
Racism and White Supremacy 
 

• Many were taught that there were distinct biological and genetic 
differences between the races. 

• Race as a biological construct makes it easy to believe that the 
divisions of race are natural. 

• Race is a social construct. 

• The differences we see are superficial and adaptive to geography. 

• To challenge the belief one has to understand the social and 
economic investments. 

• SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF RACE IN THE UNITED STATES 

• In order to reconcile the noble ideology of equality and the cruel 
reality of enslavement, Thomas Jefferson, among others, turned to 
science to find differences between races. 

• The way we question is important: 

Rather than asking “Are Blacks inferior?” the question posed             

was “Why are Blacks inferior?” 

• Idea of racial inferiority was created to justify unequal treatment. 

• Explanation came first, then ideology to support it. 

• THE PERCEPTION OF RACE 

• Race is an evolving idea to protect white advantage. 

• Term white first appeared in the late 1600’s.  By 1790 people were 

asked to claim race on census. 

• After civil war, to be a full citizen one had to be legally classified as 
white.  The courts were now the authority to decide who was and 
was not white. 
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• Armenians became white, while Japanese and Eastern Indians did 
not.  Court said that being white was based on the common 
understanding of what it is to be white.  White men decided who 
was white. 

• Race is a social construction, who is included has evolved over 
time. 

• RACISM 

• Prejudice is a pre-judgment about another person based on the 
social group to which the person belongs 

• Discrimination is action based on prejudice. 

• When a racial group’s collective prejudice is backed by legal 

authority and institutional control it is transformed into racism. 

• Racism begins with the ideology from birth that we are conditioned 
to accept and not question these ideas. 

• Once these are internalized, both sides will uphold the relationship. 

• Racism is deeply imbedded in our society. 

• Only whites can be racist in the US, as only whites have the power 
and privilege. 

• Marilyn Frye uses the metaphor of a birdcage to describe the 
interlocking forces of oppression. 

• Individual whites may be against racism, but they still benefit 
from the system as a whole.  This is what is termed as white 
privilege. 

• WHITENESS AS A POSITION OF STATUS 

• Whiteness rests on a foundational premise:  the definition of 
whites as the norm or standard for humans, and people of color 
as a deviation from that norm.   
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• Whiteness is not acknowledged by white people, and therefore 
they do not acknowledge their privilege. 

• In ‘46, writer Richard Wright replied to a reporter when asked 

about the “negro problem” in the United States, “There isn’t a 

negro problem, there is only a white problem.” 

• Jackie Robinson is a classic example of how whiteness obscures 
racism.  Robinson is celebrated as the first African American to  
break the color line and play in major league baseball.  The 
subtext is that Robinson finally had what it took to play with 
whites.  Imagine instead, Jackie is the first black man whites 
allowed to play major league baseball. 

• WHITE SUPREMACY 

• We are shaped by culture.  Of the top 100 grossing films in 2016, 
99 of them were directed by white men. 

• White supremacy describes the culture we live in, whiteness as 
ideal. 

• White resistance to the term white supremacy prevents us from 
examining how these messages shape us. 

• THE WHITE RACIAL FRAME 

• The white racial frame is shaped by pop culture and stories. 

• Think of when you were first aware of people of a different race.  
People of color in the US will generally say they were always 
aware of race, while most white people will say around 5. 

• A kid in a grocery store says loudly, “Mommy that man’s skin is 

black.”  The kid is shushed and thus taught that it is taboo to talk 
about race.                        


