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RACISM ANDUNDERSTANDINGWHITE
PRIVILEDGE

RACISM

Racism,alsocalledracialism,isprejudiceordiscriminationdirected

towardsapersonorgroupofindividualsbasedonamembershiptoa

certainracialorethnicgroup.Itisalsoabeliefthatadifferentrace

possessesdistinctcharacteristics,abilitiesorqualities,especiallyso

astodistinguishthem asinferiororsuperiortotheother.

Historically,thosewhoopenlyprofessedorpracticedracism heldthat

membersoflow-statusracesshouldbelimitedtolow-statusjobsand

membersofthedominantraceshouldhaveexclusiveaccessto

politicalpower,economicresources,high-statusjobsandunrestricted

civilrights.Racism manifestedaroundthe18thcenturyasaresultof

AfricanswhoweretakentoEuropeandturnedtoslaves,thisaction

gavepeopleoftheEuropeanoriginthenotionthatthoseofAfrican

descentwhoseancestorshadbeeninvoluntarilyenslavedand

transportedtoAmericaswerelessthanthem.Bycharacterizing

AfricansandtheirAfricanAmericandescentsaslesserhumanbeings,

slaveryattemptedtojustifyandmaintainthesystem ofexploitation

whileportrayingtheUnitedStatesasabastionandchampionof

humanfreedom.Bythe19thcentury,racism hadmaturedandspread

aroundtheworld.Inmanycountries,leadersbegantothinkofthe

ethniccomponentsoftheirownsocieties,usuallyreligiousor

languagegroups,inracialtermsandtodesignatehigherandlower

races.Thoseseenaslowerraceswereexploitedfortheirlabourand

discriminationagainstthem becameacommonpatterninmanyareas

oftheworld.

Racism reflectsanacceptanceofthedeepestformsanddegreesof

divisivenessandcarriestheimplicationthatdifferencesbetween

groupsaresogreatthattheycannotbetranscended.Racism inflicts

hatredanddistrustandtarnishesanyattempttounderstandits

victims.Inagivenstudybetweentheblackandwhitecolours



(AfricansandAmericans),racism portraysmajorlyastheAfricans

beingoppressedbytheAmericansbecausetheAmericanssee

themselvesassuperiors.

Racism isnotinherited.Youarenotautomaticallyracistifyourfather

ormotherisaracist.Itisdevelopedasaresultofwhatyouperceive

rightorwrong.

JaneElliott,aschoolteacherbackin1963whocreatedtheblueeyes,

browneyesexperimentaftertheassassinationofDr.MartinLuther

Kingaddressedherclass;

“youarenotbornabigot.Youhavetolearntobeabigotandanythingyoulearnyoucan

unlearn”.

24yearslaterin1992,theexperimentwasconductedagainbutthis

timeatanOprahWinfreyshow.Whentheyarrivedtheywerenot

separatedonthebasisoftheirskinbutoftheireyecolour,theblue

eyeswereseparatedfrom thebrowneyesbuttheydidnotknowthey

weregroupedbasedontheireyecolour.Thosewithblueeyeswere

toldtowaitoutside,whilethosewithbrowneyeswereusheredintoa

room andtreatedverypolitely.Thosewithblueeyesontheotherhand

weretreatedpoorlyanddiscriminated.Browneyedaudienceswere

givencoffeeanddonutsontheirseats,whiletheblueeyedwereleft

standinginacrowdedroom withoutrefreshmentsforover2hours.

Theblueeyedpeoplebecameupsetwhentheynoticedhowthebrown

eyedpeoplewerebeingtreated.Afterthose2hourstheblueeyed

groupbecameangryandbegantorevolt.Finally,theywereallseated

insidethehall.OntheshowJaneElliottdiscussedhowinher20years

ofteachingshehasnoticedthatbrowneyedchildrenaremorebrilliant

andself-taskingthanblueeyedchildren.Theblueeyedpeoplewere

mockedanddiscriminatedbecauseofthecolouroftheireyesandthe

browneyedpeoplesupportedthenotion.

Membersoftheblueeyedgroupcomplainedonhowtheyweretreated

poorlyandrudelycomparedtothebrowneyedgroupwhowere

treatedhospitablyandpolitely.Aladyfrom thebrowneyedgroup

stooduptoaddresstheblueeyedgrouponhowrudetheywerebeing

totheemployeesandsonoisythatthebrowneyedgroupcouldnot



hearthemselvestalk,furthergoingontosaythatshehadafriend

backinschoolwhowasblueeyedandalwayscopiedoffofherwork.

Anotherladyfrom theblueeyedgroupstoodupwithacardboardsign

thatread‘NOBLUEYALLOWED’,shesaiditwaspastedonthe

bathroom doors.Janewentontosayifshewasassignedtotakeoff

thesignfrom thedoorsandthebrowneyedgrouplaughed.Jane

addressedtheblueeyedgroupasrude,angryatalittlebitof

discomfortandaskedthatiftheydidnotlikeitheretheyshouldgo

backtowherevertheycamefrom andthebrowneyedgroupagreed.

Anotherladyfrom theblueeyedgroupstoodtosaythattheywere

treatedpoorlyjustbecauseoftheireyecolourandpointedoutthather

eyeswerehazelindicatingmoreresemblancetobrownthanblueand

thattheconditionandsituationthrownatthem wasnotreal.

Theblueeyesweremorethanthebrowneyesandtoldtositonthe

floor.WhenJanewasaskedwhy,shesaidthattheblueeyedgroup

multipliedlikeflies.Anotherblueeyedladyconfirmedthatthecolour

ofoureyesdonotdeterminehowintelligentwearebutrather

treatmentandattitude,shefurthergaveanexampleofameltingpot,

whichmeansthateverybodyshouldbeputinasituationandmixedto

comeoutthesamesothatwhitepeopleandblueeyedpeoplefeel

comfortablewiththem.Janeexplainedthatthecountrydoesnotneed

ameltingpot,insteadasaladbowl.Whereeveryoneofdifferentshape,

size,colour,characteristicsandimportanceareplacedtomaintain

theiridentityandtheirdifferences.Moreexamplesweretracedback

intimeofwhenAdolfHitler,ablueeyedGermanpoliticianwho

orchestratedthekillingofover10millionbrowneyedpeoplebecause

theywereJewishpeopletryingtopass.Amanfrom theblueeyed

groupstoodtosaythatheunderstoodwhatJanewassaying.Hesaid

thattheeventwasnottoteachaboutthecolourofones’eyebut

aboutracism.JanesaidthatGodcreatedthehumanraceandhumans

wentontocreateracism.

Theexercisewasconcludedonnotesthatracism wasnotjustbased

oncolouroftheeyesorskin,asLGBT(lesbians,gays,bisexual,

transgender)todayarediscriminatedbasedontheirsexual

preferencesandwomenontheirgender.Thetablescanturnatany

timeandyoucouldbetheoppressedunlessyoustandagainstracism,

againstdiscriminationandagainstbias.Justbecauseawhitemanin



powerdoessomethingwrongtoablackwomanwithoutpowerdoes

notmeansheshouldgetevenwithhim ifthetableturns.Sheshould

pledgeforequityinsteadandtreathim howshewouldhavewanted

him totreather.Peoplearethoughtrightfrom theirhomesand

schoolsthattheyshouldvieworperceiveeveryoneasthesamewhich

isnotmeanttobe.Ablackmanisnotthesameasawhitewoman

bothexternallyandinternally.From theircolour,totheirheight,totheir

hair,totheirshape,totheirinternalorgans.Nonearealike,the

differencesshouldbeacknowledgedandnotcoveredupbecauseof

tryingtogainequalityorvieweveryoneasthesame.

Thosewhoareusuallyoppressedbyracistsgoonprotests,

demonstrationsandrallies.Theseareallpublicdisplaysof

disapproval,objectionordissenttowardsanideaoraction,typicallya

politicalone.ThesehelptoportraytotheGovernmentandthosein

powerthatacertainmassofpeopledonotlikethewaytheyor

someoneinthecommunityistreated.Theseralliesshouldbe

peaceful,withmatchesandpostersandflyersthatpassamessage

onwhattheywanttochange.Havingariotoraviolentprotestthat

involveslootingandvandalism willnotmakethesituationchange,

ratheritdeterioratesthesituationandmakesthingsworsefor

everyoneinvolved.

WHITEPRIVILEGE

Thisisaterm thatishighlyassociatedwithracism.Manywhitepeople

donotunderstandthisbecausetheyarebusylookingatphraseslikeall

livesmatterandallcoloursarethesame.Meanwhile,theyareborninto

theseprivileges.Thewhiteprivilegeisknownasawhiteblessing,

becauseofthecolourationofyourwhiteskin,thecommunitytendsto

perceiveyouassuperior,moreimportant,havingtherightstocertain

pleasures.Thisbenefitsallwhitepeopleovernon-whitepeople.

Anexperimentwastakentounderstandwhatwhiteprivilegeisreal.A

sportsinstructorgatheredyouths,bothblackandwhitebetweenthe

agesof18and25toapark.TheyweretoracetowinahundredDollar

bill,theywereallplacedbehindaline.Beforetheracestartedhesaid;

“BeforeIsaygo,IwouldmakeacouplestatementsandifthosestatementsapplytoyouI

wantyoutotake2stepsforward,andiftheydonotapplytoyou,Iwantyoutoremainright



whereyouare.Take2stepsforwardifbothofyourparentsarestillmarried,take2steps

forwardifyougrewupwithafatherfigureinyourhome,take2stepsforwardifyouhad

accesstoaprivateeducation,take2stepsforwardifyouhadaccesstoafreetutorgrowing

up,take2stepsforwardifyouneverhadtoworryaboutyourcellphonebeingshutoff,take

2stepsforwardifyouneverhadtoworryaboutwhereyournextmealwasgoingtocome

from,take2stepsforwardifyouneverhadtohelpyourmom ordadwiththebills,take2

stepsforwardifitwasnotbecauseofyourathleticabilityyouhadtopayforcollege.

NowIwantyoualloveratthefronttotakealookaround,everystatementIhavemadehas

nothingtodowithanythinganyofyouhavedone,hasnothingtodowithdecisionsyouhave

made.Weallknowthesepeopleupinfronthaveabetteropportunityatwinningthisrace,

doesthatmeanthoseatthebackcannotrace?No.Wewouldbefoolishtonotrealizethe

opportunitywehavebeengiven,wedonotwanttorealizethatwehavebeengivenahead

start.Buttherealityiswehave.Nowthereisnoexcuse,theystillhavetoruntheirrace,but

whoeverwinsthisrace,Ithinkitwouldbefoolishofyounottorealizethatandlearnmore

aboutsomebodyelse’sstory.Therealityis,ifthiswasafairrace,andeveryonewasbackat

thatline,Iguaranteeyouthatsomeoftheseblackdudeswillschoolallofyou.Itisonly

becauseyouhavethisbigofaheadstartthatyouarepossiblygoingtowinthisracecalled

life.Nothingyouhavedonesofarhasputyouintheleadyouareinsofar.

WhenIsaygo,onyourmark,set,GO!!”

Thisexercisewastoshowthatthe‘whitemanprivilege’doesexist,and

ismorecommonandsimplethanwethink.Although,therearewaysby

whichonecanusehisprivilegesforchange.Morethanacenturyago,

BelleCaseLaFolletteshowedhowanti-racistactivism wasdone.Her

roleinfightingagainstraciallysegregatedGovernmentofficesin1913

and1914offersatemplateonhowwhiteAmericanscangenuinely

assistinthecrusadeforracialjustice.Shewaskeenlyawarethatwhile

shecouldnotknowwhatiffeltliketobeanAfricanAmerican

confrontingdeeplyentrenchedraciststructures,shecoulddigintothe

trenchesandfocusonaction,advocacyandactivism,notmere

expressionsofsolidarity.Manyattimesshefailed,butshedidnotgive

up.Althoughshedidnotstopracism,shewasaninspirationtomany

whitepeoplewhostoodupforblackpeopleandmadeblackpeople

believethattheystillhadwhitecolouredfriendstostrengthenandhelp

supportthem.Herdiligenceanddevotiontogivingtheblackraceavoice

showsthatthefighttofreedom isnoteasy,butbeingwhiteenables

alliesinthisstruggletopushinwaysthatAfricanAmericanssometimes

cannotwithoutdisproportionaterisk.ThatwasBelleLaFollette’ssecret,

sheusedwhiteprivilegetofightagainstit.


