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Racism and

Rationality

The Need for a New

Critique*

DAVID THEO GOLDBERG
Arizona State University, Tempe

Two classes of argument, logical and moral, are usually offered for the general
assumption that racism is inherently irrational. The logical arguments involve
accusations concerning stereotyping (category mistakes and empirical errors
resulting from overgeneralization) as well as inconsistencies between attitudes
and behavior and inconsistencies in beliefs. Moral arguments claim that racism
fails as means to w ell-defined ends, or that racist acts achieve ends other than
moral ones. Based on a rationality-neutral definition of racism, it is argued in
this article that none of these arguments establish exhaustively that racism is
inherently irrational. Ways are suggested to proceed in condemning racism(s) as
morally and socially unacceptable, independent of the irrationality claim.

considered that racism is inherently irrational. This
belief has substantial support from the social sciences and
careful philosophical analysis. Kurt Baier (1978), for example, considIt is

widely

common

racists irrational because their beliefs are &dquo;hypothetical or deluded&dquo; (p. 126); and Marcus Singer (1978) insists that &dquo;the theory of
racism ... is self-contradictory as well as confused&dquo; (p.176). From the
moral point of view, no more need be said: Racism is immoral because
it is by nature irrational.
The general policy implication commonly drawn from this is that
racism can be eradicated for the most part by education. Proponents
point to the strides made since 1964 in the United States. Yet two sorts
ers
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of critical consideration suggest some skepticism about this claim.
First, though much ground has been covered in attacking racist beliefs, the many effects of racist practices remain very much in evidence. To cite but one telling statistic, twenty years after the Kerner
Commission, black family wealth in the United States remains onetenth of that for white families. This, of course, raises the central issue
of racism’s relation to power. Second, it is a fairly common assumption of studies supporting the thesis of racism’s inherent irrationality
that it is a social psychosis and that racists are socially sick. This
assumption undermines moral condemnation of racism, at least in
part, for the mentally ill cannot be held responsible for acts caused by
their disease; nor for such maladies do we usually think moral education the appropriate response. I will return to these questions of
racism, power, and education later in the article.
I argue that the prevailing presumption about racism’s irrationality
is flawed. I will follow Jarvie and Agassi (1970) in distinguishing
between a weak and a strong sense of rationality, between rationality
in action and rational belief. An action will be rational if there is a
desired end or goal toward which it is properly directed; a belief is
rational if it is consistent with some accepted criterion of rationality,
for example, if it meets sufficient evidence, avoids reasonable doubt,
or is open to criticism and revision. As Jarvie and Agassi pointed out,
a rational person accordingly may be one who acts or believes rationally, or both (pp. 172-73). A theory will be rational if it consists in a set
of rational beliefs. I will argue negatively that the set of irrational racist
beliefs and practices is considerably smaller than commonly believed
and that racism certainly is not inherently irrational; and positively
that some forms of racism will turn out rational in both the weak and

strong senses.
Lest my motives be

misunderstood, I should emphasize that it is

not in any way my aim to provide a rationalization for racism. Rather,
if it turns out that some racist beliefs and actions are capable of meeting
otherwise acceptable standards of rationality, then they cannot be
dismissed on narrow grounds of
A different sort of social

irrationality.

condemnation will have to be offered. The same point can be made
also about other forms of aversive social discrimination.
Many define racism as irrational, but this precludes even posing
the problem whether racism can be rational under any interpretation.
The question of racism’s rationality, at least intuitively, is not an ill-
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conceived one. The question therefore presupposes a definition of
racism that is neutral in respect of its rational status.
I characterize racism in terms of a model for picking out racists on
the basis of the kinds of beliefs they hold. This presupposes depicting
the general content of racist beliefs. Racists are those who explicitly
or implicitly ascribe racial characteristics of others which purportedly

differ from their own and others like them; these characteristics may
be biological or social. Yet the ascriptions must not merely propose
racial differences. They must assign racial preferences, or explain
racial differences as natural, inevitable, and therefore unchangeable,
or express desired, intended, or actual inclusions or exclusions, entitlements or restrictions.’ Racist acts based on such beliefs fall under
the general principle of &dquo;discriminatory or exclusionary behavior
against others in virtue of their being deemed members of different
racial groups.&dquo; In some instances, nevertheless, expressions may be
racist merely on grounds of their effects. The mark of racism in these
cases will be whether the discriminatory expression reflects a persistent pattern or could reasonably have been avoided. Racist institutions, by extension, are those whose formative principles incorporate
and whose social functions serve to institute and perpetuate the
beliefs and acts in question.
A dominant element in this characterization of racist expression is
exclusion on the basis of (purported) racial membership, whether the
exclusion is merely intended, actual, or (implicitly) rationalized. This
captures in the most conceptually minimal form the sense of social
power-again whether desired, actual, or rationalized-that is a central mark of racist beliefs, practices, and institutions. Conceived in this
way, racism need not be about exploitation in the strong sense of
forcing, coercing, or manipulating racial others to maximize surplus
value for the ruling racial class, though, of course, racism has often
served this end (on the conceptual relation between race and class, cf.
Boxill 1983; Goldberg 1989b, Harris 1983). Nor need racism involve
any appeal to superiority and inferiority as justification for the exclusion(s). For racism may simply be about domination in the weaker
sense of being in a position to exclude others from (primary) social
goods, including rights, to prevent their access, or participation, or
expression, or simply to demean or diminish the other’s self-respect.
And as recent examples attest, the justificatory appeal may be merely
to racially based cultural differences, to concerns to preserve the indigenous culture rather than to supposed inferiorities (cf. Barker 1981;
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Gilroy 1987; Goldberg 1989c). Again, I will return later to this relation
between racism and power.
I should add that I am not committed by this definition to maintaining that racists must appeal to a (coherent) conception of race.
While some racists may, there are those for whom racial characteristics
may be only loosely and perhaps unthinkingly ascribed of others. At
the very least, it is of conceptual necessity that racists are (often only
implicitly) committed to some notion of race. A child’s expression, or
a childlike one, will be characterized as racist on this view in part
because of the (implicit) racial ascription involved, which it is the task
of conceptual reconstruction to lay bare.
Thus whether racism can be rational in any circumstance turns
on the rationality of the racist beliefs, ascriptions, and acts at issue.
Generally, two classes of arguments are offered to support the contention that racism is by nature irrational. For the sake of convenience, I
refer to these as logical arguments and moral arguments, respectively.
Each class consists of two subclasses. The logical arguments divide
between accusations concerning stereotyping and those concerning
inconsistencies. The former divide in turn between those stressing the
centrality to racist thinking of category mistakes, on one hand, and
empirical errors from overgeneralizations, on the other. Accusations
of inconsistency divide into claims of inconsistencies between attitude
and behavior in the first instance, and contradictions in racist beliefs
in the second. The arguments from morality claim that racism is
always imprudent, failing as means to well-defined ends, on one
hand, and that racist acts achieve ends other than moral ones, on the
other.
THE LOGIC OF RACISM
It is generally agreed that racism is commonly expressed in terms
of stereotypes. In addressing this question of the logic of racism, then,
we need to develop an account of stereotypes and their relation to

categories.
Social psychologists and philosophers commonly hold that placing
sensory data under categories is central to human experience. Application of categories enables human cognition by ordering data we
would otherwise find chaotic. The data organized are so large that
they would be impossible to assimilate if considered monadically.
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Categorizing simplifies the complexity of the surrounding world: It
condenses potentially overwhelming data to manageable proportions, it enables identification, and it serves ultimately as a guide to
action. On this view, scientific classifications are simply natural extensions of our ordinary cognitive facility.
Basically, the same cognitive functions pertain for social cognition,
for the same general purposes (categorizing and identification) and
reasons (simplicity), and to the same general ends (a guide to action).
In perceiving and thinking about others with whom we have social
contact, the economy of thought demanded to navigate the complexity of social experience is promoted and reinforced by characterizing
individuals in terms of groups--classes, ethnies, races, religions, and
so on. The less familiar we are with the individuating characteristics
of the persons in question, the more likely we are to treat them in terms
of their ascribed group membership.2
It is necessary to find some criterion for differentiating acceptable
forms of categorizing from the unacceptable, the rational from the
irrational. A general proposal is to conceive stereotypes as trangressions of the rational limits of category use, that is, as irrational categories. This is just another version of the usual presumption that
stereotyping is inherently irrational and still requires that criteria of
rational categorizing be offered. Social scientists generally consider
stereotyping to be a species of social categorizing, for it involves
fundamentally the same kinds of purposes, reasons, and ends as were
identified earlier for categories in general (cf. Miller 1982, 31).
However, stereotyping is thought to involve an &dquo;economy and
efficiency of thought only at the expense of accuracy&dquo; (Newcomb and
Charters 1950, 214). Yet stereotypical categories differ from those of
ordinary functional thought in respect only of their tendency to rigidify, to harden our attitudes towards others, not in any necessity that
they do. &dquo;Rigidity&dquo; consists in the agent’s refusal to admit of alteration
in the light of countervailing evidence, or in the denial that any such
evidence in fact exists. While many cling resolutely to their stereotypes, thereby establishing their apparent stability over time, it cannot
be assumed that this rigidity is an essential feature of stereotypes. For
the little research that has been undertaken fails to exclude the distinct
possibility that the rigidity more properly characterizes individual
agents than the stereotype as such (Fishman 1956, 35ff; Tajfel 1973, 84).
So rational and irrational stereotypes can be differentiated only
on the basis of whether they commit errors--conceptual, logical, or
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factual-when ascribed in respect of the data base at hand. It is
commonly considered that racist stereotyping and thinking invariably commit such errors, and hence that they must be irrational. A
consists of
representative text claims simply that &dquo;anti-semitism
habits
of
characterized
faulty
thought
by simplism, overgeneralization and errors of logic&dquo; (Wuthnow 1982,181-82). I will examine each
of these errors in relation to racist thinking.
...

Basic Errors

Conceptual Errors and Category Mistakes
Racism appeals ex hypothesi to the concept of race as the basis for
discriminations. Many find here the grounds for their objection to
racism. A racist tends to explain the behavior of others by attributing
it causally to racially transmitted dispositional traits of the agents in
question rather than to the effects of environmental conditions in
which agents find themselves at the time. But race, it is argued, is a
spurious taxonomic unit of the human species. This &dquo;fundamental

attribution error&dquo; functions by replacing the proper set of conceptual
factors in the causal explanation of the behavior with a set only
apparently more appropriate (Allport 1954,109). To attribute human
social differences causally to racial membership, as racists must, is to
commit a category mistake: It is to confuse social kinds with natural
kinds. Actual differences are &dquo;explained&dquo; in terms of some ghostly
group biology, and so racism must be irrational.
This criticism ignores the fact that no one seriously objects to discrimination between members of different races, only against them. We
speak of &dquo;black business&dquo; and &dquo;black self-respect&dquo; or &dquo;Jewish political
interests&dquo; without thereby demeaning members of the group to whom
we refer. A casting director for a film on Martin Luther King rightly
differentiates between black and nonblack applicants for the main
role. She does not discriminate against a nonblack applicant by failing
to consider him. Requirements of the role determine not that she
exclude the white actor, simply that she consider only blacks for the
role. Thus any nonblack candidate would fail to qualify for consideration on the same grounds as the white. However, if the casting
director refused to consider a white (or a black) model because of
racial membership, though that be irrelevant to the film role or the
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product advertised, this would amount to a case of racial discrimination against the person(s) in question.’
Interpreted as statistical generalizations across phenotypes, &dquo;race&dquo;
may be viably employed as a taxonomic unit, though with limited
scope. Actual racial classification of, say, black and white may differ
according to the phenotypical markers employed or stressed. Racist
implications follow only if the putative racial memberships are supposed to include or exclude agents from some favorable or unfavorable social arrangement or as signs of some inherent qualities or
abilities. The notion of &dquo;passing for white&dquo; reflects such a racist social
arrangement: historically, it has been deemed preferable to be considered white. Sin~ilarly, racial membership determined by near ancestry
is part of an historical arrangement that was clearly racist. The Texas
Statute Book of 1911, for example, defined as &dquo;black&dquo; any person with
but &dquo;a drop of black blood.&dquo; Nevertheless, determination of racial
membership by ancestry is not necessarily racist in conception. An
even-handed application of the criterion carrying no socially biased
implications need not discriminate against anyone qua racial member.
Such an application would be strictly neutral between placing a
person with one white and one black parent in the racial group
&dquo;black,&dquo; &dquo;white,&dquo; or some third category. An agent need not be racist
then merely by use of some version of the concept &dquo;race.&dquo; So it cannot
be the mere use of race which is objectionable.
The accusation of category mistake must rest on the assumption
that racists inevitably impute biological determination to individual
behavior. Racists need not make the causal claims central to the
&dquo;fundamental attribution error.&dquo; This error is characterized as a &dquo;tendency&dquo; of racist reasoning. Though cited as a &dquo;logical fallacy,&dquo; social
psychologists offer only examples of the error in place of objective
criteria of acceptable causal reasoning. On the other hand, racists may
resort to racial categories as simply signifying descriptive differences.
These differences are taken in turn not as biological attributions but
as the social basis or signs of certain modes of exclusion. Though it
may be accused of introducing many demons, racism cannot be so
readily condemned as irrational for encouraging conceptual ghosts.

Overgeneralizations and the Facts of the Matter
In the standard view, racist thinking always functions by way of
It is assumed that individuals are squeezed into hard

stereotyping.
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and fast categories by the rigid application to them of racial stereotypes. Racial stereotyping is taken to overgeneralize by its nature from
a narrow data base of empirically perceived racial characteristics to
their assumed status as core traits of the alien racial stock. The characteristics in question are then supposed to harden into a stereotype
of the other race, its ideal features, which any individual identified as
a member is thereby thought a priori to possess. Thus racial stereotypes are defined as overgeneralizations of agents’ experiences of
members of another race. Individual members of a race are ascribed
racial characteristics which they may, in fact, fail to reflect. Treatment
of all racial members is enjoined on the basis of possessing these
characteristics, and so those members who lack the relevant traits will
be treated-perhaps adversely-on grounds inapplicable to them

(Allport 1954,103-4).
Two related claims are embedded in this argument. The first is that
unavoidable factual errors arise in ascribing the putative racial traits
to individuals, especially where the ascribed traits are aversive. The
second is that every form of racial stereotyping suffers the fallacy of
universalizing from particular characteristics or from individual
members. Problems of scope afflict both claims.
The argument underlying the first claim is that racists fail to notice
the extent of individual differences in respect of a given property (e.g.,
ability, intelligence, or culture) within the group under observation
(Tajfel 1973, 80-85); or the degree of overlap in respect of such traits
between members of the observed group and those of the racist’s own
(Campbell 1967, 823-35). This supposedly leads racists to be too
readily convinced of the accuracy of their racial attributions (Allport
1954, 166, 167). Where available evidence conflicts with their stereotypes, racists may be led to distort the evidence--via selection, accentuation, and interpretation-thereby corroborating the applicability
of the given stereotype (Stephan and Rosenfield 1982,119).
Racists often fail to recognize individual intragroup differences
and intergroup similarities. Yet nothing in the standard view of racist
thinking establishes the much stronger assertion that it fails necessarily
to recognize these differences and similarities. Nor is it established
that stereotypes inevitably involve factual errors. In some cases (for
example, &dquo;Oriental eyes&dquo;), a bare stereotype may capture the facts
rather accurately. Moreover, it is not necessary to racist thinking that
racial stereotypes be substituted for observation. I noted earlier that
the racist may use the stereotype simply to assist in observations of
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others’ characteristics, to order data otherwise potentially overwhelming. Where relevant information is unavailable and decisions immediately pressing, there are cases in which the agent may rationally
appeal to the stereotype at hand. Bertrand Russell’s statistically based
claim that more people of genius tend to be Jewish may prompt a
granting body to award a Jewish scientist rather than a non-Jewish
applicant, other things being equal and no further information being
available. It is not clear either that racial stereotypes necessitate in
those holding them a dogmatic conviction of accuracy and validity in
their racial attributions or that they inexorably distort counterevidence. Again, the dogmatic convictions and tendencies to distort may
prove in many cases to be a function of agents’ personalities.
Racial stereotypes may lead to factual errors and in those cases,
may be dismissed for the most part as irrational. It’s not essential to
their nature that they involve such errors, and there may be instances
where they cannot reasonably be expected to know better.’ R. A. Jones
(1982) argued that the factual errors often committed in stereotyping
are not indicative of deficient categorizing or processing functions.
They follow largely from shortcuts that for the most part operate ably
in ordinary information processing and which render our categorizing easier. It follows that the basic operations of stereotyping are no
different from those of categorizing (p. 41). So the fundamental issue
in establishing agent irrationality on the basis of factual errors in racial
stereotyping concerns the determination~n cases of lack or falsity of
information about races-of the agent’s culpability: Ought the agent
properly to have known more about the racial group or individual in
question? Like other questions of culpability, the verdict here can only
be established contextually. In this respect, racist thinking appears to
be no different than other forms of social thought.
There are similar problems with the scope of the overgeneralization
claim. Particular races may be characterized in terms of probabilistic
or statistical generalization of trait possession by their members. It is
accordingly open to the racist to discriminate on the same basis
against a race and its members. Stereotypes are probability estimates
of differential group trait characteristics. They are constructed as
abbreviated measures of the believed degree of trait incidence among
members of given groups compared with the agent’s comparable
beliefs about the population at large. Agents may believe, for example,
that &dquo;Jews are stingy&dquo; or that &dquo;blacks are lazy&dquo; to varying degrees:
that all or 60% or merely 30% of the racial group are characterized as
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of belief or estimate is furnished by plugging the
relevant
judgments into a Bayesian statistical formula.
agent’s many
Given the availability of objective statistical data (e.g., contributions
by Jews to secular charities, productivity levels of blacks and whites
at the same level of employment, and so on), the degree of accuracy
of agents’ stereotypes may be computed. There is potentially available, then, an objective measure against which to assess the validity
of agents’ social judgments.
This formulation solves problems confronting any analysis of racial
stereotyping. Agents are not committed to extending the stereotyped
beliefs about a group to all its members; they can allow exceptions to
the generalization. In this way, an agent may hold a stereotypical
belief about a group, treat the relevant proportion of the group accordingly, and yet consistently insist that though some of one’s best friends
are group members, they lack the characteristics in question. An agent
may believe, for example, that one’s Jewish friends are generous while
adhering to the stereotype &dquo;stingy Jews&dquo; (to the degree, say, of 0.6).
This suggests that stereotypes have only partial extension, altering
and corroding, the more familiar that agents become with group
members. Clearly, this model represents much more closely the way
in which we respond to others&horbar;as individuals and as group members
-within the complexity of our social relations.
A measure for the degree of rationality of an agent’s social stereotypes can be constructed in light of the relevant group information
objectively available and taken into consideration by the agent.
Familiar with members of a race whom he is capable of identifying
&dquo;macrodiacritically&dquo;~&horbar;for example, blacks--a racist may construct
an aversive stereotype on the basis of his fairly extensive experience
of group members in relation to his experience of the population at
large: For example, &dquo;40% of blacks encountered in a given city have
criminal records compared with 20% of whites.&dquo; The racist may
construct from this a predictive estimation of his future experiences
and probable behavior responses. He may even be open to careful

such. This

degree

modification of his behavior as a result of failed predictions and new

experiences. Thus he would seem to 6meet Jarvie and Agassi’s(1970)

strictest demands on rational agency
It follows that racist thinking is not simply a matter of overgeneralization grounded in conceptual mistakes and generating factual errors. It is not simply the impaired psychological functioning of
an authoritarian personality as opposed to a tolerant one. Racist
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thinking is capable, in some cases, of avoiding both primary features
of stereotyping: that is, the tendency to rigidify our conceptions of
individuals by ignoring their differences in the face of some idealized
group conception. This conclusion that racist beliefs do not necessarily transgress criteria of rationality will be corroborated by a careful
examination of the second subclass of logical arguments cited to
support the contention that racism is inherently irrational.
Logical Errors
The prevailing presumption that the logic of racism is commonly
characterized by inconsistency and contradiction assumes two forms:
first, that there are undeniable inconsistencies between the relevant
attitudes of agents and their behavior; and second, that racist stereotyping and thought consist in contradictory beliefs about members of
the race in question. There are shortcomings with both formulations
of this &dquo;racist logic.&dquo;
Attitude-Behavior Inconsistency

Social psychologists generally hold that there is an inconsistency
between the relevant attitudes of agents and their behavior. Though
racists may express overtly benign attitudes toward members of
another race, it is claimed that their behavior will be inconsistent with
these expressed attitudes. By contrast, logical theory reveals that only
propositions (or their bearers, such as statements or sentences) may
be inconsistent, not disparate entities like attitude and behavior. More
directly, social psychologists have treasured this claim of &dquo;attitudebehavior inconsistency&dquo; as a scientific thesis generating research programs. Yet subsequent research in social psychology has failed to
furnish any clearly defined results in support of the hypothesis (cf. Liska

1975, 19).’
assumption underlying these inconsistency claims,
psychological literature, is that the beliefs constituting the attitudes in question are alone capable of causing behavior
directly and uniquely. However, attitudes (qua beliefs) are incapable
in themselves of causing behavior directly. More than the bald beliefs,
attitudes may express intentions, dispositions, or desires-generally
motives--to act. There is nothing about the nature of racists that
necessitates inconsistencies between their racist motives to act, truly
The

common

at least in the social
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admitted, and their acts. Indeed, it is doubtful that the claim of such
inconsistency is coherent. Without the relevant disposition, intention,
desire to impel action in accord with or to aim at the consequences
projected by the belief, the attitude alone can have no direct determinative (causal) effect on the agent’s behavior. Attitudes in the narrow
sense of beliefs can only affect actions indirectly-by fashioning desire
or expressing a motive in the relevant sense (cf. Hare 1980).
It follows from the conjunction of these logical and conceptual
truths that agents can harbor only inconsistent beliefs. The beliefs in
question are either reflected in particular premises (for example,
descriptive claims about the member of a race, or the race as such,
against which the agent bears a grudge); or in moral or prudential
universals (believing, for instance, that members of a race ought both
to be treated with respect and to be used merely to the agent’s own
ends). The universal claims can only be inapplicable, strictly speaking,
to particular premises; agents’ desires or motives can only conflict
with each other (where an agent has two mutually exclusive motives
to act). Consider an agent who reveals truthfully that he or she has a
nondiscriminatory attitude toward a race or member at Time 1. If,
then, at Time 2 the agent is seen to act toward that race or member in
a manner that conflicts with this attitude, the general reasons must be
these: either the agent has altered his or her attitude, or a competing
attitude has come to exert greater influence, or the introduction of
some desire or changed motive has now taken hold.’ In other words,
racist action will generally (though not exhaustively) turn out rational
in the weak sense of aiming at a desired end.
These conceptual confusions underlie the failure of the psychological research to establish the claimed &dquo;attitude-behavior inconsistency.&dquo; Liska (1975) concluded that recent research reveals &dquo;a significant relationship between attitudes and behavior&dquo; (p. 15). He
admitted, however, that it is completely unclear from the research
whether the relationship is such that behavior affects attitude or
attitude affects behavior. The supposed inconsistency is not &dquo;an
anomaly&dquo; nor is it &dquo;an insignificant datum&dquo; (pp. 245-59). It is simply
no inconsistency at all.
or

Contradictions in Beliefs
The dominant view of racist logic is that it consists in straightforwardly contradictory and hence irrational beliefs. This &dquo;contradictory
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belief thesis&dquo; is not merely a hypothesis about the psychological state
of individual racists. It represents the logic of racist beliefs and must
be assessed as such. Gordon Allport is the clearest and most influential
representative of this widespread view, and so I will concentrate on
his presentation.
Relying on results reported in The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno

1950,605-53), Allport (1954) cited the following set as a paradigmatic instance of contradictory beliefs:
et al.

tend to keep apart, excluding gentiles from Jewish
remaining a foreign element in American society.&dquo;

J,. &dquo;Jews

social life,

and

J2. &dquo;Jews pry too much into Christian activities, seeking too much recognition and prestige from Christians, going too far in hiding their
Jewishness.&dquo;
admits that &dquo;there is somewhat less self-contradiction&dquo; in
of
respect &dquo;Negro&dquo; stereotypes, yet insists that &dquo;contradiction is by no

Allport

means

absent&dquo;

as

witnessed by:

Bl. &dquo;Negroes are lazy and inert.&dquo;
and

B2- &dquo;The Negro is aggressive and pushing.&dquo;

Alternatively, the following set is deemed inconsistent:
B3- &dquo;The Negro knows his place.&dquo;
and

B4. &dquo;Force is needed to keep the Negro in his place.&dquo;
Items of the kind J,, B,, and B3 constitute a &dquo;subscale of seclusiveness&dquo;;
those of kind JL By and B4 constitute a &dquo;subscale of intrusiveness.&dquo;
Since Adorno et al. (1950) had found that the two subscales converged
to the degree of 0.74, Allport (1954) concluded that the same racist
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agents who believed that Jews or blacks are seclusive tended also to
believe that Jews or blacks are intrusive (Allport 1954, 194-98).
Nevertheless, contradictions are subject to far more stringent logical prerequisites than Allport acknowledged. First, in strict terms,
contradictions assume the form &dquo;a and -a.&dquo; Second, the agent must
hold both constituent beliefs of the contradictory set in respect of the
same people or well-defined group, not some vaguely constituted and
shifting population. Third, the beliefs must be held within the same
delimited time span. Allport’s conception of contradiction clearly
violates each of these strict criteria. At best, the &dquo;subscale of seclusiveness&dquo; could only indirectly contradict the &dquo;subscale of intrusiveness,&dquo;
that is, where the properties constituting one subscale, given the
appropriate context, controverted those making up the other. Now
the measure of 0.74 suggests that the same agents tended to believe
that the given racial group was marked by the apparently contradictory characteristics. But the study eliciting this correlation failed to
establish whether the racists tested held these beliefs about all members of the race in question, and if only about some whether the
contradictory beliefs were predicated of the same group members.
Further, the study failed to confirm that the apparently contradictory
beliefs were held simultaneously or at least within a narrowly defined
time span. Each agent surveyed marked off the properties considered
characteristic of Jews or &dquo;Negroes&dquo; in the abstract, without reference
to specific individuals. That a racist may believe &dquo;a&dquo; and that given
some other background setting, may believe &dquo;-a&dquo; does not entail that
the racist believes &dquo;a and -a.&dquo; There need be nothing irrational in
believing that Jews, in general, are stingy while admitting that one’s
close Jewish friends are generous.’
In particular, the properties which Allport offered as examples do
not exhibit the proper logical form: Jews, it is believed, only tend to
keep apart, remaining foreign to American society 01) while seeking
too much from Christians (J2). Tendential judgments in terms of differing predicates cannot contradict each other. To use Allport’s &dquo;Negro&dquo;
examples, It may be that under some interpretations, the terms &dquo;laziness&dquo; and &dquo;inertia&dquo; (B,) contradict &dquo;aggression&dquo; and &dquo;pushiness&dquo; (B,),
or that &dquo;knowing one’s place&dquo; (B3) contradicts &dquo;needing force to keep
one in one’s place&dquo; (B4). But it is not obviously so. The study failed to
establish that racists predicate these claims of the same &dquo;Negroes&dquo; or
in respect of the same kind of behavior of the racial group. A racist
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may believe that &dquo;a Negro&dquo; is lazy and inert when it comes to work,
but aggressive and pushy about rights.
The logic of racist thought is characterized less by contradictions
and internal inconsistencies than commonly assumed. This is corroborated by the fact that group (racial) stereotypes do not arise randomly. They are determined by the relative probabilities of trait
possession by members of a given (racial) group, the nature of historical contacts between agents and members of the stereotyped group,
by the dynamics of group identification and membership identity, as
well as by sociopolitical, economic, and cultural conditions. Deeply
influenced by this intricate web of specific factors which serve to
define any social actor, the (potential) racist may construct what
amounts to an implicit yet coherent theory of character for members
of the group in question. It is in light of this picture that group
members’ behavioral expectations and the agent’s responses are projected. The point to be emphasized here is that &dquo;the implicit theory
generally is internally consistent and is unlikely to contain any sharply
contradictory traits&dquo; (Stephan and Rosenfield 1982, 96; my emphasis).
So racism is not inherently irrational on logical grounds. It need
involve no inconsistency between attitudes and acts, for such inconsistency is ill-conceived. Nor must a racist hold contradictory beliefs,
for clearly a racist need not. This highlights prior conclusions. On one
hand, a racist act may conflict with an affirmative attitude expressed
at an earlier time by the racist. Here, however, the act may be affected
by a changed attitude in relation to the specific desire or motive at
issue, or the act may conflict with a currently held belief. In the latter
case, an aversive desire or motive on the agent’s part is most likely at
odds with the belief in question. The agent would be considered
irrational in this but not in the former instance where the attitude has
changed in the relevant way. On the other hand, where a racist holds
contradictory beliefs about a race or (some of) its members, he or she
is in this respect clearly irrational. But where both beliefs are conscious, it is unlikely that they would be held simultaneously. Finally,
racism need not function by way of stereotyping in the narrow sense
of employing the techniques of dismissal, rigidity, and plain ignorance. It is not simply that the &dquo;logic&dquo; commonly ascribed to such
stereotyping is inapplicable to the general operations of racism, but
rather that the &dquo;logic&dquo; is inadequately formulated in and of itself.
We have failed to establish that racism is necessarily irrational on
strict logical grounds. Accordingly, we must now turn to inquire
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whether the claim to racism’s irrationality can be established
wider basis of prudential or moral reasoning.

on

the

RACISM, PRUDENCE, AND MORALITY
An agent is rational, on the standard account, if the ends, aims, and
purposes proposed and pursued are mutually coherent and the
means used to attain them are conducive to fulfilling these pursuits.
These two conditions of agent rationality-the prudential considerations of means-ends consistency and the coherence of ends--arse
interdependent. Nevertheless, in determining whether the various
forms of racism are capable of meeting these conditions, clarity requires that they be addressed seriatim.
The

Imprudence of Racism

The prudential condition obviously rests on the way in which ends
circumscribed. The clearest attack on the rationality of racism on
grounds of imprudence has been economic in nature, and so I will cast
my discussion here in terms of the economic end of profit. Determination of the means appropriate to maximizing profit will include
defining investment possibilities, predicting probable outcomes for
each, and specifying the optimum conditions (for example, labor
hiring and wage policies, working conditions, and so on) under which
each of these policies may be instituted. What has to be decided are
the institutional forms and behavior conducive to the highest possible
returns on investment, given prevailing market conditions. The objection that racism is economically irrational translates into the claims
that racist expression-he &dquo;taste to discriminate&dquo; ultimately proves
unprofitable (cf. Becker 1957,6; cf. Prager 1972,118-19,121); that given
certain social factors, the neutral calculus of economic profit never
discriminates on racial grounds; and that where discrimination occurs, it is always extraeconomic or &dquo;exogenously determined&dquo; (Becker
1957, 109; cf. Prager 1972, 125; and Godelier 1972, 30-35). Thomas
Sowell (1975) stated the argument thus:
are

In short, empirical evidence confirms what economic analysis would
predict: that regulated industries have more discrimination than unregulated industries when this depends only on economic considerations.
(P. 167)
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Nevertheless, it is

now a

well-established historical fact that

ra-

cially discriminatory laws and practices have enabled the profit ratio
to be maintained

or increased both on the micro- and macrolevels,
and, indeed, have been intentionally introduced at times with this end

in view. While

we must view his
hypothetical calculations with
considerable caution, Lester Thurow (1969) estimated that white economic gains or &dquo;Negro&dquo; losses from discrimination in the United
States amount to approximately $15 billion annually (p. 135; Prager
1972, 143); and the massive and continuing gains to South African
whites from apartheid are inestimable (Greenberg 1987,123-76; Innes
1984; Wolpe 1972; Goldberg 1986a; Cell 1982). A closer look at the
prevailing claims from &dquo;economic reason&dquo; will reveal the terms under
which racism may prove to be prudentially rational, that is, rational
in the weak sense identified earlier. I am concerned here only with
specifying the conditions of racism’s economic rationality and should
not be thought thus to imply that racism has no extra economic
determinants.
In a review of two provocative books by Thomas Sowell, Christopher
Jencks (1983) distinguished among four kinds of economic discrimination : myopic, malicious, statistical, and consumer-directed (pp. 37-38;
cf. Banton 1983). Myopic discrimination is the refusal to employ any
properly qualified member of a specified racial group because of a
misjudgment about the job performance of some group members. It
is economically irrational, for it causes the discriminating employer
to hire less qualified workers without decreasing the wage bill. Malicious discrimination, against the group as a whole but not directly
against any individual member, is considered economically irrational
on the same grounds. In support of this claim, Jencks suggested the
example of an individual employer who refuses to hire a more qualified black for fear that extending some economic power to blacks will
undermine white social supremacy in general. Similarly, middleincome whites who support economic discrimination against blacks
as a whole are deemed irrational, for it can be shown that the former
experience loss of income as well (Reich 1971, 110; cf. Prager 1972,
126). Yet it is not clear that malicious discriminators need be irrational,
for white social and political supremacy may be both a cherished and
a tested means of maintaining the profit ratio or social benefits above
the level otherwise attainable. Third, it has been demonstrated already that what Jencks called statistical discrimination may meet ordinary standards of rationality. Jencks admitted that the employer who
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refuses to hire members of a racial group on the basis of statistical
evidence that its members are generally less productive or more likely
to fall foul of the law is acting rationally in the economic sense.
Fourth, consumer-directed discrimination is that form of discrimination motivated not by antipathies of the discriminating employer or
supplier but by consumers of the product or by those wishing to
maintain the good’s value. For example, a real estate agent serving a
prestigious neighborhood acts in one’s own long-term economic interest, and perhaps in the best economic interests of one’s clientele, by
refusing to sell property of one client to members of a particular race
where it is clear that this would result immediately and inevitably in
lower property values for the neighborhood in general. Implicit here
is the realistic assumption that only a small percentage of the restricted racial group could afford housing in such a neighborhood. Of
course, the agent may thereby delimit the highest price for that client
and so act contrary to the latter’s economic interest (unless the client
owned other property in the area). Yet this objection cannot be generalized from any particular client to a denial of maximized profit for all
clients. The temporal consideration necessary for the generalization
to be effective transgresses the condition that property values fall
more or less immediately. For a clearer instance, consider the case of
a Jewish employer who, while
personally not antagonistic toward
Arabs, refuses to hire Arab personnel because all businesses in the
community have been threatened by boycott should they employ
Arabs. This employer is hardly proceeding contrary to good economic
reason

by acting accordingly (cf. P Singer 1978,188-91).

So, some forms of racist discrimination facilitate the general end of

profit or utility maximization. These forms will be considered economically rational. This conclusion will be supported by analyzing
the rationality of white workers who defend the maintenance of job
color barriers to guarantee their own jobs and preserve higher wage
levels by eliminating competition (cf. Boggs 1970, 155; Prager 1972,
137-38; Boston 1988; Wolpe 1972). This conclusion may be generalized : Where ends, aims, and purposes are predetermined and rationality is weakly defined in purely instrumental terms, racist expressions which engender the ends in question must be rational (provided
the ends themselves meet prudential requirements).
This suggests that the microlevel analyses of racism’s rationality
thus far addressed may be subsumed under a macrolevel account. It
may be claimed that the psychological, social, and cultural rationales
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for racist expression are explained in the last analysis only in terms of
their functionality for the capitalist mode of production, as &dquo;rational
ideological response(s) to the realities&dquo; of capitalism. On this view,
racism has both systemic and ideological implications, for it structures, strengthens, stabilizes, and legitimizes relations of class privilege and racial exclusion (Prager 1972,130,133,137; cf. Prager 1987a,
1987b, and Banton 1987; Gabriel and Ben-Tovim 1977).10 In short,
racism is rational only insofar as it serves the interests of capital and
white privilege.
Viewed in this way, racism is treated as &dquo;false consciousness,&dquo; a
&dquo;system of beliefs and attitudes that distort reality&dquo; (Miller 1984,
45-46; cf. Prager 1972, 138). Thus, though racism may prove rational
at the level of individual psychology, or personality formation (Miller
1987, 97), or accumulation of wealth, it involves intellectual defects by
distorting and undermining real social and human interests (cf. Miles
1989, 42; Reich 1981). Despite the recognition that racist ideas are
distasteful, blacks, for example, continue to remain structurally subordinate both intra- and internationally. At the wider level, then,
racism generates contradictions, in general, between its functionality
and its disfunctionality. Racism may serve to maintain profit, power,
and privilege, but does so at the cost of long-term resentment, reaction,
and instability. So, at the macrolevel, racism seems irrational (cf. Miller

1987, 97-98; Prager 1987a, 1987b).
There is much that is compelling about this picture of racism. Many
have demonstrated that the rise of racism is coterminous with the development of capitalism and colonialism, and that changes in the forms
that racism has assumed can largely be related to transformations in
the capitalist mode of production and its class relations (cf. Miles 1989;
Gilroy 1987; Goldberg 1987; Jordan 1968; Cox 1948). But while these
determinants for the most part account for the genesis of racism, they
fail to exhaust the range of its possibilities and transformations. At
some point, offspring assume autonomy from progenitors. There are
cases where exclusion takes place in virtue of and not merely rationalized by racist discourse (Goldberg 1989a; cf. Prager 1987a, 1987b, and
Banton 1987). This is reflected in the fact that racist discrimination
may occur intraclass, as it may interclass, and that racism could
conceivably afflict classless societies. It is possible then that racism
could persist despite eradicating classes or capitalism, just as racism
could be eliminated without eradicating (capitalist) class differentiation (cf. Goldberg 1989b; Gates 1989). Moreover, the maintenance of
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profit, power, and privilege may not be inconsistent with resentment,
reaction and instability. The greater the risk, the higher the rate of
return: The latter may turn out to be the conditions under which
maintenance of the former are truly put to the test. Thus while racism
is highly likely to exacerbate social inequities and tension, it is not

clear that it need promote (dialectical) contradiction.
A general account of racism must integrate its determinants and
effects at the levels of the economic and the psychological, the social
and the individual, the political and the moral. I will address this in
conclusion. But first I turn to the claim that racism’s inherent irrationality consists in the incoherence of its ends.

The Immorality of Racist Ends
In a nonobjectivist view of values, individual ends considered in
isolation are arbitrary and subjective. The only way to determine
whether an agent’s end is rational is on the basis of its cohering with
a given system of ends. The question here is whether racist discriminations considered as ends-in-themselves-~s racist beliefs held and
practices undertaken for their own sakes&horbar;are capable of cohering
with our other ends. To hold racist beliefs or undertake racist practices
as ends-in-themselves and not merely, say, for their profitability is
literally to adhere to and act for the sake of the racist principles. It is
to believe or act thus not only because of any advantages that these
expressions may afford but in the face of conceivable or actual disadvantages. Where social ends are racist, social institutions are fashioned in their light, and this, of course, enables realization of these
ends. Social structure in South Africa attests to this. Now there is no
inherent inability of racist principles to cohere with other ends like
social affluence, retention of state power, domination, and the like. It
follows that the view of racism’s inherent irrationality is left to depend
on the argument that racist ends or principles are inconsistent with
moral ones.
This argument must hold generally that moral ends conjoin in a
body of universal principles--honesty, truth, justice, liberty, and so
forth-determined by perfectly rational legislating beings subject
only to common, objective-that is, rationaHaws. No principles
other than these or those consistent with them are moral, for no other
principles are socially rational. Racist principles would not be chosen,
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for they are inconsistent with principles of liberty and justice. Hence
racism must be irrational.
On this argument, an end is a proper member of the empire of ends
by virtue of being rationally chosen by an ideal legislator. To determine whether a racist principle would be morally acceptable, it must
first be established whether it is rational. We cannot, on pain of
circularity, simply claim its immorality a priori and infer its irrationality from this. Nor may we presume so readily that any racist principle
per se will be inconsistent with principles of liberty and justice. It is
at least conceivable that a policy of separate development meets
rational standards of freedom and equality. Though the policy separates social, political, and cultural institutions on racial grounds, it
could guarantee distributively equal levels of resources to the separate institutions.&dquo; Of course, this &dquo;egalitarian apartheid&dquo; is merely a
conceptual possibility; yet it cannot be objected here that experience
has proved otherwise for two reasons. First, though separatism historically has mainly been proposed by and in the interests of dominant
groups, it has received some support among those dominated (e.g.,
blacks and Palestinians). And second, the general form of the argument at hand is an a priori one; so rational possibility is a sufficiently

strong counter.
The benevolent utilitarian has a more appealing formulation of the
argument. Concerned with maximizing benevolent treatment for all,
the utilitarian can extend equal liberty and justice to each as a means
of maximizing utility, average or aggregate. Maintenance of liberty
and justice would be guaranteed for all, and, by implication, so would
moral indictment of institutional racism.
The assumption of equal liberty and justice for all as a means to
utilitarian ends must realistically presuppose an economy of scarce
resources. From positions of equal liberty, participants compete for
the same goods. It is then open for some to argue in justification either
of their claims to the goods or of their successful domination of the
competition that they deserve the disproportionate distribution on
empirical grounds. These grounds might include racially based considerations. The utilitarian could appeal, for instance, to needs based
on putatively racial characteristics. More fundamentally, the claim
could be rationalized paternalistically as follows: Despite equal rights
to liberty and justice abstractly considered, the &dquo;less civilized&dquo; level
of development of some races renders them incapable of the best
administration of their resources from the perspective of maximizing
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utility.’2

So, there is no necessity in terms of this utilitarian
to
condemn
principle
racially discriminatory practices. One possible
response open to the benevolent utilitarian here is to insist that liberty
their own

and justice have intrinsic utility. But this is no longer a factual claim,
and the utilitarian retreats thereby to deontological high ground.
The standard view of deontological deliberation determines a
unique moral obligation for each act context by reasoning from a
premise to which all rational agents would assent, via intermediate
steps (description of context and so on) which anyone would be
capable of comprehending, to a conclusion with which all would
agree and hence are compelled to accept. To fail to accept the conclusion signifies either incompetence or irrationality. However, formulated in this way, moral reason is even more stringent than the concept
of rationality basic to the strictest sciences. Rationality in science
consists in suggesting hypotheses and undertaking to revise them by
checking them against the facts (Jarvie and Agassi 1970, 178). In any
case, the nature of morality itself seems to belie such rigor: In keeping
with scientific reason, one of the marks of the moral is that disputes
be open to rational disagreement, that moral claims are revisable

(Cavell 1976, 254ff).
It might be argued

that racist contentions are not something on
which there can be rational disagreement. They transgress the
revisability condition and so must be irrational. On this view, racist

intrinsically indisputable, and those who espouse and act
not open to being persuaded otherwise. Yet there is
nothing in the nature of racist beliefs that render them inherently
indisputable: Some have claimed that even apartheid can be reformed
(for the dispute at issue here, cf. Goldberg 1986a). So, the argument
seems to reduce to a question about the dogmatic nature of racists. A
racist may respond, not insincerely, that one is open to being persuaded otherwise; one simply has not been offered reasons compelling enough to overthrow one’s racist beliefs. For example, after long
and vehement commitment to apartheid, the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk (Dutch Reformed Church) recently declared it inimical
to the spirit of God. Similarly, Peter Urbach (1974) once argued that
the hereditarian research program concerning intelligence is progressive in the sense of anticipating novel facts, while the environmentalist program could only account for these facts on an ad hoc
basis (pp. 115-25). The anticipated facts that Urbach had in mind
included the degree of family resemblances in IQ, IQ-related social
beliefs
on

are

them

are
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mobility, and most notably a ten- to fifteen-point differential in sibling
regression for American &dquo;Negroes&dquo; and whites (pp. 133-35). Urbach’s
arguments presupposed the prevailing data at the time furnished by
Burt, Shuey, and Jensen. The data have since been discounted as
fraudulent and biased (cf. Kamin 1974; Gould 1981; Lewontin, Kamin,
and Rose 1984, chap. 5). Presumably, Urbach would be concerned to
revise his thesis, if not to renounce it, as a result of these later considerations. These examples suggest that there are also cases where racist
beliefs turn out rational in the strong sense.
The revisability objection to the possibility of racism’s rationality
can be interpreted in strictly moral terms. Here, the objection is not
equivalent to the logical one that racism refuses revision nor to the
criticism that racism conflates natural and social kinds, that appeals
to &dquo;race&dquo; as biological grounds for differential social treatment always
involve unjustified values as the motive for such differences. Nor is it
just the point of empirical sociologists that racists are found never
to alter their views. Rather, the objection consists in the moral claim
that &dquo;race&dquo; never commands categorically: It is incapable of grounding a moral imperative. &dquo;Race&dquo; is, by definition, a &dquo;morally irrelevant
category,&dquo; and discriminations on the basis of &dquo;race&dquo; are thus irrational (Rawls 1971,149-50; Cohen 1979; Wasserstrom 1979,84ff; M. Jones

1985,223).
The Rawlsian formulation of the objection is the strongest, and I
will restrict my remarks to it. Rawls is surely right that any appeal to
racial considerations is to be excluded from the ideal principles of
justice rationally chosen in the original position. Yet appeals to racial
considerations turn out irrational, and hence immoral, because the
impossibility of their coming out rational is assumed to be a structural
feature of the hypothetical choice situation itself. Rawls assumes away
contingent differences between people that in actual contexts could
conceivably make a moral difference. &dquo;Race&dquo; turns out to be a &dquo;morally irrelevant category&dquo; because it is presumed to be.
The difficulties facing the strict moral rationalist here are highlighted in those cases where agents find self-interested prudential
considerations competing with rational choices made behind the veil
of ignorance. Like Kant, Rawls’s moral argument assumes the overriding compulsion of moral claims in conflict with prudential ones.
Nevertheless, as Philippa Foot (1978) argued, the claim that moral
considerations are overriding from the moral point of view is tautologous and uninteresting. Common cases can be cited where an agent
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may be deemed rational for acting on prudential considerations in the
face of competing moral ones (see pp. 181-88). Moreover, the moral
rationalist who holds ideally to the irrelevance of &dquo;race&dquo; is hard put
to distinguish between the moral unacceptability of &dquo;discriminating
against&dquo; and the oftentimes permissible &dquo;differentiating between&dquo;
members of a race. This makes it more difficult, at least prima facie,
to justify preferential treatment on the basis of race. Nevertheless,
such programs are not, on the face of it, irrational nor are they morally
irrelevant.
I do not mean to imply by this set of arguments that rationality
plays no part in establishing the immorality of racism. There are
clearly cases where racist beliefs and the practices to which they give
rise may be dismissed as unacceptable because they are irrational.
Nevertheless, irrationality can serve only as a sufficient condition for
racism’s immorality. The immorality of racism for the most part turns
on something more substantive than the rational status of the beliefs
and practices in question. We usually condemn racism as immoral not
because it fails to satisfy formal requirements of rationality, like
consistency, nor because race is an irrelevant moral criterion, but
rather because it picks out persons so as to exclude them from rights
or entitlements which we think should be available to all or to subject
them to behavior that we think no one should have to suffer. Indeed,
even in those cases where racist beliefs and acts are dismissed as
irrational, this seems to signal a deeper disapprobation. Mostly, we
find racism wrong because it is somehow unfair or unjust. In short,
we dismiss it on grounds of deeply cherished values.
One way of trying to sharpen the distinction at issue is to deem
racism wrong for the unreasonable claims and behavior that it encourages or causes. The distinction between rationality and reasonableness is embedded in our contemporary moral tradition: It is explicit,
for example, very early in Rawls’s work (1951, 179; cf. Scanlon 1984,
110ff), and many moral theorists intend the latter when using the
former. &dquo;Rationality&dquo; is largely formal in extension, setting the standards for &dquo;explaining, arguing, proving and deliberating&dquo; (Baier 1984,
194). Reasonableness also involves the formal criteria of rational
consistency, coherence, conceptual clarity, generalizability, and so
forth. But it signifies more than this, including substantive conceptions of fairness, moderation, genuine autonomy, support by
grounded reasons, emphasis on nonfatalistic ideas, and respect for
persons and counterclaims. A reasonable person is one open to being
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otherwise by the best available arguments. In short, a
rational person might not be reasonable, though a reasonable person
cannot help but be rational. Thus while racism need not be irrational,
it is inherently unreasonable and, as such, unacceptable.
Now it might turn out that this hypothesis is faced by difficulties
similar to those I have shown afflicting the view that racism is inherently irrational. It is beyond my scope to pursue these issues here. Yet
should this turn out to be so, it suggests a deeper point about the
nature of racism. &dquo;Racism&dquo; has come to designate a very wide range
of phenomena. So while we may be able to say roughly what in
general we find wrong with racism, there may be no single moral
condemnation strictly appropriate to all types. This would commit us
to developing multiple strategies for revealing that racism is wrong.
A given racist token would turn out immoral by reflecting a type that
has been shown for some reason to be wrong; it may differ from the
reason why another racist token of a different type turns out unacceptable. Clearly, the existential hurt suffered by the victim of racist
discrimination and its characteristic wrongfulness may differ for
different kinds of cases. Certainly, they will not just have to do with
the ascription of morally irrelevant characteristics. In some cases, the
hurt and wrong will be functions of being made the object of categories from which there is no escape. If one is called stupid, there may
at least be ways of showing why the characterization is wrong-in
this or other cases. By contrast, if one is deemed incompetent for racist
reasons, the most one can often hope to show the racist is that the
designation is unfitting in spite of one’s race. But here one can think
of at least two different sources for the hurt and wrong. On one hand,
they may be a function of having the culture, history, and products of
the group to which one is committed being demeaned, dismissed, or
disregarded; on the other, they may be a function of being placed in a
group to which one chooses to show no allegiance. The first is a
straightforward case of disrespect; the second is a case of denying
autonomy ’3 Again, these may differ from cases where the cause of
hurt is tied to the historical weight of being called a &dquo;nigger&dquo; or a
&dquo;kike,&dquo; deemed a sly Arab, considered incapable of more than athleticism or entertainment, or slighted as usurious moneylender. Of
course, circumstances must establish whether the accompanying
wrongs here are instances of disrespect or lack of autonomy or simply
rationalized instances of the denial of a right to equal treatment. The
blanket notion of irrationality at best serves to hide these distinctions

persuaded
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and at worst draws attention away from the wrongfulness of rational
racism, leaving uncontested and so seemingly legitimate any racist
expressions not clearly irrational.

CONCLUSION
Thus the

conceptual, logical, prudential, and moral arguments
the
thesis that racism is inherently irrational fail under
supporting
to
exhaust
the entire range of racist propositions, beliefs, and
scrutiny
acts. There are clearly many examples where racist actions turn out
rational in the weak instrumental sense of effecting ends or goals. A
fuller account of social rationality involving a more complete specification of human psychology and the structures of social life will bear
this out. For here, beliefs will turn out rational in terms of their ability
to comfort and protect against anxiety, to organize vague feelings, to
provide a sense of identity, to facilitate participation in a cause, and
so forth (Abelson 1976). The view that many racist acts turn out
weakly rational assumes greater plausibility in this light. Yet I have
suggested that some racist beliefs will be strongly rational, for they
satisfy widely accepted formal criteria of rationality. To illustrate the
sophistication of contemporary cases of rational racism in both the
weak and strong senses, I offer the following examples.
The first example concerns immigration restrictions. Maintenance
and promotion of cultural tradition are widely considered morally
acceptable ends. A general policy to foster these ends preserves prima
facie regard for members of the various cultures in question. Some
societies claim to find as a necessary means for realizing these ends
the enforcement of immigration restrictions on members of &dquo;alien&dquo;
cultures. Quotas of this kind need not be overtly racist in formulation:
consider the ruling that &dquo;only persons with families domiciled in
Britain in 1850 will be granted British citizenship.&dquo; It is possible to
universalize the policy without contradiction, for Tory parliamentarians have readily acknowledged that &dquo;alien&dquo; cultures may want to
protect their own heritage, that they ought to do so, and that this
would necessitate similar immigration restrictions on their behalf
(Barker 1981,16-20; Dummett and Dummett 1982,58-92; Cohen 1988).
Consider also the case of a white female district attorney in the
United States who uses the majority of her peremptory challenges to
exclude blacks from the jury in the case of trials involving black
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defendants. She correctly believes from long experience and statistical
studies that the more black jury members there are, the less likely she
is to obtain a jury decision in such cases (cf. Batson v. Kentucky, 1986).
It might be argued that neither case is racist. There is no attribution
of biologically determined characteristics to the excluded group that
purports to render its members inferior or inept. Yet this restricts
racism to its older forms. Though neither case need be overtly racist
in formulation, both meet my definition of racism given earlier. The
first is racist in intending to exclude racial others, the second, in effect.
The prosecutor’s professional aim is to secure prosecution. Should
social statistics about black jury members alter, the prosecutor would
be willing to change her strategy accordingly. So she is clearly aware
of the effects. Both cases pointedly involve exclusion of members of a
given racial group, and as policy, both would affect the excluded
group adversely. Group members are (to be) excluded because of
racial membership from entitlements available to others in a different
racial group. In neither case is the policy self-defeating. Each is
consistent and coheres with interests central to the society in question.
So, clearly, both are rational in the weak sense.
Yet these cases surely involve morally invidious undertakings. The
former aims to, and the latter does, exclude on the basis of racial
membership. The first case is tied to a pattern of historical exclusion,
exploitation, and invidious treatment. The second case, if generalized
as a policy, would go far in perpetuating blacks’ exclusion from access
to and active participation in the institutions of justice. The rights to
equal protection under the law and trial by fair cross section of the
community would be violated. Such a policy would increase the
probability of procedural unfairness. In general, black defendants
would be open to penalties in ways that whites would not. Trial
outcomes might be skewed by undermining the likelihood of jury
divergence, for example, in interpreting the facts.
A different case will reveal that racist beliefs or theory could be
rational in the strong sense. I have already suggested that Urbach’s
(1974) hereditarianism structured in terms of Lakatosian methodological considerations is an example of this sort. Pierre van de Berghe’s
(1981) commitment to a sociobiological explanation of racism provides a more recent example. The sociobiological paradigm holds
that, like other animals, members of the various human races have
reached the point via selection of kin preference. Reproductive partiality to kin is supposed to maximize the inclusive fitness of the in-

Downloaded from http://pos.sagepub.com at University of Toronto on December 2, 2007
© 1990 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized
distribution.

344

kin. Human organisms are simply frameworks for the
natural selection of reproductively successful genes, and genes favoring intrakin relations have purportedly exhibited selective advantage.
Racism emphasizes genetically heritable phenotypes in selection of
sexual partners, and all other fraternal relationships are for the sake
of this reproductive end. Racial phenotypes are accordingly considered the most reliable markers of kinship or genetic relatedness.
Racism turns out to be genetically functional (pp. xii, 29-35; Wilson
1975, 562ff). The sociobiological implication is that racial exclusion is
understandably universal in both the temporal and spatial senses. Ass
with Urbach’s hereditarianism, sociobiology makes of racism a natural phenomenon. Explanation of its occurrence becomes rationalization of its inevitability. Theoretical commitment to sociobiology under
this interpretation implies rational commitment to racist beliefs.
That forms of racist expression may sometimes turn out rational in
both the strong and weak senses has implications both for how racism
is conceived and resisted. I have suggested that racist beliefs, and the
acts and institutions they license, cover a wide range. This has to do
with the fact that &dquo;race&dquo; is chameleonic and parasitic in character,
insinuating itself into more legitimate forms of social and scientific
expression. Racist discourse is able to modify its mode of articulation
and thus assumes renewed significance in terms of prevailing scientific and social theories as well as cultural and political values at given
times. It becomes less surprising, then, that forms of racist discourse
may be accommodated by any conception of rationality that does not
discount it a priori. The consequent resemblance of racism’s categorial
functions to more acceptable forms of social and scientific thinking
suggests one reason why racist discourse in some form or another
continues to enjoy social effect, if not always open endorsement. This
similarity renders racist discourse seemingly more acceptable, consciously or unconsciously, more normal than its extreme forms sometimes suggest (cf. Foucault 1977, 63-108).
The relative conceptual autonomy of racist discourse from other
discourses, while articulated in terms of them, suggests that racism
not only serves and fuels relations of power but may sometimes define
them. On one hand, given relations of power obviously may be
articulated and so reified in racist terms. Yet it should not be thought
that the relations of power always are or need be those between
capitalist and working class. It is conceivable that racism articulated
the relations between slave and slaveholder, serf and feudal lord,

trabreeding
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though whether this was historically the case is an empirical question.
And examples abound of racially articulated power relations between
individuals within or that have nothing to do with class membership.
On the other hand, relations of power may be constituted in virtue of
racist discourse. Here, the very definition of power owes its raison d’etre
to pregiven racial formations (cf. Foucault 1978, 149-50; Goldberg

1989a).
Thus there is no single unified phenomenon of racism, only a range
of racisms. This lack of any more than a general identity to instances
of racist discourse has implications for resistance. Just as a plurality
of strategies may be required for moral condemnation, so no single
mode of resistance to racism will succeed exhaustively. Racism’s
adaptive resilience entails that we have to respond with sets of pragmatic oppositions appropriate to each form that racism assumes.

Institutionally, overcoming apartheid (Goldberg 1987) must take on
forms different from opposition to racist jury practices or discriminatory employment and housing practices in the United States
(Goldberg 1990); ideologically, the appropriate kinds of response to
claims of racial superiority or inferiority will differ from those to
racially interpreted cultural differences (Goldberg 1989a); and scientifically, critical attack on racist metaphors and concepts insinuated
into standard theoretical articulation (Stepan 1989) will differ from the
responses appropriate to scientific theories supporting racist hypotheses (Stepan 1982; Stepan and Gilman 1988). In general, the ways in
which we are to resist rational articulations of racism will diverge
from critical

opposition to irrational racisms, as, indeed, also will the

appropriate

responses to rational racisms in the weak and strong

senses.

Thus we should not be too optimistic about the effectivity of moral
education. Given this account, moral education may be an appropriate way to respond to some forms of racism, but its scope and effects

likely to be very limited. First, as Prager (1987b) pointed out, there
is no necessary relation between the growth of knowledge and its
effect on the dominant representation of others, and probably even
less on more subtle discriminatory articulations (p. 471). The limits of
moral education in combating racism will likely be magnified in those
cases where racism is more deeply embedded in the social structure
and its accompanying discourse of articulation. Here, nothing short
of structural transformation and discursive displacement will help.
Second, moral education aims to encourage agents to give up racist
are
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behavior by altering racist feelings and thoughts. This line of attack
seems inverted: One can never be sure that, or when, the moral
education has been effective; and there are all sorts of ways to restrict
discriminatory expressions directly without having first to alter thinking (cf. Dummett 1986,14; M. Jones 1985,226). Third, moral education
is always undertaken in, and so is likely to reflect, a given social
context. In a racist social setting, there is an increased tendency for
racial constructs to insinuate themselves into the presuppositions,
language, and thinking of public morals (cf. Brandt and Muir 1986,

64; Goldberg 1986b).
While these

concluding remarks require elaboration elsewhere, I
can only suggest here that, in the final analysis, moral resistance to
racism must necessarily assume political, legal, economic, and cultural forms. And yet any such form of resistance to racism must
likewise be underwritten by moral commitment.

NOTES
1. In this

characterization,

as

elsewhere in the

article, disjuncts

are

intended

inclusively.
2. It may be objected that this characterization captures only ethnocentric ascripnot racist ones. For while ethnocentric stereotypes may weaken with familiarity,
the very point of racist ideology in terms of which racial stereotypes get their force is
to maintain exclusions&mdash;either by stiffening or altering their form&mdash;at the very points
at which the exclusions threaten to evaporate. While this is no doubt true in some
instances of racial stereotyping, it is inadequate as a general characterization of the
differences on two counts. First, some forms of ethnocentric stereotyping may function
in just the same ways&mdash;for example, fundamentalist stereotyping of more liberal
religious practices. Second, not all racism is rigid in this way&mdash;for example, in becoming
more familiar with blacks, some white South Africans now concede that "we would not
mind black neighbors as long as they can afford it" (Coetzee 1986).
3. For similar examples, see P. Singer (1978, 188) and M. Jones (1985, 223).
4. There may be cases of Aristotle’s acting by reason of rather from
than ignorance,
where the agent cannot be expected to know better and so where responsibility for the
act is mitigated (Aristotle 1946, III.1: 1110b15ff).
5. A "pandiacritic race" is one for which every member is easily identifiable; a
"macrodiacritic race" is signified by an identification rate of over 80%; a "mesodiacritic
race" has between 30% and 80% identifiability; and a "microdiacritic race" is that for
which members are less than 30% recognizable (cf. Keith 1928; Allport 1954,132-33).
6. An example of this is unfortunately not difficult to find: see Putnam (1961, 6-7).
We should also remember that the history of science (and not just the history of racial
science) would be distorted if we restrict rationality only to true beliefs (Jarvie and
Agassi 1970, 188). Here, rationality requires simply that the evidence be the best

tions,

available.
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7. Whether there is evidence of something like this inconsistency concerning other
issues in fields like anthropology is a question beyond my present scope.
8. The object of my criticism is much more modest than the widely held belief-desire
theory of action as such. Rather, it is the unsophisticated application of this model in
social psychology to corroborate the presumption of racism’s irrationality.
9. Kelman (1981) suggested that it even may not be inconsistent for an agent to
exhibit some personal racial prejudice while supporting antidiscrimination legislation:
Different ends and considerations are at issue. This point bears also on the "attitudebehavior inconsistency" discussed earlier.
10. Banton (1987) assumed that individuals are basically rational in calculating the
effects of alternative courses of action for achieving their subjective goals, and that
values of differences in skin color enter the utility function as one among other variables.
Macrolevel determinations for Banton are simply accumulations of individual,
microlevel ones. By contrast, for Prager (1987b), irrational assumptions about racial
difference are basic to macrolevel collective representations about the other. These
irrational racist assumptions then serve to determine microlevel choices of individuals
(p. 469). While I am sympathetic to Prager’s suggestions concerning the irreducibility
of racial determinations, I will argue that the racial assumptions need to be irrational.
11. This may include separate institutions for the group forming as a result of mixed
marriages. The son of H. F. Verwoerd, architect of apartheid, continues to insist that this
egalitarian separateness represents the proper spirit of apartheid. Such a conception of
a racist social structure can be attacked not by appealing to principles of liberty and
equality but on grounds of the overriding value of genuine mutual integration, whether
consequential or inherent.
12. Examples include Mill’s (1859) argument about "nations in their nonage" and
Carleton Putnam’s(1961) comments about blacks in America. Of course, beliefs of this
kind will turn out largely to be false. But to rule out the argument at hand, utilitarianism
would have to establish that such beliefs are inherently false.
13.I am aware that Kant took respect and autonomy to be, in some sense, morally
(and perhaps conceptually) equivalent. Yet one can still argue that the autonomy or
respect denied in the one case at hand differs from that in the other case. The constraints
on autonomy that are the product of the attack on self-respect seem to me to differ, at
least in degree if not kind, from the lack of autonomy in denying one the capacity to

determine

self-identity.

14. Some refer to explanatory beliefs of this kind as racialism to contrast them with
those beliefs prompting racist practices. At any rate, nothing seems to hang on this
distinction (see Appiah 1989).
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