“Talking about Racism: How Our Dialogue Gets Short-Circuited”

PAUL L. WACHTEL

In the following selection, eminent psychotherapist Paul L. Wachtel suggests that racial conflicts are often aggravated by problems of communication. African Americans' legitimate grievances need to be heard and addressed by whites, who often resist listening. In an effort to break through this resistance, blacks may hurl charges of racism that make whites even more defensive, which in turn shuts down conversation. In order to address America's race problem, Wachtel argues, we must learn to break these unproductive patterns of behavior. Wachtel (b. 1940) is CUNY Distinguished Professor in clinical psychology at City University of New York Graduate Center and at City College of New York, where he also served as Acting Director of the Cohn Powell Center for Policy Studies. He has written and edited many books on psychotherapy and has applied his psychological training to the analysis of social issues in such well-received works as The Poverty of Affluence (1983), Action and Insight (1987), and Race in the Mind of America (1999), from which this passage is taken.

Racism: A Term with a Host of Meanings

Consider the following scenarios—-some tragic and dramatic, some mundane, but all sadly recognizable features of the racial landscape in America:

• A KKK mob bums a cross on the lawn of a black family that has moved into a formerly white neighborhood.

• A white person crosses the street to avoid encountering several black teenagers walking toward him.

• A black couple looking for an apartment is told that it is rented, but a white couple sent by a civil rights group to test for discrimination is shown the apartment an hour later and told it is available.

• A white person says he supports fair housing laws because he believes it is unfair and unjust to discriminate on the basis of race, but confesses that he himself would be afraid to live in a neighborhood that was not mostly white.

• A professor claims he has data proving that blacks are inferior in intelligence.

• A sports commentator comments that blacks are more naturally gifted as athletes.

• A white resident in an expensive co-op makes a friendly comment to a black woman riding in the elevator with her, but the comment makes it clear she has erroneously assumed that the black woman, who is in fact editor of a leading magazine, is a maid.

• The owner of a jewelry store does not buzz in a well-dressed black man for fear he is a robber.

• Two middle-class whites discuss their annoyance when a black youth passes by with a boom box loudly blaring rap music, saying, “Kids like that have no consideration; they think they own the streets.”

• An employer interviewed by a researcher says that he has experienced repeatedly that blacks are more frequently late to work and tend to have an “attitude.”

• A museum holds an exhibit of leading contemporary artists and none of the artists chosen are black.

• A literature survey course on the greatest works of world literature from Homer to the present has no black authors on the reading list.

• A candidate for office states that this country was founded as a white Christian nation and that is how it should remain.

• A high school institutes a writing requirement for graduation that requires mastery of standard English.

• A test is given for a civil service job and whites score higher on the test than blacks.

• A search committee for a faculty job at a prestigious university refuses to modify its criteria in considering a black applicant who has published few papers in leading professional journals.

• A black woman shopping in a department store that has had many robberies is watched more closely by the store detective than are the white women around her.

• A black child attends a school that has large classes, few books or study aids, and not nearly enough desks and chairs to go around.

• A teacher in that school says she is no longer as idealistic as she was when she began and that no matter how hard she tries, the kids don't seem to learn.

• A study reveals that garbage pickups in poor black neighborhoods are less frequent than in middle-class white neighborhoods.

• An activist for global environmental preservation advocates increasing efforts at promoting birth control in third world countries, where population increase is greatest.

These scenarios differ in a multitude of ways, but they have one significant thing in common: All have been labeled as instances of racism.

Do they all embody racism? Some of them seem to me clearly to merit the use of that term, but whether they all do is a virtually impossible question to answer. The platinum meter rod that lies in the International Bureau of Weights and Measures and defines for all of us just what a meter is has no real equivalent in the realm of language; no one owns a platinum dictionary that is the final arbiter of what the word racism should refer to. A word with such powerful emotional connotations, that is used to describe events and attitudes so close to the heart of our society's most basic afflictions, is bound to be a source of contention. “Looking it up in the dictionary” is utterly beside the point when a central issue is who gets to write the dictionary, who defines the terms of the debate. (Several of the black participants in our interracial dialogue groups contended that blacks cannot be racist “by definition” because the word racism means discrimination by the majority against an oppressed minority. Some of the whites, in turn, asked where they got that definition, and were convinced that most dictionaries did not define racism in that way—to which one black participant responded, “What color are the people who write the dictionaries?” This is at once a politically astute observation and an implicit acknowledgment that there is an element of arbitrariness that undermines any effort to assert in an absolute manner what racism “is.”)

But if we cannot really settle in any definitive or “objective” way what is and is not racism, we can ask what the consequences are of one or another way of using the term. Those consequences, I believe, point to the conclusion that we have seriously overused the words “racism” and “racist,” to the detriment of the clarity and precision of our language and of our ability to overcome our racial divisions.

I make this suggestion not because I believe racism has disappeared in American life, nor out of a view that our racial problems have become less severe, therefore meriting our use of “milder” terms. Racism remains a central fact of our life together, and in certain respects our racial divisions have become more rather than less intractable in recent years. What I wish to introduce is not a “milder” vocabulary, not a list of euphemisms, but rather a more precise and differentiated vocabulary. My aim is not to sweep racism under the rug, but to understand more clearly the experiences and attitudes to which the term is usually applied.

The terms racism and racist have been so stretched and extended in contemporary dialogue on race and inequality that their usage has become a serious impediment to our efforts to come to grips with problems that are difficult enough to begin with. There are many instances in which words like prejudice, bias, discrimination, stereotyping, ethnocentrism, insensitivity, inequality, injustice, indifference, and even ignorance, denote far more accurately the social and psychological reality of events now depicted almost reflexively as “racist.” Moreover, not only does the use of these alternative terms provide a sharper and more differentiated analytic tool for understanding our society's dilemmas, it also enables us to avoid falling into a number of costly pitfalls embedded in our current linguistic habits.

One key problem is that the words “racism” and “racist” tend to be conversation stoppers. When “I disagree” or “You don't understand” or “You don't know the facts” or even “You're wrong” becomes “You're racist,” real dialogue ceases. And it ceases regardless of whether what is evoked is an angry retort or a deferential and ultimately insincere genuflection. When whites walk on eggshells in their interactions with blacks, fearing that to express their views in all their complexity would leave them open to the accusation of being racists, all that results is a covering over of real issues and feelings that are essential to address if any progress in race relations is to be made. In this respect, blacks may actually not appreciate how guilty many whites feel about the inequalities that exist in our society (even if that guilt is frequently repressed or insufficiently a source of remedial action). The use of a term that feels to blacks merely descriptive, simply an account of what they encounter every day of their lives, can create in whites a defensive attitude that stifles honest communication. And while there may be short-term advantage to blacks in being able to intimidate whites in this way, and a kind of poetic justice in being able to turn the tables in certain respects, there is, as I shall elaborate below, a high cost ultimately to be paid for whatever satisfaction is thereby achieved.

Moreover, overextension of the terms “racism” and “racist” actually can serve to obscure rather than make clearer the degree of racial injustice that pervades our society. “Racism” is a strong word, and part of the rationale for its use is that it takes a forceful message to break through strong denial: euphemisms permit continuing evasion. But volume is not the only determinant of what gets heard. After a while one habituates to—or “tunes out”—even the loudest noise if it is unvarying. Indeed, at times a silence that replaces a steady noise is a more attention-getting stimulus than the noise itself A varied vocabulary is not just an aesthetic virtue; it also counters the tendency to tune out. Conveying the message in a language about which the intended hearer is set to be defensive is likely to have less impact than doing so in a language that is straightforward and pulls no punches, but is not needlessly provocative.

In a 1992 panel discussion on the MacNeil-Lehrer NewsHour, black journalist Joseph Boyce lamented the fact that

at one time the last thing anyone wanted to be called was a racist, whether they were or not. It was a mark to be avoided. And today I don't think people really care that much, some of them, you know. They'll say, “Yeah, I'm a racist, so what, so what are you going to do about it?”

This is indeed a regrettable state of affairs, but I believe that one reason for it is that the word racist has been bandied about so much that for some people it has lost its impact, lost its power to shock, to evoke guilt or revulsion. A term that once referred to the most deplorable and shameful of traits and actions has been extended to include virtually universal human characteristics and to include within its purview practically everyone in our society.

It should not be easy and common to say with equanimity “Yes, I'm a racist, so what?” But if we are told in essence that every white person is a racist,
 then it becomes a matter to which a ho-hum response becomes possible. Racism is a strong word (or at least it was a strong word), and it should remain one. It should not be a word whose power habituates. We are much the worse off when people can acknowledge racism with impunity, as a simple, familiar fact of life rather than a terrible aberration.

Bull Connor or Joe Next Door?

The phenomenon painfully noted by Boyce was certainly not intended or expected by those whose rhetoric first created the expansion of the word's usage. In large measure the expansion developed as a response to the changing challenges of the civil rights movement as it moved from the South to the North. As long as the South persisted in a particularly explicit and ugly form of racial segregation and disparagement of blacks, the subtler, but often no less persistent or destructive segregation of the North was effectively shrouded. Especially combined with the earlier close association of the South with outright slavery, this pattern of difference between North and South enabled the rest of the country to externalize its own quite considerable racial prejudices by holding to a fantasy of the “bad” South and the “good” North. When the most egregious features of racial discrimination in the South gave way in the 1960s, it became increasingly apparent that the North differed much less from the South than it had thought. Workers for change were confronted with a set of prejudices and institutional constraints that were more difficult to confront than those of the South precisely because they were more subtle, disguised, and unacknowledged.

In response to this, and in an effort to communicate to whites in the North that “you're not as different as you think from the Southerners you have been smugly criticizing,” writers and activists began increasingly to employ a term that had once stood in the national imagination for such violent acts of lynchings or the vicious use of police dogs by Birmingham police chief Bull Connor.
 Their aim was to break through the numbing denial, to confront Northerners with the need for changes as radical in their own way as the opening of schools, lunch counters, and other public facilities to blacks in the South. But in the process, a term that had largely pointed toward the most serious and heinous offenses against human dignity began, in effect, to be watered down to stand for more common human foibles. As a consequence, subtle but powerful changes in connotation were set in motion: On the one hand, the special emotional impact of the word “racism” was diminished; if it is not a term referring to violence and the extremes of inhumanity, but rather to what the folks down the block do, then it's not really so bad. On the other hand, if the Bull Connors of the world are no different really from you or I or Joe next door, then an unfortunate covert link of solidarity is subtly fostered between flawed but decent people and people who deserve nothing but contempt.

The Paradoxes of Guilt

It may seem inconsistent to point out that “racist” is such a strong word that it stops meaningful dialogue and invokes defensiveness in whites, and simultaneously to contend that its overuse has desensitized us to the real horror the term should connote and enabled people to accept with equanimity the description of them as racist. The inconsistency, however, is more apparent than real. At the simplest level, we may note that different responses to the term can be manifested by different people; some may be intimidated or defensive while others are inured and desensitized. Moreover, even for the same person, the accusation of racism may sometimes be experienced as an intimidating conversation-stopper and sometimes as a tiresome harangue that has little real impact whatever formal obeisance may or may not be paid. Whether one or the other response is evoked will depend on many factors: who is making the accusation; how it is presented; with what mood or set the accused enters the encounter; the number of people present and the ratio of blacks and whites among them; and a host of other aspects of context and personality.

Moreover, the two seemingly antithetical reactions can often be but two sides of the same response. Both the defiant embrace of the term referred to by Boyce (“Yeah, I'm racist. So what?”) and the reaction of boredom or disinterest that mutes the impact of a message that needs to be heard (“Here we go again! More rhetoric!”) can be defensive responses to having been made to feel guilty. In these instances, it is because the impact of the accusation is so strong that its conscious acknowledgment is so minimal.

Guilt is a complex emotion and does not always produce the response we might wish or expect. Sometimes, to be sure, it leads to efforts to right the wrong one has done. But very often, especially if guilt threatens to be overwhelming, the response to guilt can be paradoxical: still further insensitivity to those we have harmed, and anger at them for confronting us with our inadequacies and iniquities. Conveying the bad news is a subtle art. Whether in a marriage or friendship or in a larger social context, it is far from universal that when we succeed in making the person we think has wronged us feel guilty we end up pleased with the results.

Salutary responses to feelings of guilt are most likely to occur when there is something productive and reparative the individual can do to relieve the guilt. Global and overextended depictions of white racism block this healthy and useful response. If whites are left feeling they are going to be seen as racist no matter what they do—”if I'm not an overt racist, I'm a covert one”—then the response is likely to be one of “why bother?” or some other defensive reaction. Ritualistic acknowledgments of “racism” may be offered, but they will be in place of effective action to heal our social wounds rather than a harbinger of such actions.

“Institutional Racism”

Different problems are introduced by another way in which the use of the term racism has been expanded over the years. Increasingly, discourse on racism has stressed its institutional nature rather than simply the attitudes of individuals, and the concept of “institutional racism” has become a central feature of contemporary dialogue on issues of race.

As James M. Jones, a leading African American writer on racism and prejudice, has delineated the distinction, “The critical aspect of institutional racism that distinguished it from prejudice and from individual racism was the notion that institutions can produce racist consequences whether they do so intentionally or not.
 “ Robert Miles, a British sociologist who has written a comprehensive examination of the manifold ways in which the concept of racism is employed in contemporary discourse, offers a closely related definition of how the term is used--all processes which, intentionally or not, result in the continued exclusion of a subordinated group.
 In contrast with Jones, however, Miles sees serious difficulties with the concept. Although he views racism as indeed a central problem in contemporary society and regards the dissection of racism as a crucial task for social analysis, he decries the “conceptual inflation” that leads the term racism to be overused and overextended and its original sharp meaning to be significantly blurred. As the concept of racism is extended into the terminology of institutional racism the role of the motivations and attitudes of actual human beings becomes increasingly confused, and a highly abstract and impersonal conception becomes mischievously merged with one of the most emotionally charged words in our vocabulary.

The original use of the term institutional racism by Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton in their influential book, Black Power,
 was not as divorced from intentionality. They did depict two different kinds of racism—individual and institutional—and they noted how the latter, seemingly impersonal, can allow “respectable” individuals to dissociate themselves from the acts of those with the poor taste to be overtly racist, while continuing to benefit from the ways in which our institutions maintain the inequalities between blacks and whites. But Carmichael and Hamilton's conception of institutional racism does not eliminate motivation or intention. They state quite explicitly that

Institutional racism relies on the active and pervasive operation of anti-black attitudes and practices. A sense of superior group position prevails: whites are “better” than blacks; therefore blacks should be subordinated to whites. This is a racist attitude and it permeates the society, on both the individual and institutional level, covertly and overtly.

I believe that Carmichael and Hamilton accurately identified an attitude that continues to prevail in America to a disturbing degree, and I agree as well that it merits the description as racist. But as the idea of institutional racism evolved over the years, it has increasingly come to be evoked whenever differences between the races are found, regardless of whether there is any evidence of racist intent. The outcome itself is taken as proof that racism must underlie the differences.

It is indeed crucially important to understand how our institutional arrangements maintain inequalities and place continuing burdens on a people who already have a long history of oppression. But the labeling of these processes as institutional “racism” has muddied as much as it clarifies. The confusion arises because a term replete with connotations of intention is used to denote a process outside of specific intentions, a process almost mechanical in its impersonality and inexorability. To the white who says, “That's not how I feel; that's not what I want,” the proponent of the concept of institutional racism can say, “You're misunderstanding what I'm saying. I'm not saying you want this to happen, I'm saying that the whole society is set up in such a way that certain outcomes inevitably result, and those outcomes are consistently to the detriment of people of color in comparison to whites.”

This distinction is logically coherent (and, in my view, it is rooted in a largely accurate perception of how our society works). But it is couched in terms that fail to take into account how real people think and react. As a consequence, it injects into our public discourse a terminology that is misleading and inflammatory. No matter what disclaimers may be offered by the speaker, it is extremely difficult for whites (or blacks for that matter, though with a different set of reactions likely) to hear the term institutional racism without other, more sinister connotations of the word racism seeping in.

As a consequence, the concept of “institutional racism” can contribute to obscuring the very phenomenon it was designed to highlight. Because the terms “racism” and “racist” are likely to evoke in the hearer connotations of motivated rather than impersonal and systemic outcomes, whites who do not recognize racist intent in the operations of our dominant institutions or in the outcomes they yield are likely as a consequence to find claims of “institutional racism” implausible. In the process, they are enabled to avoid coming to grips with how the workings of our society do disadvantage blacks and other minorities even when there is no specific intention that that be the outcome.

As obvious as it ought to be that our social arrangements have a predictably differential overall impact on blacks and whites, it is easy not to see it, and one need not be a racist not to. For our society's customary way of thinking leads us to look away from predictable group differences and to emphasize instead individual choice and responsibility. This tendency is not limited to our perceptions with regard to minorities. It obscures as much about the differences in income and access among whites as it does about blacks. Part of the system we live under is that we are systematically trained not to see the system. That is, we are taught to understand the differences in income and influence that result from the way we organize our society as solely the result of individual choices and individual merit; and we are taught not to notice the statistical probabilities that make the bright child of a truck driver or a manual laborer less likely to go to college than the child of a doctor or lawyer.

Instead, we are trained to notice the exceptions. Since there are some children of truck drivers and manual laborers who do go to college-indeed, a sizable enough group to be noticeable-we affirm that we are a “land of opportunity,” and essentially ignore the fact that we can predict with virtual statistical certainty the differential life courses of the children of the two groups.

In similar fashion, we may use the existence of a growing black middle class to obscure the reality that blacks remain greatly overrepresented among those who receive the least of our society's rewards. Here again, the exceptions obscure the rule. The roots of the confusion lie in the fact that the effects of institutional arrangements are statistical rather than universal. That is, it is not the case that no blacks are able to succeed in our society or that all whites do better than the average black. Rather, what is predictable is that, all in all, the status and station of blacks is likely to be lower than that of whites; or, put differently, that the circumstances most blacks encounter from birth on are likely to make it harder for them to succeed than are the circumstances most whites encounter. Since there are fairly numerous exceptions—blacks who make it anyhow, through noteworthy talent, drive, or persistence—it is easy to overlook the way the cards are stacked against this happening. Instead, the very fact that some blacks have made it leads many whites to conclude that those who haven't simply do not try hard enough, are not sufficiently meritorious, or in some other way “deserve” the deprivation they endure.

If we are to transcend this superficial and censorious way of understanding the disparities that haunt our society, we will indeed have to make clearer the institutional aspects of what has been called institutional racism. The rhetoric of institutional racism can impede such understanding, leading people to focus on personal attitudes in a way that obscures precisely the institutional dimension. What results are responses such as, “This talk about institutional racism is nonsense. It's just an excuse. I'm not a racist. I judge people as individuals. I don't care if they are black, white, green, or purple. If they work hard and follow the rules, I respect them, and if they expect special favors, I say 'life's hard for me too.'“

I've certainly had enough psychoanalytic training to know that such a response might be covering over “unconscious racism.” But I've also had enough psychoanalytic training to know that such an automatic assumption is a misuse of psychoanalysis. What is more obvious and definite is that such a response reflects highly individualistic assumptions that obscure the way social conditions influence people's behavior and aspirations. When people believe that everyone makes his or her own fate, and ignore the role of circumstance, they are unlikely to be sympathetic to those who do not make it, regardless of race.

This is not to imply that racial feelings play no part in our society's readiness to accept institutional arrangements that leave so many people of color disadvantaged. Rather, the question is whether “racism” is the best way of understanding those racial feelings. I turn now to an alternative conceptualization that I believe is both more accurate and more likely to contribute to the sense of recognition that is an essential precursor of change.

“Otherness” and Indifference

A more useful way, I suggest, to conceptualize the broad commonality among the diverse experiences typically labeled as “racist” is to focus our attention on the sense of “otherness” that is central to these experiences. “Otherness” is not as sexy a word as racism. It is unlikely to come into widespread use as a catch-all term, and indeed, that is one of its great advantages. It points us toward an understanding of the underlying foundations of these various problematic features of our life as a society without co-opting the differentiations.

There are subtle differences among the words that depict the attitudes increasingly lumped together under the global rubric of racism. Some whites, for example, may be able to hear and consider a claim that they have been prejudiced in some situation or other but will reject (or only give superficial lip service to) the claim that they were being racist. What is the difference? Prejudice implies jumping to a quick, and even unfair, conclusion, but for many people it does not imply hostility and brutality as does racism.
 While it is not pleasant to acknowledge the former, it is still a far cry from being guilty of the latter.

In similar fashion, for a white to be confronted with having been insensitive in some remark he might have made can be a quite different experience from having the remark described as racist. Once again, although both are likely to be painful to acknowledge, the first characterization is much more likely to get through than the second.

What is perhaps most important of all for whites to acknowledge and understand is indifference. A great deal of what is often characterized as racism can be more precisely and usefully described as indifference. Perhaps no other feature of white attitudes, and of the underlying attitudinal structure of white society as a whole, is as cumulatively responsible for the pain and privation experienced by our nation's black minority at this point in our history as is indifference. At the same time, perhaps no feature is as misunderstood or overlooked.

 “Otherness” is at work in all of the destructive ways in which people of different groups interact. Prejudices, biases, stereotypes, and the like would have no objects were not some people experienced as “other.” But “otherness” is perhaps especially germane to the role of indifference, which in a sense can be viewed as a pure culture of otherness. That is, in prejudice, stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and other such obviously problematic features of how groups of human beings interact, something is added to otherness. There is something more active in these behaviors and attitudes that makes them a bit more able to be detected. Indifference, in contrast, is a quiet toxin. It severs the sinews and nerves of society without announcing itself. Its effects are devastating, but its tracks are hidden in the overall attitude of “each man for himself' that is so prominent a part of our society's ethos.

Further obscuring the central role of indifference in our social problems is that highly immediate and visible tragedy can transcend the sense of otherness. Few white Americans would fail to rescue a black child trapped in a well or a black man pinned under the wreckage of a building collapse. At such moments the sense of human solidarity takes center stage, not the sense of differentness. And indeed, this is one of the reasons that most white Americans do not really believe in their heart of hearts that they are racist.

But when it comes to the slow bleeding that daily drains the spirit and hope from life in our nation's inner cities, indifference shows itself in full measure. We tolerate the misery in the midst of our affluent society because of the strong sense of “them” that attaches to the miserable, the sense that “they” are not like “us,” that they are different. And so most whites, who are aware of little feeling of outright hostility, who believe in fair play and equal opportunity, see little that has to do with them in the painful realities of our inner cities. In both (ironically almost opposite) meanings of the phrase, what is happening there is “too bad.” But for all too many whites, it is not perceived as their responsibility.

Of course, what I am describing comes very close in certain ways to what is often addressed under the rubric of institutional racism. Indifference, however, comes much closer to the unacknowledged core of truth in white America's guilty conscience. “Institutional racism” is unlikely to become a part of the phenomenological experience of white Americans; indifference can. It is indifference that whites can potentially recognize and acknowledge within themselves, and it is in combating indifference that the fulcrum of change may be most effectively placed.

Indifference and the sense of otherness are not experiences that are limited to issues of race. We may see them operating every time there is a plane crash abroad and the newscaster announces how many Americans are aboard. The likelihood, for any listener, that any American victim of the crash will be someone they actually know is exceedingly small; there are, after all, a quarter of a billion Americans. Yet this information is always supplied, for it defines whether the victim was “one of us,” and, if truth be told, it defines to a significant degree whether we should care.

This is precisely the issue that most burdens race relations in our society as well. The real meaning of race comes down largely to this: Is this someone I should care about? This is a terrible and shameful truth, and in its full impact it will not be easy for white America to face. But it points much more precisely, I believe, to the true source of white guilt than does the label of racism. As a consequence, it has a better chance both of leading us to examine what is in our hearts and of generating the concrete social and economic changes that are essential for real justice and equality to be achieved.

Summary and Conclusion

Accusing a guilty man of the wrong crime is one of the greatest gifts one can bestow upon him. It fosters an orgy of self-righteous conviction of innocence, and conveniently diverts his attention from the offense of which he is truly guilty. In a similar fashion, the ubiquitous claim that racism is the cause of the grievous circumstances of life in our inner cities is, ironically, enabling white America to slough off its responsibility for the shameful neglect of the least privileged members of our society.

The real crime of which white America is now most guilty is not racism. It is indifference. Understanding the difference between the two is a crucial step in liberating ourselves from the sterile and unproductive impasse that has characterized the dialogue on race relations in recent years.

Distinguishing between racism and indifference is not a semantic quibble. The constant invocation of racism, often in ever more forced, abstract, and symbolic senses, can have the counterproductive effect of causing listeners to filter out potentially important arguments because they sound repetitive, rhetorical, and, most important, contrary to their experience. Racism is such a loaded word, so tinged with associations to lynchings and unprintable racial epithets, that many whites experience a sharp distinction between their own attitudes and what they believe is implied by such a word. As a consequence, accused of a crime of which their self-examination tells them they are innocent, they can go to bed with an undisturbed conscience.

But in fact there is little ground for a clear conscience in the relations of white America to its black minority. Many whites who can quite honestly claim that they hold no hatred for blacks, that they do not wish them harm or disparage them as a group in short, that they are not “racist”—must acknowledge that it is true that almost daily news reports of the terrors and privations of growing up in the inner city leave them with the feeling, “That's not my problem.” Such an attitude may be justified (or rationalized) by the claim that “Maybe there once were obstacles to blacks getting into college or getting good jobs, but times have changed. Now the opportunities are there if they'll only apply themselves.” 

And although there is a certain amount of truth in such a view, it fails not only to acknowledge the continuing discrimination that does still exist, but even more importantly, it fails to take into account how hard it is to see the new opportunities from the vantage point of the typical block in our poorest neighborhoods. Boarded-up buildings, drug pushers, gang members with guns, and the ubiquitous presence of unemployed men and women tend rather effectively to block the view of the wider world of opportunity readily visible from the suburbs. Few children, white or black, have the capacity to see past such a compellingly bleak immediate reality.

To some in the black community, describing the predominant white attitude as indifference rather than racism may seem like a kind of plea-bargaining in which a lesser offense is acknowledged instead of the real crime. I disagree. For most white Americans the crime of which they are most guilty is indifference, not racism. Moreover, and even more important, indifference in the face of severe human suffering is not a minor offense.

Our society is deeply flawed by racial inequalities, but the unswerving emphasis on racism as the explanation has become part of the problem rather than part of the solution. It is time to retire the rhetoric of racism, not because white neglect has become benign, but because it is essential for the well-being of all of us, white and black, that that neglect be recognized and addressed.

ENGAGING THE TEXT

1. Wachtel proposes that “words like prejudice, bias, discrimination, stereotyping, ethnocentrism, insensitivity, inequality, injustice, indifference, and even ignorance, denote far more accurately the social and psychological reality of events now depicted almost reflexively as 'racist'“ (para. 6). How does each of these alternative terms differ in denotation or connotation from “racism”? Working in groups, draft definitions for these terms, and compare your results with those of your classmates.

2. Examine the scenarios at the beginning of this selection and discuss which ones illustrate true racism and which are instances of prejudice, insensitivity, indifference, ignorance, etc. How easy or difficult is it to agree on the interpretation of the scenarios?

3. Define “institutional racism.” Why does Wachtel believe that the term is counterproductive although the concept itself is valid?

4. Define “otherness” and summarize the relationship Wachtel sees between otherness and indifference. Do you agree that white Americans, in general, are indifferent to the suffering of those they perceive as unlike themselves? If so, how might people in the United States behave differently if they cared deeply about the problems of “others,” both within their own country and in the world? If not, what evidence do you see that contradicts Wachtel's claim?

5. In Wachtel's view, what role does the American ideal of individualism play in perpetuating racial misunderstanding and conflict?
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