protect growing white
power and privilege, the unjust enrichment
whites gained at the expense of Narive
Americans {their land) and Africans and
African Americans (their enslaved lahor) (see
Takaki 1990). The long tradition of protecting
and disguising white privilege with notions of
superior cultural, hiological, and intellectual
whiteness persists to the present. A discorced
and hiased history is propagated in U.S. schools
to disguise these harsh and bloody realities. A
nanracist curriculum will have to extend to the
many other places where racist socialization still
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takes place. Re-education will need ta be a rou-
tine part of the mass media and ta operate with-
in American families, especially white families.
All forms of racist attitudes and practices
directed against Americans of color reinforce
each ather. Each graup has had to struggle to
assert human dignity and reduce the heavy hand
of oppression. Still, some Asian- and Latino-
American groups have benefited from whites'
treating them with less discriminacion, thus
enabling them to attain an apparently more
privileged position allowed for groups intermedi-
ate between whites and blacks. Adopting a col-
or-blind position, whites often cite the
advancement of cerrain Asian and Latino groups
as evidence chat the nation is already a mulrira-
cial democracy unfertered by institutionalized
racism. Moreaver, once i the intermediate
position, some non-black people of color imbibe
white-racist accitudes toward vyet other
Americans of color, most especially rtoward
African Americans (Feagin, forthcoming).
White-racist atticudes, the bedrack of U.S.
racism, have to some degree permeated most of
those living in U.S. society. Even African
Americans must daily fight the racist images of
their own group, which they often harbor as a
tesult of being bombarded wich racist images in
the media and many social sectings. Much liter-
ature, fram psycholagical studies to historical
documents, paints a clear picture of the damag-
ing affects of racism on African Americans in
terms of self and idencity, light-dark color con-
sciousness, and stigmatization wichin black com-
munities (Grier and Cobbs 1968; Cobbs 1988).
The very real psychic pain of being labeled an
autsider within an already marginalized group is
the result of larger-scale culturally embedded
definitions of physical characteristics, aesthetics,
intelligence, legitimacy, and power.
Re-education must also involve all social
structures that reinforce and support essentialist
notions of racial hierarchy. One such structure,
Western teligion, historically has been used to
support the idea of a “natural” ar “divine” hier-
archy of racial and class privilege. Indeed, long
before the development of biological racism,
Christianicy was used to rationalize the enslave-
ment of Africans {Ani 1994). Consequently, it
is no accident that most modern-day white
supremacist groups use a religious framewark to
support their racist dogma. Mast Western. reli-
gions divide the world into those who are
divinely privileged and those who are divinely

oppressed. As long as this stratifying and divid-
ing exists, as we know from the history of
Christianity in the West, there will always be
outeasts. As long as some people are defined as
autcasts in religious sectings, then color, gender,
and sexuality will likely be factored into demar-
cations of astracism. Changes in religious ati-
tudes da not mean that spiritualicy or religious
idealogy will disappear. Religious heliefs also
provide hope and comfort. Slave accounts and
narratives, for instance, provide many accounts
of haw spirituality was often the only scurce of
comfort to people who were heing brutalized—
despite the simultaneous use of religious idealo-
gy to justify their oppressed condicion (Lincoln
and Mamiya 1990} Members of a nanracist
uropian society would enjoy a common human
spirituality grounded in universal tenets of
humanity. Perhaps the most imporcant tenets
are assertions of the rights of every human being
to be as free as possible from suffering and to
enjoy a life of freedom and happiness.
Internarional agreements like the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights speak of respect
for the inherent dignity of human beings as a
central aspect of human freedom and happiness.
Persanal suffering thac arises from natural disas-
ters may be inevitahle, but suffering caused by
insticutional degradation of human beings would
not exist in this nonracist utopia. Institutional
racism and sexism violace these tenets, and the
absence of these cruel oppressions would con-
tribute significantly to community and individ-
ual happiness.

Furthermore, many churches, synagogues,
masques, and other houses of warship have been
important gachering places for peaple w engage
actively in anti-racist work. Southern black
churches, for example, have long been impor-
tant in the nation’s civil rights movements
{Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Early in institu-
tional history, thousands of runaway slaves
found refuge in Quaker and ather liheral church-
es throughout the South and Midwest. Still,
churches remain one of the most racially segre-
gared public arenas in madern sacieties. For our
NONTacist utopia we envision a return to the
basic principles of humanity found in all major
religions—principles that gave rise to the aboli-
tionist and anti-racise activities of the past. Asa
tesult, racial segregation within houses of war-
ship would be exposed as inconsistent with
humanistic religious ideologies.
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While moves can be made toward the egali-
tartan society, a fully egalitarian society cannot
be reached without the simultaneous destruction
of major axes of institutional domination
brought about largely by collective and individ-
ual efforts. All thase striving for this utapia have
a large responsibility to enhance the egalitarian.
quality of che current societal environment and
to model individually the hasic human rights
tenets.

“Doing” Antivacism: Social and Personal
Activism

Finally, we envision all pro-utopian individ-
uals actively “daing” anti-racism. To some
degree, most Americans of calor are forced tou-
tinely to engage in anti-racism work, at least in
regatd to their own group. These Americans of
color may need ta expand their accivities ta
include the discrimination faced hy ather
graups of color. But the most challenging task
is to move significant numbers of whires into
anti-racist actions and activism. This means
that whites must move out of their present
comfart zones to confront personally the
painful and usually emotional work of doing
anti-racism every day. We also envision the
widespread formation of cross-racial coalitions
with athers who are devoted to doing anti-
racism. Overall, we visualize many whice indi-
viduals actively, consciously, and censistently
working to eliminate racism hy rejecting sys-
tems of privilege-maintenance in favar of
human dignity, mutual respect, and libercy.

Organizational Efforts.  African-Americans
and other Americans of color have long led the
struggles against racism, in the United Stares.
They continue to lead that struggle. As we see it,
the goal must be to conrinue thac struggle and to
recruit more whites to the nonracist cause. Same
members of the dominant group, albeit a very
small percentage, are moving already toward the
ideal nonracist society. Over the last several
decades nonracisc whites, with other nonracisc
Americans, have participated in a number of
grasstaats otganizations warking againse racia]
oppression. For example, the [nstitutes far the
Healing of Racism, created in the early 1990s,
hold seminars and dialogues on racism in more
than 150 cities (Rutstein 1993). Numerous oth-
er multiracial groups are pursuing nonracist
strategies; these include the People’s Institute
for Survival and Beyond (FI} and Anti-Racist
Action (ARAY}. Pl works in a variety of commu-
nities to establish Undoing Racism workshops.

The mostly white ARA groups are working
aggressively to counter lacal racist activities and
arganizations, such as nea-Nazi groups, in dozens
of Canadian and U.S. cities (O'Brien 1999).

These nontacist organizations deal with indi-
vidual prejudice and stereotyping and with che
reality of institutional racism. A nexc step in a
broad nonracist scracegy for the United States
would be o expand the number of these non-
racist organizations and o connect them into a
national and international network of all peo-
ples working against systemic racism in this and
ather societies acrass the globe.

Whites in these arganizations have gone well
heyond the liberal position where one might
spout some nonracist theteric buc still engage in
racist activities when encountering people of
color in daily life. Many well-intentioned whites
who would never consider themselves racist,
who are active in civil rights organizations, who
are aware of racism at the interpersonal and
institutional levels as it affects the black poor
“out there in the inner cities,” still are threat-
ened in their own arganizational hailiwick. Thatc
is, they are pro-civil rights uncil there is a rever-
sal of power—power as control gver resources,
such as knowledge, the construction of realicy,
and media imagery. To effect a genuine maove
away from racism and toward the nonracist egal-
icarian utopia, these well-intentioned whites
must understand cheir own racism and chat of
the society. They must combat institutional
racism—the racism built into every facet of
American life. Althaugh they may be opposed
ra discrimination, too many liberal whites are
unaware of the demon of white privilege in their
own lives. The next step is for them to acknowl-
edge that their own white privilege contributes
to the persistence of racism.

Individuals Undoing Racism. The inner views
and atticudes of Americans, including white
Americans, are not generically ordained bur are
social and culturally constructed through hun-
dreds of interactive influences and experiences.
Whiteness and white racism must he carefully
learned and maincained over lifecimes.
Individual selves and psychalogies are shaped by
scructural realities. Thus, the question arises:
VWhat would the nonracist individual in che
nonracist saciecy be like? If we can begin to con-
struct such a person, then perhaps we can wake
real steps toward the utopian society. The
emerging nonracist person, like all human
beings, is not without faults. Many Americans of



