
Part I: What Does 
Racism Look Like?

Eliot Smith 
for St. Thomas Lutheran Church

1

• I am a social psychologist; much of my research and 
teaching centers on prejudice, stereotyping, and 
intergroup relations 

• My PhD advisor was Thomas Pettigrew, one of the leading 
prejudice researchers in the last half-century 

• For this discussion I also draw on specifically Lutheran 
sources: 

• ELCA Social Statement “Freed in Christ: Race, Ethnicity, 
and Culture” (1993) 

• ELCA webcast “Confronting Racism” (Aug. 6, 2015) 
with Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton
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What does racism look like?

Dylann Roof, the Charleston, S.C. shooter
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• Labeling Mr. Roof as a racist is based on 

• His beliefs that Blacks are inferior, violent, etc. 

• His explicit support for White domination 

• His murderous behavior toward Black people 
because of their race 

• One meaning of racism is just this: beliefs and 
attitudes held by individuals
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• Overt, explicit racist attitudes such as these 
(belief in minority groups’ intrinsic inferiority, 
support for segregation, etc.) have become rare 
since the middle of the last century
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Definitions
• Stereotypes: beliefs about the typical characteristics of a 

social group  

• Prejudice: positive or negative attitude (evaluation) of a group; 
like or dislike for individuals based on their group membership 

• Discrimination: behaviors that advantage or disadvantage 
individuals based on their group membership 

• Kristin Jones vs LaTonya Jones resumes sent to Boston & Chicago employers, 
50% difference in callbacks 

• Whites and Blacks bargain for used car, initial offers $700 worse for Blacks 

• iPods listed on eBay, shown in photo held by white (versus black) hand, 21% 
more offers to purchase
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Racism
• Racism is “a mix of power, privilege, and 

prejudice … in a society where white people 
have been favored and hold unequal power to 
implement their prejudices—socially, politically, 
and economically” ELCA Social Statement  

• Includes not only individuals’ prejudiced 
attitudes, but also cultural and institutional 
aspects, all serving to support racial domination 
or hierarchy
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1. Individual attitudes
• Mr. Roof is a racist, but his attitudes are supported by others 

and by aspects of our culture, institutions, and traditions, which 
can make them seem common or typical 

• A classmate: “I never heard him say anything, but just he 
had that kind of Southern pride, I guess some would say. 
Strong conservative beliefs. He made a lot of racist jokes, 
but you don’t really take them seriously like that. You don’t 
really think of it like that.” 

• Other forms of racism are more subtle and harder to identify 

• Most people today may avoid explicit expressions of prejudice, 
but have prejudiced thoughts and feelings vanished?
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• Modern social-psychological research shows that 
most Whites still experience anti-Black feelings 

• The IAT, http://projectimplicit.net; weapons 
identification task; other measures 

• These measures of “implicit prejudice” rely not on 
asking people to report their attitudes, but on 
responses that are difficult for people to control 
(such as small differences in response speed) 

• So they can measure biases that may be 
unwanted but are uncontrollable by the person
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Four kinds of people
Negativity 

about Blacks 
automatically 

activated?

Privately 
endorsed?

Publicly 
admitted?

Old-fashioned 
racist Yes Yes Yes

Well-socialized 
racist Yes Yes No

Unwanted 
negativity Yes No No

No negativity No No No
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• For many people, automatically activated 
negative thoughts and feelings coexist with more 
positive conscious thoughts and intentions 

• These subtle negative thoughts and feelings 
may lead to biased and discriminatory acts, 
even for people who are not (consciously) 
prejudiced  

• perhaps even you and me!

11

• If out-and-out racists and well-meaning people 
with unwanted biases can display the same 
biased behavior, why should we distinguish them?  
We might as well just call them all racists — ? 

• No — the difference between accepted 
(endorsed) and unwanted biases is crucial 

• When people do not want to be biased, they can 
attempt to control effects of their potential biases 

• for example, responding to unwanted negative 
thoughts with more positive intentional 
reflections
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2. Groups and Organizations
• White power and privilege is often maintained by 

processes that do not involve negative thoughts or feelings 
about minority groups 

• People naturally favor and feel close to their own groups, 
and like other people who are similar to themselves.  These 
understandable and relatively innocent motives can 
produce discrimination (e.g., hire a job applicant who is a 
friend or relative of a co-worker; find it easier to interact 
with others who are culturally similar rather than different) 

• This often perpetuates privilege for some groups and 
disadvantage for other groups, even though nobody 
intentionally seeks that goal
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• Evidence: Many studies show Whites offer help to 
other Whites more than to Blacks — but no 
existing studies show Whites treat Blacks more 
negatively (e.g., giving electric shocks) 

• Evidence: Public opinion opposes affirmative 
action (help for minority groups) — but public 
opinion does not support outright discrimination 
against minorities (harm to minorities) 

• “Ingroup love” can drive discrimination just as 
much as (or even more than) “outgroup hate” 

• People withhold positive acts toward outgroups
— but do not treat them more negatively
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3. Culture and Institutions
• At the cultural, structural, and institutional levels, racism is 

embedded in many laws, customs, and organizational rules 

• These can advantage and disadvantage specific groups 
without anyone having that specific intention  

• Current example: Policing practices   

• Historical example:  G.I. Bill offered mortgages for WWII 
veterans 

• The law did not formally discriminate, but the programs 
were directed by White local officials, so discrimination was 
frequent: Of the 67,000 mortgages insured by the G.I. Bill, 
fewer than 100 went to non-Whites

15

• Mortgage discrimination was reinforced by real 
estate practices (steering minority buyers to 
segregated neighborhoods) 

• National Association of Real Estate Boards’ code of ethics 
(1950): “a Realtor should never be instrumental in 
introducing into a neighborhood … any race or nationality, 
or any individuals whose presence will clearly be 
detrimental to property values.”  

• Because home ownership is the foundation of 
financial security for most middle-class 
households, effects persist to present day

16



17

Cultural norms
• Norms: Beliefs held within a particular culture or group 

about the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are 
viewed as correct and appropriate 

• We learn norms by observing what others say and do, or 
by explicit teaching (“you should do X…”) 

• Norms pervasively influence us; changing norms over 
time are responsible for declines in explicit racial 
prejudice, declines in drunk driving, increases in divorce 
rates, etc. 

• The power of norms means that we are strongly affected 
by what other people say or do

18

• … even the nonverbal behavior of TV 
characters! Weisbuch, Pauker, & Ambady (Science, 2009) 

• Picked 11 TV shows with recurring Black & 
White characters roughly equal in status 

• Selected video clips of a White character 
interacting with the target B or W character 

• People who were unfamiliar with the shows 
viewed the clips with no audio, edited to show 
only the other White character 
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• Actors interacting with the White compared to the 
Black character were rated as showing more 
positive nonverbal responses 

• Although viewers familiar with the shows rated 
the White and Black characters equivalent on 
attractiveness, kindness, intelligence, etc. 

• Could this subtle nonverbal behavior influence 
viewers of the shows?
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• Yes.    

• Students reported which of the shows they watched 

• those who viewed shows that had higher levels of 
nonverbal bias displayed more implicit prejudice 

• Other students were shown clips edited to show the 
more positive reactions from the other character 
randomly paired with a White or Black character 

• viewing these clips changed their levels of both 
implicit and explicit prejudice
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• “In conclusion, Americans are exposed, via television, 
to nonverbal race bias, and such exposure can 
influence perceivers’ race associations and self-
reported racial attitudes. Nonverbal behavior that 
communicates favoritism of one race over another 
can be so subtle that even across a large number of 
exposures, perceivers are unable to consciously 
identify the nonverbal pattern. Yet despite (or perhaps 
because of) this subtlety, exposure to nonverbal race 
bias may transmit race bias to perceivers.”
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• Crandall & Eshleman (2003): amount of prejudice toward 
different groups almost perfectly matches norms (ratings 
of how socially acceptable is prejudice against the group)
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Effects of racism
• Obvious and tragic effects on the life chances of 

members of disadvantaged groups  
• Education, employment, income, incarceration, 

health, psychological well-being, … 
• Racism may also harm public investment in 

human capital, public services (Alesina, Glaeser, 
& Sacerdote) 

• US spending on social programs: 16% of GDP.  
Western Europe: 25-30%
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• Why?  White Europeans support social programs 
believing that the benefits will probably go to 
other White Europeans  

• In the US, public support for social spending is 
related to the percentage of welfare recipients in 
the area who are in one’s own racial group 

• City spending not only on welfare but on basic 
services (trash, roads, education) is lower in 
more racially diverse cities
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Summary
• Racism includes individuals’ prejudiced attitudes, 

but also cultural and institutional aspects, all 
serving to support racial domination or hierarchy 

• This means we cannot take comfort in the 
thought that the problem is limited to a few hate-
filled individuals 

• Our own nonconscious biases, as well as our own 
participation in many accepted structures of 
society contribute to the problem
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Summary
• It’s uncomfortable to think of ourselves as (possibly) 

participating in racism. 

• But (from ELCA Social Statement):  

• “Racism infects and affects everyone.” 

• “Racism—a mix of power, privilege, and prejudice
—is sin.”  

• Does it make it easier if we think of ourselves as 
sinners?
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In Part II (Oct. 11)

• What can we do about racism? 

• Because of its institutional and structural 
aspects, fighting racism requires changes not 
only in the ways we think, but in the ways we live
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