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Introduction 

 

On the 25th of May 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old black 

man was arrested and killed by the police in Minneapolis, 

USA. Dereck Chauvin, a white police officer knelt on him for 8 

minutes and 46 seconds, having suspected him of using a false 

twenty-dollar bill. Despite Mr Floyd’s protest, the officer did 

not stop until he was dead. His last sentence was “I can’t 

breathe”, which has become a slogan for black people’s 

outrage. The sentence embodies not only the individual 

suffering but also black people’s oppression in general. The 

scene was filmed and shared on social media, which generated 

a multitude of reactions with enormous consequences. They were sparked not only in 

the USA but in the whole world. The event’s familiarity has been disquieting for 

many. In 2014, Eric Garner repeatedly uttered “I can’t breathe” before being killed by 

the police. The similarity of these killings has been depicted by the magazine Time, on 

its cover of May 11th, 2015, a black man tries to escape from a horde of policemen. The 

magazine crossed out part of the title, replacing ‘1968’ with ‘2015’ suggesting that 

decades after the Civil Rights Movement racial violence still exists.  

According to the Cambridge dictionary, race is ‘a group, especially of people, with 

particular similar physical characteristics, who are considered as belonging to the 

same type, or the fact of belonging to such a group’. This view of race is based on 

Euro-American experiences. It means that if the first criteria to identify race is 

physical, a discriminated person is only socially recognized as a victim of racial 

discrimination based on the Euro-American perspective on race - so writes Yasuko 

Takezawa (2015). He considers three basic characteristics of race. “First, racial 

characteristics are believed to be ‘inherited’ from generation to generation, mediated by bodies, 

and thus cannot be (easily) changed. Second, there is a strong tendency for those who draw the 

boundary between the self and other to exclude the latter and often to assume a hierarchy 

between groups. Third, since exclusion and hierarchy manifest themselves in collusion with 

political, economic, and social institutions and resources, they are not limited to a 

consciousness of differences based on simple prejudice and ethnocentrism. That is to say, they 

are related to interests through institutional differentiation.” He underlines race’s place in 

society on different levels and sees race as a tool of power.  

There have been many inquiries about the nature of race - some believe it is a 

biological classification. Today, in particular since W.E.B. Du Bois (1940), it is generally 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/group
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/especially
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/particular
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/similar
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/physical
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/characteristic
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/considered
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/belong
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/type
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/fact
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/belong
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/fr/dictionnaire/anglais/group
https://drive.google.com/open?id=14Q7UxL3fUTs6zcmmMKlEQAcRM9Y4ZOc3
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admitted that race is a social construct. It means that race is a human creation to 

classify people in biological groups. Nonetheless, this approach has also encountered 

criticism. Hesse (2004) underlined the tautology that it creates. He praises a more 

historical approach, race as ‘colonially assembled over some time’ to dig further in the 

concept. For him, race thus summarizes the differences. It is not only an idea but rather 

a practice. Gravlee (2009) argue that race is not biology, but it becomes biology. He 

prefers to ask how race is made real: how the biological effect of racism can be 

transmitted. Some like Andreasen (2000) believe in a mix of biological and social by 

using cladistics1 compounded of social constructivism aspects (existence of subspecies 

and the role of shared ancestors when thinking about race). 

Race and ethnicity should be distinguished as analytical concepts. But the ideas of 

race and ethnicity are not mutually exclusive and may refer to the same groups. An 

ethnic group continues to construct and confirm its unity and solidarity through 

awareness and imagination of sharing ‘something special’ in past historical 

experience, culture, or values.   

Racism against black people has occurred since slavery in the 17th until the 19th 

century notably through the implementation of racist laws. But even with the 

incremental abolition of slavery and racist laws in the world, racism has never totally 

disappeared. Currently, in the United States, in particular, racism is an issue at stake. 

It is a “Slow-Rolling Crisis” declares David Von Drehle in The Roots of Baltimore’s Riot 

in the Time edition referred to above. However, racism is not only an American 

phenomenon. It is a world-wide plight, which materializes in many different shapes. 

Race, as the definition indicates, categorizes people. This view could drift and give 

birth to racism, the belief that race gives people certain qualities. A hierarchy is thus 

created between different races. It results in unequal treatment taking the form of 

discriminations. It allows injustice and it enables the emergence of a polarized world 

between white and black people who are divided and ordered in a society favouring 

white people. Racism still lies in our system and, in the extreme, is characterized by 

white supremacy. It is a “historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of 

exploitation and oppression of continents, nations and people of colour by white people and 

nations of the European continent, to maintain and defend a system of wealth, power and 

privilege” according to Elizabeth Martinez (1998). She finds it is explicit to understand 

‘racism in a system’ as it recalls a notion of power. In systems terms, when we define 

 
1 Cladistics: a method of classification of animals and plants that aims to identify and take account of 

only those shared characteristics which can be deduced to have originated in the common ancestor of 

a group of species during evolution, not those arising by convergence. 

https://time.com/author/david-von-drehle/
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a difference we separate components into two groups, we thereby create a boundary, 

which produces separate identities that self-reinforce the difference – a polarising 

process. The ultimate goal of our approach is to reduce the latter is finding ways of 

reconciliation. It would bring together the two opposite groups for a sustainable 

future. 

In this paper, we will adopt a system-thinking to explore the complexity of racism. 

This holistic approach focuses on how the components of a system are interrelated 

and work as a whole. The benefits of this way of thinking will allow us to highlight 

processes, dynamics, patterns and propose adapted ideas for depolarization. It means 

that polarization can be efficiently tackled when all elements contributing to support 

white supremacy are taken into account. We will study the polarization between 

white and black people mainly. This is restrictive since it is a dichotomy: black people 

are not all the minorities and black people are not always a minority. But I argue that 

it is a clearer way to understand the divisions generally.  

We will analyse the factors of polarization mainly between black and white people. 

Then we will study how opposites can find a common ground to reduce polarization.  

Part I - Factors of  polarization between black and white people 

Before studying the factors of polarization, I would like to lie down the basis of the 

system we will focus on.  

First, racism has multiple layers. It touches different people more or less visibly and 

consciously.  

In  Systems Thinking and Race, John A. Powell, Connie Cagampang and Heller Fayza 

Bundalli have built a diagram composed of several levels/units that re-create our 

system. The Russian Doll approach demonstrates how each part affects the whole. 

They called the system “Spheres of systemic racialization”. Systemic refers to a 

durable trend, here racial injustice, that accumulates and affects social structures and 

institutions as a whole. In this case racial inequalities. Racialization is “the process of 

manufacturing and utilizing the notion of race in any capacity” (Dalal, 2002). It means 

that “race” can be used as a tool, at least for different or unequal treatment - anywhere 

and anytime. This term also underlines a process that still functions and impacts us 

throughout history.  
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The diagram can be read first from the bottom, the deepest part, the core: Internalized 

racism. It is what the individual thinks, perceives and create whether that be 

stereotypes or prejudices. For instance, it might be the idea that black men are all 

violent. It does not usually reflect reality and is negative.  

Then around it, we find the interpersonal level. It is characterized by the actions 

between people, physical or vocal. It tends to reinforce the internalized idea and even 

accentuate them. For instance, white people can marginalize black people.  

Around them, there is the institutional level which is nourished by the two other 

levels. It is characterized by bias in the institutions such as governments, schools or 

firms. Their practices reinforce the ideas of the internalized and interpersonal level. 

For instance, in not hiring black people.  

Finally, those levels form the structural level. It is more than the sum of all the parts. 

It means that a durable process that promotes racism, consciously or not has been 

created thanks to layers that are themselves related creating myriads of different 

dynamics.  

There is a similar approach in The Culture Cycle, a model adapted from Fiske et al. 

(1998), Markus and Conner (2014), and Markus and Kitayama (2010) who share their 

views on racism in society through what they call a conceived process of culture. This 

model has the benefit of showing clearly the links between all the parts.  

 



 
 

Marina Paraï, August 2020, Page 7 

 

 

 

 

 

It has the same functioning as the first diagram. It shows hows the processes in our 

culture allow racism to be ingrained deeply in us, in our ideas. What is interesting is 

that it shows that ideas are “powerful”. They cannot be changed easily, as so many 

elements nourish it. Racism can become normalized as a common idea, almost like a 

dogma. 

We will keep the concept of structural (systemic) racism because it conveys clearly 

that racism touches and implicates everything and everyone in our society in a system 

allocating social privilege  Usually, the two extremes of the hierarchy are black (on the 

bottom) and white people (on the top).  

 

Secondly, these two diagrams displayed a resilient system that we can call a complex 

adaptative system.  Project Guts2 in “What is a complex system ?” defines it as “a 

collection of simple units or agents interacting in a system. A complex system is a 

large-scale system whose behaviours may change, evolve, or adapt.” Its main 

characteristics are:  

 
2 Project GUTS (Growing Up Thinking Scientifically) is a US afterschool program that engages middle 

school students in scientific research with the aim of increasing the number of students prepared for 

high school science classes and careers in STEM. 
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• A complex adaptive system is a system made up of many individual parts or 

agents. 

• The individual parts, or agents, in a complex adaptive system, follow simple rules.  

• No leader or individual is coordinating the activities of others.  

• Through the interactions of the agents, emergent patterns are generated. 

• If elements of the system are altered, the system adapts or reacts 

When it comes to racism, the system adapts to maintain white supremacy. Many 

agents, if not almost contribute to it in similar ways.  

 

Thirdly, racism cannot be explained by one variable. Polarization comes from multiple 

factors that reinforce one another creating a complex network. In “Implicit Bias and 

Structural Racialization”, Kathleen Osta & Hugh Vasquez from the National Equity 

Project created a loop explaining structural racism. This schema displays, with 

hindsight, the bigger picture of racism (instead of focusing on different levels) that we 

will detail later in this paper.  

The diagram shows how implicit bias and structural racism nourish and impact each 

other to create a system promoting white supremacy. History influences people and 

public policies. The latter influence practices then practices impact public policies. 

This creates inequalities in many fields such as housing, banking, education, 

employment, health or welfare. Consequently, it gives birth to a racialized structure, 

in which people make assumptions. These become rooted in our societies as part of 
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our history and shape public policies. A circle is created and repeats. We will study in 

detail each linked elements as a dynamic whole.  

 

History, influencing the system, explains durable polarization 

History is created by an accumulation of various tropes in our culture and through 

our values. Deeply ingrained in them, lies white supremacy. Racism in the USA 

started (as a massive phenomenon) around the same time as slavery. This has also 

been the case in Europe. Racialized institutions have emerged throughout History 

establishing patterns of political attitudes affecting the world. Historical hindsight can 

demonstrate the never-ending tensions between black and white people.  

American racism history and the birth of polarization  

The following summary of the history of American racism will enable us to 

understand the roots of polarization that has existed for a long time.  

Racial polarization started with transatlantic slavery. According to Smithsonian 

Magazine, 12.5 million people were forced to leave Africa between 1525 and 1866 for 

the American continent. They boosted cotton production notably in the South. Slavery 

became a “necessary evil” for an increasing number of people. The mainstream 

discourse upheld the benevolence of white people and the benefits of slavery for 
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slaves (free clothes ...). Progressively this became the “natural order of things”. In 

reality, there were intentional brutalities that dehumanized black people as they were 

treated like animal property. A hierarchy, at that time, was established between white 

and black people.  

The separation did not disappear, even if the difference of treatment was questioned. 

In 1861, the Civil War started between the North, for slave abolition and the South (or 

the Confederation), for slavery preservation. In 1865, slavery was legally abolished by 

the 13th Amendment of the Constitution. But it has led the USA to great violence 

against black people. Ndiaye in ‘Les Noirs américains : En marche pour l’égalité’ writes 

that after the Civil war, black people hoped to become citizens. Some joined in with 

political life. It was, nonetheless, limited. Indeed, Southern people were, in the 

majority, reluctant to share their rights. For instance, the black code restricted black 

people’s freedom. They created hurdles under the form of violence and threats to 

marginalize black people. Being freed from slavery did not mean to be free in society. 

The hierarchy created over the decades persisted.  

A new era of segregation emerged under Jim Crow laws from the 1880s. black people 

were still marginalized from social life. For instance, mixed marriages were not 

allowed and lynching, as a punishment, only happened against the black community. 

Moreover, black people’s legal rights have also been put in danger. In 1883, the law of 

1875, which declared unconstitutional segregation, has been abolished because it 

limited individual’s rights - leading to lower rights for black people. Thus, racial 

prejudices have gown during this period reinforcing white solidarity. white people’s 

natural superiority was commonly claimed. This idea was also upheld by science and 

politics. Plessy v Ferguson in 1890, stating that black and white were “separated but 

equal”, gave hope to narrow the gap. Nevertheless, this was more about strictly 

applying “separation” and not “equality” that much. This era has not only restricted 

civil rights but been characterized by animosity towards black people - polarizing 

society between people put as inferior and others as superior. 

Progressively, black people organized themselves to fight against inequalities - by 

highlighting the division between them and white. Groups, such as the Niagara 

Movement or National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 

emerged for racial justice. They were either conciliatory moves, such as the one led by 

Booker.T.Washington or more reactionary with W.E.B Dubois. Judicial actions 

occurred with intellectuals, playing a major role in the anti-segregation movement. 

From 1955 to 1965, the Civil Rights Movement began with Martin Luther King leading 

to many protests such as sit-ins, boycotts (Montomerry in 1952) and freedom rides. 
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However, they were often repressed. People fought mainly for judiciary change. It 

was the case with Rosa Parks in 1955. Many other organizations, in that direction, have 

been created such as the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE), Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee ( SNCC) or the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC). Progressively, black people obtained more civil rights. For instance, in 1963 

the Civil Rights Act banned discrimination and segregation in public spaces or in 1965 

the Voting Rights Act prohibits racial discrimination in voting. black people fought 

against racial polarization, through various movements, by revealing it to society. 

Aside from the militantism, black Americans embraced their particular culture, 

distinguishing themselves from white people. At the beginning of the 20th century, a 

great migration started, especially during WWI, from the South to the North, in the 

ghettos. It modified drastically labour, urban culture (with Harlem renaissance) and 

the political life, with a U-turn in favour of democrats. They contributed to a common 

American culture but also adapted to their mandatory marginalization.  

History stays rooted in people’s mind and practices, at least unconsciously- leaving 

racial polarization unmoved. Racism, based on white supremacy, has been 

perpetuated in various forms. It has stemmed from a continuous fear of the Other 

writes  Jérôme Viala-Gaudefroy in his article “Scruter l’Amérique des années 1920 pour 

comprendre ses divisions d’aujourd’hui”. The rapid mutation of society arouses tensions, 

leading to a definition of the nation based on racial exclusion. Throughout history, 

white people feared (and still fear)to be replaced by black people. That is how white 

supremacism developed - making America forever sensitive to race issues. The 

“culture of slavery” still exists, says Orlando Petterson, in an interview for the 

Harvard Gazette. It is translated in the persistence of white people’s will to control 

black people. Undemocratic assumptions, such as some people deserving more power 

than others, come back repeatedly, writes Jamelle Bouie in the New York Times, for 

the 1619 Project. The process has helped ingraining racism in society’s mechanism. 

The economist, Gunnar Myrdal, has underlined, in “An American dilemma” in 1944, 

the paradox of the USA: it is a great democracy but has deeply institutionalized racism 

in it. white Supremacy has been maintained in people’s life leaving racial polarization 

at stake. 

Throughout US history we find a perpetual tension between white and non-white 

black people. Those tensions were visible yesterday and today, through violent events 

such as killings. Even if black people have nowadays more legal rights, the reality is 

much different because of white supremacism’s persistence. One can now understand 

the origins of the society’s polarization.  

https://theconversation.com/profiles/jerome-viala-gaudefroy-440831
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European history of racism: a comparison 

The history of racism is not only an American one. Racism exists elsewhere in the 

world. For instance, European countries played a major role in slavery. European 

countries and more specifically the Dutch, French, Spanish, Portuguese, British started 

slavery in the 16th century. It was the beginning of the transatlantic trade. Britain’s 

involvement in the slave trade spanned more than two centuries, with the first slaving 

expedition led by John Hawkins in 1562, and the first Africans introduced to colonial 

America in 1619. Spain and Portugal originally dominated the trade but by the 18th 

century, Britain had become the most important slave-trading nation in the world. It 

is estimated that the country transported more than three million Africans to the 

British colonies, many of whom died on the way. 

Europe, the main actor of exportation of slaves, has a common history with the USA. 

But their relationship to race is much different from the USA. The UK abolished 

slavery before the USA. In 1807, the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act passed in Britain. 

It stated the illegality of slave trade with British colonies. In 1833, it was the Slavery 

Abortion Act that freed slaves in their colonies. Also, as early as 1780s societies against 

slavery have been created such as in 1787 - The Society for the Abolition of the Slave 

Trade founded in Britain. However, in practice, it did not mean slavery stopped in 

Europe. Many Europeans countries followed the abolition of the slave trade. The first 

country was Denmark in 1792 until 1819 with Portugal. Meanwhile, in the USA, race 

created a far more profound and virulent polarization. Adolf Hitler was mainly 

inspired by it when he crafted Nazism. The racial issue has stayed prominent but 

denied by many, which accentuated, even more, the gap.  

Racism has developed in many countries but its intangible form is different in each. 

For instance, “In France, nationality usurped race” for Barrett Holmes Pitner, BBC. In 

the USA, race is one of the main characteristics of a person, even before nationality. It 

is therefore risky to compare racist acts as the processes through which it was created 

and nourished vary. Racial polarization is therefore not an American phenomenon 

but a whole world one but with many different manifestations. Reducing the gap 

requires us to take history seriously.  

History and its institutions continue to shape attitudes and behaviours 

History has stayed ingrained in attitudes and behaviours. In an interview in 

Policycast, Havard Professor Maya Sen, co-author of the new book Deep Roots: How 

Slavery Still Shapes Southern Politics (2018) states that institutions such as slavery 

influence people. At the time of the collapse of legal segregation, blacks were 30% of 

the Southern population and 10% on the national scale. Holistically, it has impacted 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netherlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portugal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kingdom_of_Great_Britain
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the way people think about politics today. The author explains counties in the South 

(where there were more black people for a long time and where segregation was 

stricter)have more conservative white people. Race tends to predict the partnership to 

the party and white attitudes on race policies. People from white counties are, for 

instance, less likely to support affirmative action and their racial resentment tend to 

be higher.  

Those beliefs persist through parents, schools and other institutions through 

intergenerational socialisation. Political attitudes are thus passed as a young person 

political attitude correlates with parents racial attitude. Indeed, white children know 

their place at an early age. In the south, they integrate how to treat people in a way to 

reinforce their superior status. For instance, some children participated in lynchings 

during segregation.   

Racist behaviours can be targetted through legislations such as the Civil Rights Act. 

For instance, slavery predicted educational inequalities but the trend narrowed 

slightly when the law was passed. Nevertheless, it has not changed people’s attitudes. 

There is a major difference between attitudes and behaviours. Legislation cannot 

change attitudes.  

Today, although some things are not acceptable to say, similar regional attitudes 

persist. But over time there might be an attenuation of regional differences. She 

explains the concept of path dependence or how all the past decision affects future 

decisions. It focuses on the weight of the habit. What was done before is not efficient 

nowadays but changing it has too many costs. In this case, institutions create 

corresponding behaviours that keep them going.  

There is a persistence of behaviour through intergenerational handover and 

institutional processes. Historical institutions create an attitude and it persists, least 

politically. That is why racial polarization is so deeply ingrained and continues to be 

a reality affecting long term future policies.  

To put it in a nutshell, history is characterized by rooted white supremacism that still 

impacts people and policies today. It is a diffuse factor that is essential to incorporate 

when we analyse the causes of polarization.  
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Racialized policies and practices create, maintain and accentuate 

polarization.  

The polarised system is maintained thanks to practices that are ingrained. They create 

and reinforce racialized policies and vice-versa. Both relations play a role in the 

perpetuation and amplification of inequalities in the long run by creating inequalities. 

We will take the example of the USA since it is where George Floyd died. 

Institutionalisation of practices  

Practices become institutionalised and create a durable polarization. In Reproducing 

Racism, Roithmayr states that the past form of racism is not required to maintain the 

inequalities that racism has brought. Racist ideologies can continue to exist thanks to 

indirect actions daily. Path-dependent mechanisms maintain and reproduce 

inequalities. She describes one such mechanism, the “monopoly”. It is an “unfairly 

acquired, self-perpetuating market power”. Applied to racism, it is tantamounts to 

unfair competition in society that consolidates racism. A monopoly is acquired, first 

inequally and secondly, through relations. It becomes then gradually “locked-in” 

society. This is the case with wealth differences: today the white economic advantage 

has become institutionally ingrained in society thanks to unfair situations and useful 

friendships. She makes an analogy with Microsoft’s 1990s’ antitrust law case. The firm 

conducted an illegal behaviour that put them in a dominant position and combined 

with the “basic network structure of the software industry”, it “went on to trigger a 

‘positive feedback loop’ in the operating systems market.” Microsoft’s early unfair 

advantage grew and became “locked in.”  

She also uses another analogy: “racial cartel” as a framework, which is not perfect, but 

allows people to seize “the competitive advantage and collective dynamic of racial 

exclusion.” Those cartels are composed of actors who exercise a “collective action to 

exclude nonwhite groups from key education, labour, and political markets.”. Those 

groups contribute to racial inequalities by perpetuating racist practices.  

Those metaphors underline how practices become progressively ingrained and are 

reinforced in our society leading to inequalities and wider polarization. They are used 

to justify the nature of some racist public policies.  

Public policies and practices enhance and maintain polarization  

Public policies determine the way people live. If they are based on white supremacist 

grounds, they can reinforce racism. We will study how housing, banking, education, 

employment, health and welfare are linked to one another and perpetuate divisions. 

The trends depicted are only a part of an enormous range. Since all the elements are 
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linked in some ways, there is always more to add. Nonetheless what is important to 

remember is the common pattern of domination and division found in these sectors.  

Housing   

Housing is one of the sectors in which inequalities between black and white people is 

the most crippling. We will study origins of polarization in this area going through 

inequalities regarding loans, access to homeownership and how it generated 

inequalities in other areas such as justice, education and employment.  

Loans are given more or less easily depending on the residential area and more 

precisely depending on the skin colour of the majority in the area. During the 20th 

century, federal government agencies, local governments as well as the private sector 

practised “redlining”, a discriminatory practice. Mortgage lenders refused to extend 

credits and lend money to people from certain areas. Lenders drew red lines around 

areas they do not want to lend money to. They evaluate the riskiness of people in some 

zones with a grading system going from A- the best- to D the worst, where African-

American usually lived. The state’s action, in this case, has struggled to diminish 

divisions since redlining does not respect the Fair Housing Act of 1968 preventing 

discrimination of minorities in the housing sector. Its intervention has even reinforced 

the gaps. In the 1970s redlining was abandoned by the government but in reality, 

practices still exist. The economical and geographical polarization between white and 

black areas is still visible. 

 

 

Map of New Orleans on NPR Website. 
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Housing areas determine police and justice’s treatments. In the Color of Law, R. 

Rothstein (2017) underlines how the government has,de jure, created racial 

segregation in cities. He explains that police officers are more brutal in those areas. 

Indeed, some neighbourhoods usually have higher crime rates. Ending in prisons is 

easier as Police Officer tend to be more suspicious and strict towards areas with a 

black majority. Thus once again, the justice system could be divided into two systems 

regarding skin colour (to the detriment of black people). 

There is a difference in the number of home ownerships between black households 

and white ones. The research “ Integrated Public Use Data series, US. Census Data for 

Social, Economic, and Health Research, 2013-2017 American Survey: 5-year Estimate” 

from the Center of American Progress explains that whatever characteristic is taken 

to value the likelihood of owning a house, black people own fewer homes than their 

white counterparts. None of the indicators be they education, income, metropolitan 

status, marital status, age change this trend. The difference in household owning 

between white and black people is always similar, around 20 points of %. Income 

variation impacts the most chances of owning a house. The more someone earns the 

more possibilities the person has to buy a house. But there are many difficulties for 

black people to earn a lot. Thus it creates additional obstacles between black and white 

people.  

For instance, 20% of black people being at the bottom fifth of the income revenue own 

a house conversely to 50% of white people with the same income on average. Up to 

80% of black people in the top fifth have a house when it is 90% for white people. If 

the gap was around 30 percentage points for the bottom fifth it is less for the top fifth, 
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10 percentage points. black people are less likely to own a house when their income is 

lower.   

Having been to college is also a major factor for ownership for black people. If it does 

not impact white people, it is capital for 

black people. For instance: 37% of black 

people who have not gone to high school 

own a house, the equivalent for white 

people is around 75%. As for black people 

with college degrees 60% own a house 

when 80% of white people own one. It is a 

gap of almost 40% for the 1st case and 20 for 

the second. black people are less likely to 

own a house when their education is lower. 

This research underlines the intricacies 

between different influential variables: 

education, sex or age that can accentuate a 

negative trend. As the variables are 

correlated, it is harder for black people to 

access to higher education and job position, 

hence the difficulties to own a house. 

Nevertheless, race seems like one of the 

most determining factors of separation in this case. When the situation is quite similar 

between white and black people, the latter are less likely to own a house. 

The value of possession is drastically different when a person is black.  Keeanga-

Yamahtta Taylor in Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined 

black Homeownership (2019) explains that even the 40% of African Americans who own 

a home don’t see the value of their possession accrue as much as houses owned by 

white people. Houses represent more a debt burden. The author writes: “We have a 

society in which homeownership is the key to the good life, and African Americans 

have not had fair access to it.” leading African American to economical 

marginalization. Sociologists Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro share the same 

opinion. Neighbourhoods being segregated, African-American homes are less 

valuable. Shapiro calculates that housing segregation costs African Americans tens of 

thousands of dollars in home equity. It is mainly due to the lack of amenities around 

such as good schools assimilated to race and high pollution, all due to underfunding. 

It leads to more health issues and can nourish criminality in areas of the black 

https://uncpress.org/book/9781469653662/race-for-profit/
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469653662/race-for-profit/
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majority. For them, the market doesn't punish discrimination: it rewards it 

accentuating polarization in real estate.  

 

Education conditions highly depend on the area of living. In the US, housing 

segregation is the first step to educational segregation. In the CERD report, residential 

segregation persists, accentuated by “white flight”, white people leaving areas where 

black people come to live. Children of certain areas (notably where minorities live) 

tend to attend underfunded schools. It can be explained by the property tax revenues 

that fund schools in each district. When districts have expensive houses, the revenues 

get bigger. It is usually the case in white areas. The San Antonio and Rodriguez case 

has declared the non-violation of the Constitution when the educational funding 

system creates racial disparities through the local property taxes system. The reason 

stems from the lack of evidence of intentional discrimination. Nonetheless, the 

Supreme Court has decided afterwards to require some districts that have played an 

intentional role in the school’s segregation to reintegrate some schools. The effect of 

residential practices thus gives birth to inequalities in education, polarizing even more 

black and white people on amenities conditions.   

Housing is a major factor of polarization between white and black people. The 

geographical area, homeownership, house’s value, access to high qualities amenities 

(such as schools) still depends on skin colour. Racialized practices and policies have 

created lower housing conditions for black people who are then affected by it daily.  

 

Banking 

Polarization arises also in the banking sector. Once again history enlightens the 

potential causes of division. After the Civil War, black families did not receive the 40 

acres and 1 mule promised by Lincoln, instead, they could register at a bank, the 

Freedman’s saving Bank. Over the following decades, slaves deposited money, more 

than 75 million dollars but the bank refused to give any loans to black clients. Due to 

incorrect investments, the bank closed in 1874. Jim Crow law, then, made land 

unattainable for black people. During F .D. Roosevelt, the neighbourhood became 

separated creating two credit markets. There were policies to halt that such as “black 

capitalism” by Nixon that helped black entrepreneurs but none worked efficiently. 

Explicit discriminatory banking was banned in the late 1960s. But even in the 2000s, 

federal banks and financial institutions made financing more difficult. For instance 

subprime loans more reserved for black people, now called non-prime loans, have a 

higher rate interest. Banking polarization between white and black people has a long 
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history of the perpetuation of inequalities. As soon as slavery ended the hierarchy has 

not fallen in the supposed “common system” of banking. It explains why the 2008 

crisis has weakened black people more than white and that the gap has not closed yet. 

 

The existence of racial bias determines black people's access to banking. There are 

disparities between black and white regarding economic power. According to Jacob 

Faber & Terri Friedline in “Evidence from Banks’ Entry-Level Checking Accounts”, 

on New America, black people have higher fees and stricter conditions to open, 

maintain, balance and avoiding closure of a basic account. The minimum opening is 

$80.60 in black communities conversely to white communities $68.50. A white person 

deposits 3% of a paycheck to open a checking account and keep 28% on it to avoid its 

closure. Correspondingly the numbers for black people are 6% and 60%. What is 

paradoxical is that a black person having an average income that is smaller to white 

people have to pay more. Moreover, bias influence reports of overdrafts fees by tellers. 

In particular, tellers in places with small white populations report significantly higher 

overdraft fees than tellers in places with large white populations. The difference 

between the average overdraft fee amounts in places with the largest and smallest 

white populations is $2. These fees can accumulate over time and represent a 

consequent sum in the end. Those different practices based on race reduce black 

people’s economic power. This disparities reinforce economic instability and hamper 

the possibility to invest. It accentuates the economic gap between white and black 

people.  

Economic restrictions mean restricted living conditions. Lenders are careful when 

allocating money. They take the whole person into account to measure solvability. 

Someone’s education, job and health status will be a factor in the decision-making 

process. black people more likely to have poor health, be at risk, non-employed or 

without any degree have lower chances to get a loan.  If loans are hard to get and the 

financial restriction is too high, it becomes difficult to invest and access to services. 

They can struggle to stay healthy, they are more likely to be homeless and cannot fight 

against it without education. Thus, the black population cannot have the same 

conditions of life as white people because of economical inequalities.  

Banking conditions, determined by racial bias, reinforce racialized practices and thus 

polarization between white and black people. Banking being a source of economic 

power is a capital factor. It can limit investment and access to opportunities of all kinds 

to black people.  
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Education 

Education is an area in which polarization is the most visible between black and white 

students. It is highly serious since education can be the key to social mobility and a 

decent life.  

Schools early segregation struggle to vanish. Segregated until 1954, landmark case 

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas made school segregation 

unconstitutional. Busing, which helped with desegregation, has been upheld with the 

Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education case in 1971.  But it was 

restricted a few years after. It became voluntarily and funds from the states were not 

allowed. Delmont (2016) concludes that those efforts applied to 5% of a public school 

student and underlines how the measures “failed to more fully desegregating public 

schools because school officials, politicians, courts and the news media valued the 

desires of parents more than the rights of black students.” Currently, segregation is 

still visible. The non-profit EdBuild documented that more than 50% of children in 

schools districts in America attend schools where the student body is ¾ white or ¾ 

non-white. Similar practices have been continuing to perpetuate educational 

inequalities.  

One of the biggest factors of inequality is the exclusion of black people. African 

Americans are more likely to be suspended or expelled. The Transnational Racial 

Justice Initiative reports in Los Angeles, California and Austin, Texas, African 

Americans are suspended or expelled at least twice their proportion of the school 

population. Moreover, American zero-tolerance penalties in schools are neutral 

penalties but can be applied in a biased manner. Therefore they can accentuate the 

trend of exclusion. white students are often given the benefit of the doubt whereas 

black students are suspected and presumed guilty. Nevertheless, comparisons are 

difficult due to heterogeneous criteria: different categories and terminologies. From 

those trends, school experience for a black student can be far shorter leading to lower 

education. Furthermore, consequences can be dire for Balck students. According to 

David Gillborn, Nicola Rollock, Paul Warmington & Sean Demack in “Race, Racism 

and Education: inequality, resilience and reform in policy & practice” (2013), students 

excluded are less likely to succeed at exams and risk of falling into juvenile offending. 

They are twice as likely to have committed a crime than a kid going to school 

(Equalities Review 2006; Gillborn 2008). It is a similar phenomenon for kids who skip 

school. Those trends explain the school-to-prison pipeline, student go from school to 

prison directly. Thus, black people are more exposed to exclusion and its negative 
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effect. It creates a gap between white people who are more likely to get a higher 

education without problems.  

Access to education or an opportunity for social mobility is made harder for black 

people. Education in college is capital for the black population because they are twice 

more likely than white people to fall in poverty if they don’t have a college degree. 

But the biases, in educational structures, form a hurdle to get high wages jobs and a 

decent quality of life. It starts at schools where black children are less accepted to 

advanced classes that are essential for college admission. white students are more 

likely to be placed in “higher tracks”. Another barrier which is the Scholastic Aptitude 

Test (SAT), standardized testing, that adds up to the student who wishes to study at 

colleges.  The test tends to disallow the questions that   African Americans could 

respond better than their white counterparts. Conversely, questions that were better 

answered by white people were kept (Rosner, 1999). Also,  restriction of outreach 

measures and affirmative actions, by lawsuits and policies, limit access of colleges to 

minorities. The lack of access reinforces polarization by not preparing black students 

for college and ensuring a decent future.  

The economic situation is a factor of success in education, in its broad definition. 

Economists Kerwin Charles and Erik Hurst (2004) proved that parents pass their 

attitudes about wealth saving and investing preferences - and it predicts children 

future wealth. Thus, black kids can have an economic disadvantaged from an early 

age limiting their educational opportunities. To pay their college degree they need a 

loan, but without enough economic or educational capital, they are less chance to get 

one. It does have important consequences. If fewer students graduate, their salary will 

be lower because their job will probably be a low-wage one. Those jobs are highly 

unstable and do not provide economical comfort. It is then harder to invest either in 

education or housing. The economic factors impacting education is accentuated by the 

lack of awareness from white families. For Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro (2006), 

people think they are self-made and struggle to feel guilt. The additional money is 

usually used for education. Therefore upper-class families are usually not concerned 

about what is happening in local schools around them, the children going to private 

schools.  

Social capital could be as important as economic capital to generate and maintain 

wealth upholds Roithmayr’s in Reproducing Racism. When parents spend their money 

on an excellent education for their children not only they invest in educational 

outcomes that will probably allow them a wealthy future, it opens them to new 

networks.  
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Educational polarization stems also from the school’s curriculum. Matunga Ragatz in 

an interview at the MichiganRadio depicts a curriculum that whitewashes the history 

of American racism and reinforces divisions: "By reducing the history of indigenous 

and black people in America to teepees, ghettos, you preserve this idea that they’re 

not real Americans,” and “you will see that racism turns its ugly head in the 

curriculum when you constantly depict people of colour as victims, and you’re only 

telling the story of their struggle, but you do not specifically tell the story about how 

they began their struggle.” She is appalled by the way the curriculum demean black 

people. Above all, the discourse shared will be the one kept, from an early age, by 

children.  

Education displays the divisions between white and black people. It comes from 

factors such as treatment, access and the school’s curriculum.  

Employment 

Polarization in employment is striking as status differs depending on skin colour.  

The US economy has been based on the exploitation and segregation of black people. 

Many government policies and institutional practices, such as legacies of slavery, Jim 

Crow, and the New Deal, contributed to it. This phenomenon has been amplified 

through limited founding of anti-racist policies. Now the gap is large in the job market 

between black and white people, who have higher wages and benefits.   

black people are most subject to discrimination at work which creates a division in 

treatment. First black workers have constantly been lower paid because of racial bias. 

white men working full-time and full-year have a median earning of 33 688$ 

conversely to 42 076 for black workers in 2015 according to the Economic Policy 

Institute. Past wages for minorities are usually lower even though their qualifications 

are as high as their white counterparts.  The problem roots in the fact that employers 

use past wages to pay people and not their qualifications. Thus, wage disparities are 

an example of structural racism because the standard used for current pay advantages 

Caucasian men (the dominant group) while disadvantaging minority women (the 

non-dominant group).  The equivalence for women is 46 513 $ for white women and 

36 735 for black women. Secondly, black people’s competencies are under-valued and 

thus their position lower due to racial bias. 53% of African American women report 

experiencing discrimination at work compared to 40% of Caucasian women according 

to Parker and Funk. When taking into account minority women who faced 

discrimination “23 per cent said they were treated as if they were not competent, and 

7 per cent said they were denied a promotion or turned down for the job.”(ibis). There 

are other forms of discrimination such as facial or name’s sounding ( more or less 
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white) prejudice. Racial bias thus does determine job prospects for black people, 

creating a gap with white people. 

Certain jobs affect people’s health. It is recognized that social determinants, not 

controlled by individuals, are a capital factor to health issues. Ruqaiijah Yearby in 

“The Impact of Structural Racism in Employment and Wages on Minority Women’s 

Health on American Bar Association” writes social causes represent 80 to 90% of the 

health factor contribution to health outcomes. One sub-category, economic stability, 

acquired through employment, represents ⅕ of the social factors and contributes to 
40% of health outcomes. Black people are more represented in part-time and low wage 

jobs notably from the gig economy. Those types of jobs have poor working conditions. 

Nevertheless being healthy is essential to get and have a job as because employers 

want to increase productivity. For instance, if an Uber Eats driver has a knee problem 

(probably because of the cycling involved in his or her work) (s)he will be slower and 

have more chances of getting fired. (S)He also will struggle to find another job.  Access 

to health is much harder for black people. black people are more likely to face 

difficulties of payment. The Transnational racial justice initiative in “The Persistence of 

White Privilege and Institutional Racism in US Policy found that from 1962 to 2015 the 

unemployment rate of black people is almost always twice higher than Caucasians 

hence a higher risk of becoming poor. That is why many delay or renounce to health 

care. It leads straight out to undertreatment and more death vulnerability. Also, black 

people being more unemployed, they can’t have insurance provided by their 

company. Thus, more than 42 millions of American are neither insured nor can access 

to health care (ibis). Thus polarization between black and white people regarding 

employment does create a health gap. 

Housing and broadly geographical conditions impact black people’s job prospects. 

The network is utterly important to find a job but its efficacity depends on the area 

frequented. One time out of three, jobs are gotten thanks to referrals (ibis). Ezorsky 

reported that in the 1980s and 1990s, more than 80% of executives benefited from 

networking to find a job and 86% of job openings were not advertised. Racial 

homophily is pregnant. Indeed, people tend to live and interact with people of the 

same race notably because of geographical conditions. Network’s size and density will 

vary from there. white people tend not to refer them for jobs. This trend reinforces 

itself. Ruqaiijah Yearby in “The Impact of Structural Racism in Employment and 

Wages on Minority Women’s Health on American Bar Association”,  found that 

minority women, here black women are included, have 35% less probability to have a 

job referral than Caucasian men. Those racialized practices mainly profit to white 

people, who dominate, because it increases their access to employment meanwhile 
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black people, the non-dominant, are restricted. Moreover, the reputation of the area 

of living can be capital during the hiring process. If an employer has strong negative 

assumptions about an area as being: “poor” “highly criminal”, (s)he could project this 

image on the applicant. Moreover, employers would tend to prefer calm areas that 

probably assures the employee’s decent life for better productivity results (less stress, 

more access to services…). The geographical situation accentuates the polarization on 

the job market between black and white. 

 

Employment chances are inequal since white people are privileged. black people are 

more subject to discrimination and thus have on average a lower income. Many causes 

accentuate this trend such as health, geographical area or education ( we covered that 

one earlier).  

 

Health 

Polarization between white and black people is also high in the sphere of health. 

A segregated health system subsists throughout history. In An American Dilemma: A 

Medical History of African Americans and the Problem of Race, Beginnings to 1900, Drs. 

Michael Byrd and Linda Clayton (2000) display racism in medicine (mainly access and 

status), back to 400 years ago starting with the colonial era. Since there, racial 

minorities were assigned underfunded, overcrowded and inferior public health care 

areas. Also, scientifical research upheld the myth of racial inferiority to justify racism.  

That is why racial bias in diagnosis is not rare. Then after 350 years, black people were 

allowed to enter the mainstream health system. But inequalities of treatment 

persisted. They even have cumulated. Health issues do not only come from the health 

system itself only but the product of US History.   

Racism from society affects black people health. It increases the riks of disease, 

disability and stress. According to the American Bar Association, African American 

are not only more likely to have hypertension. U.S.-born and foreign-born African 

American women who suffered from racism tend to have hypertension. Also, those 

who don’t react to racist acts, have 4,4% more chance to have hypertension. Racism 

also accentuates infant mortality. The very low birth rate represents more than 50% of 

neonatal deaths and 63% of the gap in infant mortality between white and black 

people. Above all, black people have poorer health because health issues can be 

transmitted from generation to generation: racism becomes biological. They are more 

prone to die sooner. “Every 7 minutes, a black person dies prematurely. That’s more 
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than 200 black people a day” found David R. Williams on Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation. The whole environment, characterized by white supremacy, increase 

black people’s health. 

Housing does impact Health. It entails differences in access to health resources. The 

Robert Wood Foundation shows that people from poor areas, usually composed of 

minorities such as black people, cannot have access to some infrastructures. They are 

either too far, too expensive or lack of resources to provide a quality service. 

Furthermore, black people are much more likely to have toxic and other unhealthy 

uses situated in their communities regardless of income writes The Transnational 

Racial Justice Initiative. Exposure to these risks is not a matter of individual control or 

even individual choice. For example, overconcentration of alcohol and tobacco outlets, 

as well as the legal and illegal dumping of pollutants, pose serious health risks.  It is a 

direct result of discriminatory policies designed to protect whites at the expense of 

black people’s health. 

Also, the police’s presence affects health results. Sensitive areas with a black majority 

are highly monitored by the Police. Bor, Venkataramani, Williams and Tsai in 

“America Police killings and their spillover effects on the mental health of black Americans: a 

population-based, quasi-experimental study” (2018) found that black adult's mental health 

is deeply affected when unarmed black Americans are killed by the Police. The higher 

point of impact occurs one or two months after the killing. The frequency of those 

events increases black people’s health instability. The research found that around four 

black American respondents out of ten were exposed to one or more police killings of 

unarmed black Americans, where they reside, three months before the survey.  Thus, 

the area of living is important to have access to health, live in a healthy environment 

and feel safe. Nonetheless, those elements are limited for communities with a majority 

of black people.  black people have their health affected by Police violence, a trend 

that does not exist for white people. It underlines once again the difference of 

treatment supporting polarization. 

Health inequalities perpetuate to the detriment of black people. Racism has not only 

made their health more vulnerable, but racialized practices and policies in housing 

conditions and employment (p.20) have reinforced this trend and limited access to 

health care. The US Commission on Civil Rights itself wrote that the USA fails “ to 

recognize and eliminate differences in health care delivery, financing, and research 

presents a discriminatory barrier that creates and perpetuates differences in health 

status” hence a persistence of polarization.  
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Welfare  

Welfare different conditions, based on race, create a gap between black and white 

people.   

In welfare, many organizations are stricter with black people, writes The 

Transnational Racial Justice Initiative. white people tend to have more information 

and are better treated. On the contrary for black people, the application process can 

be long and confusing due to lack of information. They are less likely to be informed 

about the possibility of access to some benefits. Also, they are less likely to get an 

interview. Those conditions undermine the chances of getting help. When black 

people enter the system, they are usually asked additionally for documents, such as 

pre-application forms, drug tests or criminal record checks. They are more controlled 

and face more sanctions once they receive aids.  They are more likely to lose their 

rights, Thus, black communities struggle to access assistance and stay in the system. 

The difference in treatment creates a division putting black people’s living conditions 

harder.  

Welfare restrictions affect black people’s lives in all spheres, broadening the 

separation with white people. First, not only do they have fewer options for social 

mobility but they are put in economic and social boxes. For instance, for job prospects, 

when aids strict work requirements, black people are trapped in a sector with low 

wages, low advancement and protection. Some conditions required by the welfare 

organization polarize the job market. Two groups emerge: insiders, who are qualified 

and stable salaries/jobs and outsiders who are less qualified and with a precarious job 

usually with more minorities. (Lindbeck & Snower, 1985). Secondly, negative 

stereotypes are promoted, exacerbating racial inequalities.  black people who receive 

benefits can be punished by humiliating comments and xenophobia. For example, the 

main ones being the incapacity of raising children or being lazy. Welfare being a 

measure supporting people seems to be restricted when it comes to helping black 

people, conversely to their white counterparts. 

Welfare policies have been used to perpetuate white supremacy.  The origins of 

welfare policies based on racial injustice for Peggy Cooper Davis in  Neglected Stories: 

The Constitution and Family Values (1998)  underlines. She writes: “these policies are 

rooted in the legacies of conquest and slavery upon which the denigration of victims’ 

humanity (including their family bonds) was significantly dependent”. Stricter public 

support for welfare programs stems from two main causes according to Martin Gilens 

in “Why Americans Hate Welfare”(1999). Indeed, he found that first, negative racial 

stereotypes of black people and, secondly,  the idea those welfare programs largely 
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served them before everyone contributed to unfair treatments. Welfare policies thus 

create a rigid racial hierarchy in the economy, institutions and society. Policies are 

based on assumptions on black people limiting their possibilities to get helped.  

Welfare’s nature and access seem to be ingrained in a white supremacist dynamic. 

They are supposed to support a person in health problems, employment, housing and 

education.  If the support if not provided, the polarization continues to increase daily.  

   

We highlighted some dynamics of 

structural racism but it is extensive. 

Structural or systemic racism refers to 

“how ideas of white superiority are 

captured in everyday thinking at a 

systems-level: taking the big picture of 

how society operates, rather than 

looking at one-on-one interactions. 

These systems can include laws and 

regulations, but also unquestioned 

social systems. Systemic racism can 

stem from education, hiring practices 

or access.” writes Mary Frances 

O'Dowd in The Conversation. As she 

underlines, the holistic view of society 

allows grasping the multiple factors explaining a phenomenon. Elements are inter-

related and self-reinforcing in some ways, more or less directly, and explicitly. For 

instance, as the diagram on the right shows, housing conditions affect employment 

which affects housing back. At the same time, other factors such as education come 

into play reinforcing and maintaining some trends. Thus, there is not only one cause 

to one problem. They uphold a system that perpetuates white supremacism and racial 

polarization.  

 

Formation of durable assumptions locked in racial polarization. 

We will study the origin and effects of assumptions in our system. Assumptions are 

accepted ideas without evidence that shape attitudes. They become rooted and 

invisible in people’s minds as well as in practices, hence the birth of implicit bias. This 

phenomenon reinforces accumulating inequalities. The latter’s effects serve as a 
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justification for the hierarchy between black and white people. From there pre-

conceived ideas are reinforced favouring stereotypes, prejudices and stigmatisation 

against black people.  

Assumptions and implicit bias’ origins allow us to understand how polarization start 

occurring.  For neuroscience, assumptions are natural to the humankind. Our brain 

categorizes what we see unconsciously, thanks to the limbic system. Composed of the 

amygdala, the latter gives, very rapidly, an irrational response. When a potential 

threat is detected, biases emerge, usually under dichotomies helping to decide 

quickly. Rational thoughts come slower from the Pre-Frontal Cortex than irrational 

ones. Then, the meaning attributed to schemas comes from our culture. For instance, 

when meeting someone we can assign certain qualities of a racial group on the 

person’s look. That is why people’s treatment in society is different according to 

“race”. The IAT, Implicit Association Test, allows measuring the association made 

between concepts and attributes by matching qualification words to images.  This 

mainstream vision is partly tackled by a more subtle one. In “Racism and the 

Narrative of Biological Inevitability”, Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton and Amanda 

Danielle Perezin uphold that the amygdala is not sensitive to only threats, but to any 

important information. The stimuli are not processed serially but rather in parallel: 

from top-level features (such as belonging to a team) to low-level features (like facial 

ones). The division of tasks for each part of the brain is for them incorrect, as they see 

an interconnection of all parts. It means race processing could not be as automatic as 

it is generally stated. It is not innate but rather the result of “mental tricks” part of our 

evolutionary heritage, in which humans used categories to adapt to their complex 

environment. Their finding does not deny implicit bias but allow us to change our 

approach to it. Instead of looking for who is racist or not, it incites us to dwell upon 

how to address racism. Even if there are debates about whether implicit bias is innate 

or not, it surely creates dichotomies reinforcing polarization.  

Assumptions are progressively ingrained in people’s mind. They affect unconsciously 

views and practices. They become greater when the assumption is shared because it 

creates inequalities on a broader level. On first impressions, labels are created, filled 

with misperceptions and stereotypes that become one’s truth. For John Schimmel, it is 

the Halo effect. For example, there are biases based on skin colour, according to  Joel 

Wade in “Skin Color Biases: Attractiveness and Halo Effects in the Evaluation of 

African Americans” (2008). Skin colour is a factor of attractiveness, contributing to the 

Halo effect. It means the more attractive a person is, the better evaluation (s)he has. It 

affects beauty-related evaluation such as intelligence, parenting skills, enthusiasm, 

and friendliness. The author found that having a lighter skin may ease black people’s 
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lives, as light skins are considered more attractive. The study suggests broader 

consequences but due to a lack of data, they cannot be proven scientifically. People’s 

implicit bias seems ubiquitous and tends to favour certain features that uphold white 

supremacy. In “Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White 

Paranoia”(1993) Judith Butler distinguishes “seeing” and “reading.” Often we think 

we see, which is neutral, but most of the time we “read”. It means that individuals 

associate culturally shared stereotypes (values, feelings, thoughts) that influence 

attitudes and behaviours. When it comes to race, stereotypes form the field of our 

vision with a “racially saturated field of visibility”. It means that whiteness determines 

the visibility of other races and allow to maintain white supremacy.  For instance, it is 

commonly heard that “In the US, black students do not perform as well as white 

students on standardized tests”. If referring to the numbers the fact is correct. But this 

fact often becomes a judgement of value: black student don’t have as many abilities as 

white ones. But in reality, those inabilities are not a result of race colour but from many 

factors such as poor housing, concentrated poverty and under-resourced schools on 

test outcomes or bias embedded in the tests touching much more black people.  Since 

structures normalize ‘how things are’, the normalization of testing in the U.S. has been 

accepted. Assumptions are not questioned, they become part of our way of thinking 

and perceiving black people - leading to a polarization of treatment.  

Assumptions become institutionalized mental models. For Roithmayr, institutional 

rules, “rules of the game that govern the day-to-day operation of an institution”, 

control attitude’s formation and transmission, notably of racist attitudes. They 

determine thinking, actions and justify our choices. Institutional rules, thus, have an 

important sway over the shaping of mental models, that sculpt people’s environment. 

That explains the difficulty to modify mental models like the ones favouring white 

supremacism. Those rules and models “can get stuck in a particular niche, unable to 

move toward potentially more efficient rules and mental models”. The phenomena 

explain the lack of neutrality in some institutional practices, maintaining a white 

supremacist dynamic in a polarized society for a long time.  

Assumptions thus lead to a racially biased perspective, where values are attributed to 

people based on their “race”. black people being assigned as less valuable, in general, 

are easily dominated by white people. Racialized outcomes do not need racist actors 

because they are inherently ingrained in the system. All the parts of the system interact 

and create cumulative effects. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s book title is very revealing: 

"racism without racists”. It shows that our unconscious mind plays in making 

decisions and explains the lack of reflectivity regarding white supremacy. 
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Nonetheless, the overestimation of implicit bias’ role participates in polarization’s 

immutability. Bagenstos in "Implicit Bias's Failure" (2018) notice that the 

depoliticization project of racism tends to dwell upon the role of unconscious bias to 

the detriment of the conscious one. Discrimination does not always come from 

internal bias but covered conscious prejudices or stereotypes. When hiring, an 

employer who can choose people with rather white-sounding names than black-

sounding names because (s)he associates the names to certain features. Pager and 

Western in “Identifying Discrimination at Work: The Use of Field Experiments” (2012) 

found three common features they ascribed consciously to black people “as lazy or 

having a poor work ethic; threatening or criminal, or possessing an inappropriate style 

or demeanour”. Implicit bias, in practice, can also gradually become conscious 

stereotypes or apathetic racism wrote Michael Selmi. For him, there are two reasons 

why the scientific proof of implicit bias is not as strong as it appears. First, studies 

usually show the importance of implicit bias when in reality conscious bias is also 

important. Secondly, it suggests using IAT is the best way to measure racism. But this 

scientific tool tends to omit “the deeply-contested normative issues that we are 

fighting about” as it simplifies reality.  So focusing only on the implicit bias would be 

seeing one part of the issue. It hinders from understanding the roots of discrimination 

and from using adapted policies against it. Conscious bias is, therefore, to be included 

in the study of polarization as it accentuates the latter as well. 

Development and consequences of assumptions can be harmful. It creates stereotypes, 

a set of ideas people have, that oversimplifies reality. They are the first step to 

prejudice, “ethnic prejudice is an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible 

generalization. It may be felt or expressed. It may be directed toward a group as a 

whole, or an individual because he is a member of that group” (Allport 1954). It refers 

to negative assumptions about race that can become acts. But also, pre-conceived ideas 

can lead to stigmatization, “Stigma … is the situation of the individual who is 

disqualified from full social acceptance” (Goffman 1963). The stigmatized individual 

is “reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to a tainted discounted one” 

(Goffman 1963). It refers to the reduction of a person as having a deviant identity or 

behaviour. Both have similarities as they have at the end of similar goals. They have 

been divided into three types by Phelan, Jo C et al. , in“Stigma and prejudice: One 

animal or two?” (1982), as an “exploitation and domination (keeping people 

down)”(1) “ norm enforcement (keeping people in)”(2) “and disease avoidance 

(keeping people away)”(3). Thus, prejudice and stigmatization can reinforce the 

hierarchy and division led by white supremacy. Indeed, when they become prominent 
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in practices and institutions, inequalities can worsen as black people are treated as 

inferior.  

 

All in all, assumptions and their effects contribute to polarizing black and white 

people. They instore an ingrained and durable idea in people’s mind, practices and 

institutions. It contributes to perpetuating white supremacy.  

 

Part II - Other practices that support a racist dynamic of society  

In this second section, we will underline other elements that reinforce the polarization 

between black and white people. We will cover the main ones, such as family, 

language, intersectionality, leadership, judiciary system, government surveillance, 

media and police system. Eventually, we will rapidly refer to international 

consequences of Goerge Floyd death on polarization.  

 

Family  

Family plays a capital role in reinforcing polarization.  

The difference of capital -broadly-, that determines one’s evolution is society, 

contribute to racial inequalities. Bourdieu, in Le Sens Pratique, coined the concept of 

Habitus composed of social (a network of useful people), cultural(cultural resources) 

and economic capital(estate) of a family. He affirms that the subject acquires, during 

his life, different amounts of capital that translate into permanent representations and 

practices (ways of feeling, thinking, behaving). Depending on the family, a habitus 

allows being more or less accepted in certain spheres of society. For instance, having 

a low cultural capital will lower one’s chances to get into college. In general black 

people compared to white people either cannot access to high social and economical 

capital as shown above (refer part I.3) and their cultural capital could be not the one 

prefered by a society characterized by white supremacy. Thus, a family can determine 

one’s place in our hierarchized society. A place which is usually lower when a person 

is black. 

Polarization is perpetuated through the inequalities of economic heritage. Industrial 

and labour economist, Francine Blau and financial economist John Graham (1989) 

were one of the first to suggest that heritage from the older generation to younger 

generation whites might be a factor of the black-white gap in following generations. 
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For Roithmayr (2014), white families will continue to pass down the money 

accumulated thanks to inequalities while more black people have none. Those 

dividends are not only transmitted when death occurs but also throughout people’s 

lives. For instance, white parents help their children to pay houses and college tuition 

more than black parents. It relieves a great financial heft as it enhances future 

investments. Those feedback loops are usually more present in white families, 

marginalizing black ones from this system. For sociologists, Melvin Oliver and 

Thomas Shapiro (2020), wealth as the sum of assets a family or person has (pension 

funds, home equity, savings and investments) is more valuable than simple income. 

Indeed it is durable since it accumulates and plays the role of saviour or supporter. 

All in all, African American, due to historical racial discrimination, have accumulated 

less wealth. Thus they are more vulnerable to any kind of shocks. They have less 

capital to pass down to the next generation, leaving the same division between black 

and white people. Parental wealth would not be a major factor explaining the 

difference in the wealth accumulation rate between white and black people for Joseph 

Altonji and Ulrich Doraszelski who analysed wealth accumulation on siblings. 

Nonetheless, they agree that the family's background might impact wealth function. 

It might help to start in life with more capital.  

 

Family’s composition can reinforce inequalities. Single-parent families or adoption 

can be factors of instability. The Transnational Racial Justice Initiative documented 

that, in 1986, black children, who represented in total 15% of the population,  were  

26%  entering foster care. They were 3 times more likely to enter foster care than white 

children. By 1998, the number of black kids in foster care almost doubled. Those 

children don’t always have a stable situation and can’t access to family's benefits, 

leading to more difficulties to get an education and other opportunities. Children 

stability is more precarious for black kids who can enter adulthood with more 

obstacles to overcome.   

 

To sum up, the family’s possessions and composition (financially, culturally, socially)  

play a role in polarization. black families are more numerous to be disadvantaged. 

They will pass down those struggles to the next generation. As a consequence, the gap 

between black and white people will maintain. 
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Language 

Language features are an element of racial hierarchization. According to a person’s 

background and origins, accent, as well as vocabulary, will change. Even though this 

trend has decreased the past decades, certain types of languages are more valuable, 

making people speaking it more valued too (eg: elite’s English posh accent in the UK). 

Afro- American English is usually connoted as the language of the “ghetto” or 

“offenders” lowering black people’s image and opportunities. Language variety can 

be seen as deviance because language, wanted as being dominant, is extolled. Some 

might consequently feel insecure about their language, seen as inferior. That is what 

Labov coined as “linguistic insecurity” (1974). It leads to more black people to censor 

themselves and change their way of talking.  

Language’s use of particular words reinforces polarization. In the anonymous booklet, 

“Racism in the English Language”, the author shows how language can create a 

negative image of black people. The use of white as the meliorative colour against 

black a negative one creates a dichotomy. For instance, Angels are portrayed as white 

and Demons as black. Then s(he) explains how racist actions from white people have 

covered thanks to language. Implicit sentences are used to talk about racism or slaves. 

The use of captives instead of slaves and captors instead of master make racist events 

more acceptable and set a mental frame of reference that legitimize those events. The 

passive tense tends to euphemize the situation because some information is omitted. 

Some terms used in politics do reinforce white supremacy. For example, Burgess 

suggests the term “culturally deprived” could be replaced by “culturally 

dispossessed,” and that term “economically disadvantaged” by “economically 

exploited”.It allows a different frame to emerge and show the reality of the “3rd 

world” experience in the USA. Our language’s vocabulary and structure portray white 

supremacist beliefs, most of the time forgotten. 

Thus, language reinforces polarization by its social value but also by its creative use 

conveying in certain ways ideas. 

Intersectionality 

Polarization is accentuated by multiple factors or characteristics that overlap. 

Intersectionality, a concept that has been widely used recently, displays it. It was 

coined in 1989 by the theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw, it means that a person is more 

vulnerable to discrimination for having certain characteristics such as being a 

minority, a woman, gay… K. Crenshaw employs a metaphor in one video: “Consider 
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an intersection made up of many roads”, “The roads are the structures of race, gender, 

gender identity class, sexuality, disability. And the traffic running through those roads 

are the practices and policies that discriminate against people. Now if an accident 

happens, it can be caused by cars travelling in any number of directions, and 

sometimes, from all of them. So if a black woman is harmed because she is in an 

intersection, her injury could result from discrimination from any or all directions. 

The concept is very wide. Some researchers such as Adames, Hector & Chavez-

Dueñas, Nayeli & Sharma, Shweta & La Roche, Martin in “Intersectionality in 

Psychotherapy: The Experiences of an AfroLatinx Queer Immigrant.” (2018) have 

created an illustration (on the left). It depicts weak intersectionality which takes into 

account multiple identities and strong intersectionality which is bringing together 

systems of oppression related to identity.   

From this perspective, the concept is 

interesting to understand polarization. 

Though not everything is caused by an 

oppressive power or identity, I use this 

concept as a framework. While weak 

intersectionality only underlines the 

differences, strong intersectionality 

shows how oppression by institutions 

can be accentuated by an accumulation 

of multiple identities. Some individuals 

will be more vulnerable because they 

possess features that victimize them. 

Thus the origins of polarization 

between black and white people do not 

always come from only from race issues. It can come additionally from sex, ethnicity, 

sexuality …For instance, the distribution of welfare policies varies according to race 

and gender. Many laws target women of colour. Dorothy Roberts in The Child Welfare 

System’s Racial Harm  (2001), explains that welfare aids are rooted in stereotypical 

views notably one that question women of colour’s ability to raise their children 

“properly” or to control their own life. In this case, two characteristics make the person 

more vulnerable in the welfare system.  

This concept in practice seems, paradoxically, to accentuate polarization. In Switching 

off the Autopilot (2017), M. Naberhaus not only doubts the success of intersectionality 

but explains how it stimulates the far right. This concept, more precisely weak 
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intersectionality, divides people between oppressive white men and minorities. Many 

feel threatened by being called out and turn themselves to more authoritarian parties. 

He writes: “Intersectionality movements understand the power of inclusiveness, of 

bringing people together under the umbrella of a common story, but they are captured 

by the contradictions and the divisiveness of their core story, which is the story of the 

hierarchy of oppressions according to which white, Western, able-bodied, straight, cis-

gendered men are the oppressors, or at the very least belong to the group with the 

highest privilege and have to pay for their privilege by relegating themselves to the 

lower end of a new hierarchy as so-called ‘allies’. This is effectively dividing the world 

between good and bad people, between oppressors and oppressed. It’s an us-versus-

them approach that sends us down a spiral of polarisation and tribalism.”(p38). By 

highlighting the differences and putting a value to the opposing groups, 

intersectionality movement participates in the deepening of divisions. It seems that 

careful use of intersectionality, as an analytical tool rather than a descriptive one, 

would be interesting to avoid an escalation of tension.  

Thus, intersectionality is an ambiguous concept. It highlights the different features 

that can overlap and trigger discrimination. The accentuation of polarization can be 

thus more broadly understood. But at the same time, the use of this concept can 

provoke more tensions between groups.  

 

People in executive committees are mainly white.  

Leadership positions are mainly occupied by white people. They make policies 

through their lenses, which reinforce even unconsciously white supremacy. They 

struggle to hire black people because of either mistrust or abnormality. Racial bias is 

visible here: black people are not expected to be leaders. Gündemir, Homan, de Dreu, 

van Vugt in “Think leader, think white? Capturing and weakening an implicit pro-

white leadership bias” (2014) show that the underrepresentation of some minorities is 

explained by an implicit pro-white leadership. They conducted an Implicit 

Association Test (IAT), white-majority and ethnic minority participants reacted faster 

when ethnically white names and leadership roles (e.g., manager; Study 1: Implicit 

Association between Leadership Roles and Ethnicity) or leadership traits (e.g., 

decisiveness; Study 2: Implicit Association between Leadership Traits and Ethnicity& 

3: Pro-white Leadership Bias = General Pro-white Bias? ) were paired rather than when 

ethnic minority names and leadership traits were paired. It does not mean 

automatically people are racist but they react to differences. What is interesting is how 

the colour of the skin has become a feature that tears people apart (not hair colour or 
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eyes colour) putting black people to lower-status positions. Leadership positions are 

mainly occupied by white people reinforcing the hierarchical relationship between 

white and black people in entities such as firms.  

Police violence towards black people 

Another factor of polarization is police violence.  

A pattern of excessive violence from the police have been noticed towards black 

people. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) report highlights 

policies favouring over-policing and racial profiling. The over-criminalization of black 

people notably in poor communities happens because the Police legal framework 

allows them to stop people based on “reasonable suspicion”. Furthermore, the 

militarization of the police favours a “warrior” mindset and leads to a reinforcement 

of violent practices. Also, some interventions tend to target revenue gathering more 

than actual safety. That is why, fines and arrestations are higher in communities with 

a black majority, creating a vicious circle of poverty and criminalization 

Moreover, black people are usually more subject to anxiety when rumours about 

police violence or violent acts are committed. The mistrust entailed, push people to 

get justice in more informal ways because they are afraid of the police. It creates 

violent behaviour inside the population because conflicts are not mediated by formal 

authorities. Thus, police can be then violent when it intervenes. And the circle repeats. 

The presence of the police impacts the development of black communities much more 

than white one’s. Cooper and Fullilove in “From Enforcers to Guardians”(2020)  

pointed out that Police behaviour could undermine black’s people health. Showing 

data from the New York Police Department (NYPD), showed the study of Sewell and 

Jefferson who created several measures on stop and frisk. They concluded that Police 

undermines social cohesion and cause stress. Legewie and Fagan in “Aggressive 

Policing and the Educational Performance of Minority Youth” (2019) looked at the 

academic performance of students in high-crime neighbourhoods in New York City 

during a period of higher arrest by Police officer for light offences from 2004 to 2012. 

Test scores got lower among young black pupils in this area when Police were often 

present. Instead of allowing less crime which allows a student to have better 

conditions to succeed, a black student was more absent because of the fear of being 

arrested or threatened. Academic performances were undermined by stress. Police 

presence accentuates black people’s mistrust and stress conversely to white people 

who usually feel safe. 

Violence in protests against racial violence, though, create a gap with civil society on 

racial issues. It is following an “escalation” mechanism. As protests after George 
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Floyd’s death showed, one party respond more and more intensively to a perceived 

threat from the other party, that counters back. Violent actions taken by the police 

allows them to be more in control of civil society, and notably black people. The Police 

feel less threatened, conversely to the civil society who starts to protest against police 

violence. Most of the time, they are peaceful (there are exceptions). Some police 

officers respond with violence to violent behaviour sometimes generalizing that piece 

violence to the whole crowd or because they are being afraid of a large upheaval. The 

two parties try to maintain control and they have reinforced, through assumptions, a 

circle that no one controls. It creates a violent situation of opposition that hinder 

measures against polarization between black and white people. 

Moreover, patterns of violence are reinforced by patterns of impunity. Qualified 

immunity ( that I will discuss later ) protects police officer from being charged leading 

to more difficulties in escaping from the vicious circles.  

What is qualified immunity?  

For the Legal Information Institute, “Qualified immunity balances two important 

interests—the need to hold public officials accountable when they exercise power 

irresponsibly and the need to shield officials from harassment, distraction, and 

liability when they perform their duties reasonably.” Pearson v. Callahan. Since 

1983, it protects government officials as individuals from lawsuits on the plaintiff’s 

rights. The exception is if the official hampers constitutional rights or statutory 

rights “clearly established”. The latter means that the court decides if the Police 

officer would have known about the right he hampered. This immunity is above all 

immunity to go through the costs of the trial.  

Qualified immunity is not the result of a law passed by Congress, nor is it written in 

the Constitution. It is instead a legal doctrine refined by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

First outlined in 1967, it has since been greatly expanded. Because qualified 

immunity is largely a creation of the courts, that is not based on the U.S. 

Constitution, Congress could pass a law amending, affirming, or revoking qualified 

immunity at any time. It has so far declined to do so. However, both lawmakers and 

current Supreme Court justices have considered amending or revoking qualified 

immunity as it currently stands. 

According to the Washinton Post, it is rare to have a police officer charged for a 

misdemeanour. Usually, most of them are acquitted. The newspaper writes “The 

Commission considers that impunity in these cases fosters an environment in which 
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police violence and abuses are tolerated, and serves to sustain disparate treatment 

based on race”. Impunity signs the unjust treatment to black people.  

Thus, polarization is accentuated by Police brutality. Higher violence towards black 

people, the atmosphere of mistrust, violence during protests and impunity contribute 

to the oppression of black people. Circles of violence that marginalizes black people 

but also creates a gap with the broader civil society.   

Judiciary system   

black people are being treated more unequally by the justice system. Before we start 

on black people’s situation in the judiciary system, I want to recall how US mass 

incarceration looks like on a broader scale. “With less than 5 per cent of the world’s 

population, but nearly 25 per cent of its incarcerated population, the United States 

imprisons more people than any other nation in the world – largely due to the war on 

drugs.” notes the Drug Policy Alliance in “The Drug War, Mass incarceration and 

Race” (2015) 

Racial bias determines the judiciary process. In The Progressive, Malkia Amala Cyril, 

black people alone represent 40 per cent of those incarcerated. They are also more 

likely to get re-incarcerated for probation violations and similar infractions. Currently, 

they are more black men in prison than the number held during slavery in 1850, just 

before the Civil War. (But that does not necessarily mean more criminality.) The 

author underlines the reality that is structural racism, through the following 

statement: “This is not a broken system, it is a system working perfectly as intended, 

to the detriment of all.” The judiciary process in drug abuse highlights the division of 

treatment. For instance, drug law and sentencing requirements are usually harsher to 

black people because they are biased. Uses and sales of drugs are approximately 

similar for all ethnic groups but black people are more criminalized. The Federal 

Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports estimates that 30% of people arrested 

for drug law violations and 40% of the incarcerated in prison for this violation are 

black. Polarization arises between white and black individuals, inequally treated in 

front of justice. 

Moreover, the objectivity of certain judges has been questioned over the year because 

many have close relationships with police officers and are not reviewed by 

counterparts. Thus, black men with offences carrying mandatory penalties are 

charged double the amount of time than white people says the Drug Policy Alliance. 

Also, black people are mostly restricted to defend themselves and due process because 

they lack access to counsel. It creates a situation of vulnerability for black people who 

are systematically lass given the change to avoid prison.  
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As a consequence criminal records get fuller and black people’s situation becomes 

highly instable (less chance to get a job, house, loan ) and worsens. For instance, almost 

8% of black people who can vote are denied the right to vote because of laws stopping 

people with a felony background. It provokes also massive instability within families. 

U.S. Census Bureau; Bureau of Justice Statistics found that 2.7 million children are 

growing up in U.S. households in which one or more parents are incarcerated and one 

black child out of nine has a parent in prison, this number is 1/57 for white children. 

The effects of unfair treatment in justice block black people to access to some 

opportunities and stable life.  

The judiciary system seems to accentuate polarization by being harsher to black 

people. They have more chance to be arrested. The collateral damages are enormous 

whether that be in families, employment or housing and even freedom of speech.  

Surveillance  

Surveillance reflects people’s racial bias and contributes to unequal treatment. Data 

inputs are supposed to be neutral. However, they usually serve as a political tool 

reproducing racial injustice. Michelle Alexander sees a New Jim Crow through current 

enhanced predictive policing. The latter is defined, by Malkia Amala Cyril in The 

Progressive, as “a de facto system of separate and unequal application of laws, police 

practices, conviction rates, sentencing terms, and conditions of confinement that 

operate more as a system of social control by racial hierarchy than as crime prevention 

or punishment”. Predictive policing in surveillance doesn’t just lead to racial 

profiling—it relies on it. From 90% of people who are innocent of a crime and 

suspicious activities are people of colour. 

With new technologies, racial surveillance has taken a new form. In Dark Matter: On 

the Surveillance of blackness (2017), Simone Browne coined the terms of Racializing 

surveillance. Technologies, policies and practices create boundaries, borders and 

bodies based on harmful racial discrimination. As an explanation, she recalls, in The 

Duke Review, Franz Fanon’s theory of epidermalization, a ”phenomenological 

experience of race imposed on the body and the process by which racial identity is 

differentiated and massified through the inscription of race on the skin“. She links the 

concept with biometric technologies. Since slavery, epidermalization has not stopped 

and has even become digital. Surveillance is nowadays racialized. Technologies are 

embedded in the idea that race’s categories and qualities can be identified and 

measured. They are also designed based on whiteness. For instance, using biometric 

Research and Development documents, Browne shows that facial scan technologies 
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can produce higher fail rates for black people making them more vulnerable. But the 

consequences of racial inequality are hardly shown by the media.  

Polarization is therefore accentuated by surveillance. Indeed, black people seemed to 

be more monitored and so have more chance to be punished. Real-life racism is also 

transposed in surveillance technologies. 

Media 

Polarization is accentuated by media. Information is relayed faster, thus it allows more 

critical thinking and more reactions. In reality, it reinforces a negative image of black 

people.  

In “Racism and the Media: a textual analysis” Kassia E. Kulaszewicz (2015) displays 

how media, composed mainly of white people, marginalize black people.  

Throughout History, the dichotomy has emerged between black people’s negative 

image conversely to white people (more) positive one on TV. As soon as the 1900s, 

black people appeared on the screen portrayed as savages. In the 1970s, 

“Blaxploitation” films showed black people from a more realistic angle. But it did not 

encounter sufficient audience. During the Civil Rights Movement, black people 

gained more visibility on screens. But unrealistic stories of black people have stayed. 

Additionally, non-news-worthy stories with black people are sur-covered in the 

media.  For instance, crimes committed by black people are often exaggerated as more 

black people cases are more shared. Between three local Chicago news programs, 

around forty-one per cent of allotted news time covering violent crime stories depicted 

black criminals according to Entman (1990). The content is centred on white 

victimization, accentuating black’s degrading image. 

If Drew (2011), has underlined how media play a positive role, most of the times 

researchers come up with the same conclusion: the media fails to stop racism. Media 

racial bias can be explained explicitly through many phenomena such as 

microaggressions and stereotypes. First racial microaggressions, intentional or not, 

are ubiquitous. Media share a hostile, derogatory and negative side of black people 

perceived generally as lazy and clumsy. Especially when the ethnic emphasis around 

moot issues influences people on race issues. Its powers lie in its invisible form as both 

perpetrator and receiver are not always aware of it. Secondly, stereotypes usually 

from the producer and team create media bias in the journalistic process and content. 

For example, media tend to portray all African Americans in local elections the same 

way, found Schaffner and Gadson (2004). People ask them, the same questions (eg: 

civil rights) not asked to white candidates. It seems that media does not cover 



 
 

Marina Paraï, August 2020, Page 41 

 

objectively and could favour one white candidate through the questions asked. Media 

bias can also contribute to dehumanizing black people. Entman (1992) showed that 

black people in photos, accused of violent crime, were not as named as white people. 

It suggests that they are part of a community of the aggressive “black man”. Those 

biases in the media contribute to the polarization between black and white people in 

real life. Those two phenomena contribute to the polarization as it marginalizes black 

people from society’s standards. 

 

More recently, an NPR study decomposes a 

Newsroom by race and ethnicity. white people 

represent 75.4% of the total in the Newsroom in 

2016 according to NPR against 8% for black 

people. It underlines an unequal composition of 

black people in the mediatic sphere. It also might 

explain why the same biased messages continue to 

flow.  

  

 

Polarization is accentuated through media. Not only because black people are 

portrayed negatively but also because they are treated differently as they struggle to 

access to jobs in audiovisual, white-dominated spheres. 

Polarization of the world  

I allow myself to make a parenthesis to underline the international consequences of 

George Floyd death. Even if this article focuses on polarization between individuals 

due to their race or because of the race issue, I would like to paint a broader picture as 

George Floyd’s death has led to potential reinforcement of racial polarization in some 

part of the world. 

Polarization between countries over racial issues was at stake undermining ideas of 

cooperation. US mediatic image has been dirtied by Goerge Floyd’s death and police 

violence during protests (with harmed foreign journalists). It has tightened America’s 

foreign relations. US brutality has been recalled by many.“A cop kneeling on a black 

man’s neck and letting him choke to death...is the nature of the American government. 

They have done the same to such countries as Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria," said 

Ayatollah Khamenei, the country’s supreme leader. Thus, it has undermined any 

possibility for international measures against racism.  
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American credibility has probably suffered on the human right scene, limiting the 

country’s sway in this sphere. Authoritarian regimes could take advantage of 

American weakness, to restrict human rights in their countries since they have a 

counter-argument now. This situation could allow them to reinforce surveillance and 

oppression leading to increased racism. Authoritarian regimes such as Turkey and 

Russia use this event to justify and promote their ideology.  This event was the 

opportunity for America’s foe to critic the country. The Economist writes that on May 

28th China’s parliament imposed a security law on Hong Kong and on June 4th 

marked the anniversary of the Tiananmen massacre in 1989. Mike Pompeo had to face 

an irony: the USA are more likely to deploy troops to stops protesters than in China. 

American influence on human rights and racial issues in the world suffered a blow, 

limiting their action abroad in this sphere.  

Polarization around race internationally provokes tensions in between countries that 

do not help to reduce polarization.  

 

Part II- Reducing polarization: paths towards reconciliation  

 

Polarization between black and white people comes from multiple factors. Now that 

we have studied a few of them, we can think about multiple possible leverage points 

to reconcile people, as well as the limits.  

Since many causes are entrenched, there is no miracle solution to end racism. 

However, culture not being immutable, hierarchies created by white supremacy can 

be deconstructed progressively. Both individual and collective efforts are required as 

racism have different manifestations (especially regarding visibility). When it comes 

to evaluating measures, rather than thinking about it simply as a means to understand 

whether or not an intervention worked, we could think of evaluation as a way to better 

understand the system itself. This perspective allows adjustment in a non-static 

system and thus more efficiency on the long-run.  

We can picture racism as an iceberg. There is “overt white supremacy” that people 

generally don’t accept. It takes visibly violent forms such as the KKK or lynching. This 

part of the iceberg is small relative to the “covert white supremacy”. This part is 

underwater, not visible. It refers to acceptable acts such as the nature of some policies, 

symbols and denials. The main hurdle in reducing polarization between white and 

black people is to reduce the covert part, as it is unconscious racism. Thus, people are 

usually not aware and struggle to change their white supremacist habits.  
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                                                                 Overt Covert white supremacy pyramid from the Maciver Institute.  

We will focus on measures of reconciliation that could tackle racism at its roots. It 

would reduce racist behaviours and practices on the long-run, in many areas, at the 

same time: housing, employment, judiciary systems, health, education, welfare and 

banking system. The links (loops) underlined in the previous section will enable us to 

picture that.  Depolarization can be imagined as a cascading failure. The failure of 

white supremacy reinforcement, at one part of the system’s basis, can provoke the 

failure of other parts of the system.    

We will analyze depolarization among particular groups: black/white people and 

police / Civil Society (notably black people) over racial issues. We will study the 

existing measures and their possible development in the future as well as their limits.  

 

Reducing polarization between white and black people  

First, polarization between white and black people is and could be reduced on 

multiple levels (refer to p.6). The gap can shrink thanks to increased awareness, better 

representation in all areas and shared memory. It would bring together black and 

white people in a non-oppressive society.  
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More awareness from people allows fighting against bias.  

Reflections on ourselves and society give birth to awareness. It means facing biases 

and taking actions. 

a) the example of social media’s role  

Many protests and Anti-racist movements have been organized by people, through 

social media, after George Floyd death. This event paved the way to a soothing of 

divisions.  

Those widespread protests occurred at a particular time, favouring awareness. There 

have been many cases like George Floyd’s but this time it happened during a 

pandemic. "You have a situation where the entire country is on lockdown, and more 

people are inside watching TV... more people are being forced to pay attention - 

they're less able to look away, less distracted," says Mr.Roberts on BBC.  Many have 

also been unemployed. Protests would have probably not happened without social 

media. People have more time to virtually and then in reality share thoughts, feelings 

and to protest together against the racial gap.  

The spike of awareness about the polarization between black and white people has 

been possible thanks to social media. They have been flooded by gestures of solidarity 

such as black squares under the #BlackOutTuesday. It“allowed millions of people to 

engage with a politically charged issue without having to seem too political 

themselves. For many, especially those who would not consider themselves 

“political”, symbolism is a legitimate form of political engagement” writes Jolynna 

Sinanan in The Conversation. People could assemble under one cause bridging the 

gap. Scientifical pieces of information have been spread leading to more 

understanding of racism and reconciliatory moves towards black people. The input of 

intellectual bubbles influenced other bubbles in society. People started sharing 

resources and buy books to get educated on racism.  

Compared to other anti-racism movements, polarization between different races has 

declined, as more people feel and show concern on the matter. Its utterly diverse 

composition lies as evidence. It has been supported by a large portion of the American 

population, showing a consensus over the issue. CNN conducted a poll showing that 

84% of Americans agreed that peaceful protests against police violence were justified. 

All in all, the spike of awareness displays a new perspective on race. Through social 

media, virtual supportive actions flourished and sometimes becoming tangible with 

protests, reducing polarization (at least on the short run) between white people and 

black ones.  
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Nevertheless, awareness is and can be limited. On one side, when becoming aware, 

the fear of “being called out” as racist emerge. Indeed, one can be criticized for serious 

blunders due to the lack of information about the subject, for instance. Furthermore, 

one can unconsciously adopt a dominant position (eg: paternalism…). On the other 

side, being silent can be criticized as well because it indicates either indifference or 

cowardice. Those two contradictory limits are what Bateson calls double binds, two 

demands oppose each other leading to an impossible resolution of the issue. 

Moreover, some actions have undesired counter-effects. The massive use of 

#blackLivesMatter, initially used by activists to stay informed and publish their 

demands, has been covered by black squares, limiting the outreach.  It “silenced” 

activist and covered interesting sources to educate people. Short-termism (that I will 

develop later) is another concern, as social media is volatile and opaque. Finally, social 

media spheres do not take into account the whole population. Many can be 

marginalized by not being social media users and others prefer not to join the 

movement because of neutrality or opposition. Thus, awareness, having different 

degrees of intensity, could have some limits to reduce polarization. 

 b) the example of a firm’s image.  

Firms have shown awareness through the rethinking of their image. For instance, 

Quaker Oats has decided to retire Aunt Jemima from their logo in June 2020. She is an 

African-American woman with a headscarf created from the “mammy stereotype” as 

the Jim Crown Museum of racist memorabilia calls it. It served white’s interests as 

“during slavery, the mammy caricature was posited as proof that blacks – in this case, 

black women – were contented, even happy, as slaves.” It was “offered as evidence of 

the supposed humanity of the institution of slavery.”The logo has probably impacted 

consumers passing by, perpetuating an ideology daily. Taking down this image 

allows stopping conveying degrading stereotypes and white supremacy. Other firms 

have joined this trend. Each one tries to prove its support to Black Lives Matter. Nike 

came out with an ad “For Once, Don’t Do It”. Ben & Jerry’s posted on its website ways 

to dismantle white supremacy. Another striking example is the travelling industry. 

The latter has marginalized black people. They hardly ever work with those 

communities in marketing and it is the same trend in the staff composition says Tariro 

Mzezewa in the New York Times. For instance, on social media, there are few 

partnerships with black creators and influencers.  

Firms’ role seems capital to reduce polarization because they share a widely noticed 

and believed messages. They have the power to raise awareness to fight against 

racism.  
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Strategies towards anti-racism is not always without a goal of profitability, hence the 

possibility of a superficial de-polarization. Is it purely marketing? For Steve Callander, 

professor at Stanford Graduate School of Business “Even with those commitments, 

most firms are still playing it safe”. Indeed there were few negative remarks about the 

Police or the government. And he doubts about the efforts that have been made 

because of the similarity of the ads: they are black and white. He adds that the goal is 

to connect with the consumers by being authentic but at the same time there is an 

image to keep. The firm is thus confronted with double binds. Another fear is 

superficial change, some campaigns try to engage firms concretely. For instance, she 

yearns for companies helping to support funding cuts to police departments, improve 

pay and working conditions for black workers. Companies’ superficial investment 

against racism can prevent from reducing polarization deeply, as it does not impact 

the system at its roots. 

c) awareness against polarization  

Throughout those examples, we noticed how awareness has been increased, leading 

to depolarization. Many tools have been used such as messages on visible platforms, 

campaigns, change of image and protests. There have been also limited to the 

boundaries when talking about racism, other suspect superficial changes and false 

implications. Those behaviours do not necessarily tackle the drown part of the iceberg 

of racism.  

 

The denying of race and its issues, upheld as the most efficient measure against 

racism, are flawed as they exacerbate polarization. 

First, colourblindness, a blind approach that denies someone’s skin colour, is counter-

effective to reduce racism. It gives a chance to white supremacy to continue existing. 

Indeed, colour-blindness creates a default colour which probably is white. It, thus, 

hampers uniqueness by imposing sameness. But, it is not possible to project white on 

people who aren't white. It negates their own experiences, traditions, and uniqueness. 

Also, for some people, skin colour is a fundamental part of identity, omitting it, is 

dehumanizing.  Another danger is to forget the existing oppression through the denial 

of one’s reality. This practice fails to examine the real circumstances and arouse 

tensions. It does not tackle the covert part of the iceberg but rather put a tarpaulin on 

it. Indeed, denying prejudice can increase the latter. Instead, the acknowledgement of 

biases allow to overcome them, hence the importance of being engaged on the issue. 

For some researchers, depersonalizing implicit bias would avoid defensiveness. 

Comments on racial bias would be more acceptable if it omitted individual accusation 
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of racism. Avoiding implicit bias is doomed to fail explains Bagenstos in "Implicit 

Bias's Failure" (2018) because people tend to believe implicit bias is an accusation of 

racism. German Lopez recently wrote, "While terms like 'racist,' 'white privilege,' and 

'implicit bias' intend to point out systemic biases in America, for white Americans 

they're often seen as coded slurs”. That is why when some words begin to have 

stigmatizing or offensive meanings, people tend to find a new one without negative 

characteristics.  It is called "euphemism treadmill" as coined by Pinker in The Blank 

Slate (2004). Rapidly, the new word has the same meaning as the previous ones. People 

come up with new words, creating a circle that repeats. The depersonalization is 

hardly possible that is why accepting biases and then trying to overcome them is 

capital. All in all, colour blindness does not end white supremacism and in impossible 

to be implemented. Above all, it can, in reality, spark more divisions. 

Secondly, cancel culture is dangerous for civil rights. It means discrediting a public 

personality for his/her non-orthodoxy (non-progressive in this case) position. Many 

racists comments, books, writers and artists have been banned. The 7th of July 2020, a 

text published in Harper’s Magazine signed by 150 personalities such as Margaret 

Atwood, shared fear of censorship emerging from the left-wing in the USA. 

Participants reject the choice between justice and liberty that offers “cancel culture”. 

Freedom of speech is highly put in danger as some opinions are not accepted. It 

contributes to heightening polarization between groups whose thoughts are at odds. 

Silencing race debates is still talking about race as the environment is never neutral. 

For instance, in the media race appears explicitly and implicitly. Instead of losing 

energy to reach neutrality, working on racial fairness by admitting the existing bias 

would be more effective. Non-dichotomous images and stories of shared prosperity 

would be shown, creating a less divisive environment. Thus suppressing voices, be 

they seen as extreme does not lay the ground for any reconciliation but resentment. 

Though communicating about race is complex, being reflective and finding a common 

ground with other people would initiate reconciliation. “The question is not if we 

should talk about race, but how we should talk about race” for J.A. Powel. We lack 

understanding processes behind the thinking by focusing on what is thought. It helps 

to understand why a person thinks so to have less conflictual interactions and be more 

convincing. Seizing the processes could also allow people to take decisions mainly 

with conscious values and not unconscious biases, suggest Drew Westen (2007). For 

him, “conscious motives can override unconscious ones, as when we remind ourselves 

to be tolerant, compassionate, or fair-minded when we have just met someone who 

has triggered a stereotype”. Such behaviours would lessen conflicts as people would 

try to be comprehensive towards others opinions. People’s opposition can be 
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explained by the functioning of the rational and emotional brain. Naberhaus in 

Switching off the Autopilot (2017) writes that usually, the emotional brain reacts to 

threats coming rapidly. On the long-term, when the issue is “slow-moving” like this 

one is (danger for human rights) and recurrent, the emotional brain is not stimulated. 

The lack of reaction can be countered by a few manners. First, proximity could be 

highlighted. Showing past and present’s dangerous effects with evidence could 

trigger reactions. Coupled with trusted, listened communicators and hopeful 

discourses for the future, would all the more be encouraging. Thus self-reflection and 

action accordingly in discourse is one way towards de-polarization.  

Polarization deepens when it is not faced. Implicit bias is overcome by awareness and 

followed actions. It means to engage in proactive efforts in interactions, discourses 

and stories shared to soothe division.  

Better representation in all areas allows black people to have a place in society  

Fair representation in society would normalize black’s people right to be in certain 

places, favouring a depolarized society. 

a) the example of positive discrimination in colleges  

Positive discrimination in universities such as per cent plans give to the best students 

of each high school of the state the possibility to automatically access to a public 

university in this state, not depending to SAT scores. The assessment is solely based 

on academics and not any other criteria. The three first states trying it were Texas, 

California, and Florida.  

Positive discrimination can allow more black people to enter spaces with a white 

majority, least in higher education. This mix certainly allows reducing polarization in 

a group’s representation in society. They will have more chances of getting higher-

paid jobs. It creates new interactions that would debunk stereotypes and networks for 

opportunities.  

There have been critics about the per cent plan. It seems to have less impact when 

college is more competitive because it still has a low rate of acceptance. Tienda et al.’s 

study (2003), points out that students admitted with affirmative action would have 

got in without. Also, affirmative action is an additional measure to the ones 

implemented by universities themselves such as financial aid, outreach, recruitment. 

The effectiveness of those plans could be thus questionable. Moreover, they started 

not long ago and during a period of prosperity. Those method being costly, the next 

recession will challenge their sustainability.  

b) the example of representation in leadership positions 
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Alexis Ohanian one of the founders of Reddit, resigned on June 2020 from the board 

of directors after the killing of George Floyd. He wants a black candidate at his place. 

“I believe resignation can be an act of leadership from people in power right now,” 

Ohanian says in a video posted on Twitter.  His departure can be explained by the 

nature of Reddit, the platform has been a fruitful pool for extremist thoughts. He also 

wants to be a model to his daughter who is black. His act was one of the most striking 

while other companies donated to charities for racial equality.  

Firm and notably the Silicon Vally face a crisis to fund, on a long run, a project that 

will enable systemic change. #Hireandwire has been created (“hire the person or wire 

the investment”) as a movement in the startup community to take action by hiring 

black employees and investing in startups led by black entrepreneurs. But many firms 

face structural issues such as the pipeline problem which is the lack of minorities 

graduating from the STEM field. Other hire black people to maintain the historical 

diversity of their staff. It is known as the denominator problem.  

Allowing more black people in leadership positions allows the system to be less 

unjust. Forbes upholds to stop blaming those issues and “start innovating our talent 

and deal sourcing practices”. Real efforts to the normalization of black people at 

leading positions would lead to a fairer representation. From there, depolarization can 

occur as each individual be at a place deserved for its qualities. Also, through their 

lenses, black people in a higher position could probably (unconsciously) influence the 

functioning of the firm to be more racially united. The latter can become more prone 

to equal representation. Mixing black people with others would attenuate racial 

stereotypes as there would be more relations of proximity. It allows questioning 

assumptions with one’s own experience.   

c) better representation against polarization  

Many tools are used for a better representation nonetheless they also some limits that 

could hamper de-polarization.  

New laws allow stopping racial injustices. For instance, the Civil Right Act in 1964. 

Even if in reality, the effects are far from being the one expected, but there is always a 

legal frame to bring a case to court. Many suggest a stricter control of areas such as 

employment and education for more racial equity. For instance, it could be tracking 

hiring and wage data based on race, require public reports from companies and then 

find if there are too many disparities ( not correlated to qualifications ). Other prefer 

laws forcing companies to assist their employees directly. For example, they could 

provide health insurance, additional health care and resources. All in all, law 

reinforcement is a solid ground to start de-polarization.  
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Measures targetting more precisely parts of the population would lessen inequalities 

and divisions. Usually, policies are universal. It means they apply to everyone without 

any difference. It is based on the idea that everyone will benefit from the policy 

equally. For instance, it would presume that if all children go to school, they would 

all have equally the chance to enter higher education. Reality being far more complex 

than that, system thinking allows refining the argument. It shows that communities 

and individuals in it are not situated on the same level because of various factors 

history, education, language, and access to community assets. Therefore, universal 

policies don’t allow everyone to have the same opportunity. Targeted universalism is 

an alternative to that. It is a “frame for designing a policy that acknowledges our 

common goals, while also addressing the sharp contrasts in access to opportunity 

between differently situated subgroups.” according to J.A.Powell. Those policies 

tackle the structure of society. Not only they come up with measures taking into 

account pre-existing differences but also define themselves as successful according to 

its outcome. 

Three types of policies which positively discriminate people can be distinguished 

according to Daniel Sabbagh. First, outreach measures: they strive to broaden 

candidates from a precise part of the population. Then affirmative action: it 

encompasses direct measures because it targets some groups openly. It has, for 

example, helped black people in the student population goes from 2% to 9% between 

1960 and 1994. Results are broad. For instance, doctors who are minorities tend to 

come in a zone where a majority of minority lives. This trend is even stronger when 

the qualifications are higher. The result is positive because there is an improvement in 

medical coverage and the quality of the treatments. Finally, indirect affirmative action: 

it encompasses indirect measures. It is based on non-racial criteria (colour blind)such 

as the geographical area of living or income. They are though highly correlated with 

the belonging to a racial group. There is more and more measure like this one instead 

of the direct one. For instance, it is the category in which the percentage plan enters. 

One concrete tool of affirmative action (direct or not) is the quota. There is a fixed 

number of candidates from a certain background which places are secured for them. 

Their application process can be even eased. 

 

The final goal is to create an opportunity system in which black people could access 

to opportunities as much as white people. “Opportunity structures are factors that 

mediate our access to opportunity; they can be physical, social, or cultural, and they 

function to produce racialized outcomes.” for John A. Powell in the summary of his 



 
 

Marina Paraï, August 2020, Page 51 

 

workshop “System Thinking and Race” (2011). They are capital to open doors for 

everyone to reach ambitions and get what is deserved. It reduces frustration and 

division. Seeking for symmetry or total equal representation seems to force some 

people to have certain a job or status. But getting a better representation does not 

automatically mean forcing people to take a certain space. Outreach measures and 

affirmative actions arouse curiosity and act as a springboard for people. Also, some 

argue people’s evolution determine preferences, hence the over-representation of 

particular people in some places. For instance, it is commonly upheld that a lot of black 

people do sports. This approach used excessively could hamper the implementation 

of some measures against white supremacy.  I see two issues even if the stereotypes 

could be perceived as positive (such as black people being good at sports). First, those 

preferences have been modelled because of systems of oppression. For instance, 

Schotté(2012) found that Marocains, who are often seen a good at sports, did not have 

many choices of sport other than running because of colonization. That is why the 

measures listed above are capital to nudge to try out new things and get over social 

control. Secondly, this argument could endanger oppressed people. It might let people 

think affirmative measures are not adapted because it forces people to do some 

activities. It thus conveys the idea that some activities are against a certain group’s 

“nature” such as black people being CEO. It does not only perpetuate oppression but 

is a form of oppression itself. An opportunity system reduces polarization as it allows 

everyone to access the same opportunities and be more represented.  

 

Of course, the measures I developed have their limits. And it is important to bear them 

in mind when implementing them. Measures work best when they are coupled 

together as the limits of one can be countered by another.   

First, the nature of those measures could arouse wild debates. It could be seen that 

implementing stricter law restricts freedom. A country such as the USA in which 

freedom is a fundamental value, those kinds of laws can entail various negative 

reactions. Instead of reducing polarization, it could highen resentment against some 

communities like black ones. Also, the USA is used to categorize races but an 

increasing number of people argue that it is a racist practice. As it reinforces the idea 

that races are real meanwhile they are a social construct. But it is also a criterion that 

displays the inequalities and participate to build efficient measures. The criteria of 

“race” is also misleading. The majority of black students who could get into a top 

school is not poor, the majority of poor people is not black, and among poor people, 
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academic results of black people are lower than white’s people’s one. That is why 

coupling criteria seem more relevant to seize all the shades.  

 

Secondly, the tools used could have negative counter-effects.  

Outreach actions are considered to be ineffective notably because people don't pay 

much attention to them. But when adapted tools of communication are used, they can 

become highly visible and impactful.   

Then, some argue that affirmative action can have negative effects. In “The Effects of 

America’s Three Affirmative Action Programs on Academic Performance” for Massey 

and Mooney (2007), there are three main limits. Those limits show that a new system 

of injustice could be created from trying to reduce discrimination.  

First, direct affirmative action could create a mismatch. For instance, black people with 

equal SAT scores can end up having more chances of getting in the best universities. 

But those unready students would have mediocre performances. This trend has a 

ripple effect as schools from the second plan lower their demands towards black 

people to admit enough of them. Then, the proximity of deadlines and will to see 

results contribute to choosing short-term measures. For instance, measures help 

people getting in some schools but not during their educational journey(summer 

school...). In many cases, those defaults are not proven. Instead, many studies such as 

the one led by Sigal Alon and Marta Tienda (2005) found that minority students at 

selective schools do very well, without difference with white students. Nothing 

displays that minorities work less because they are sure to benefit from affirmative 

action. Moreover, Mary J. Fischer and Douglas S. Massey proved that many have 

benefited from affirmative action. Those students had better grades than other ones 

who have not benefited from the measure. It contradicts thus the mismatch 

hypothesis. 

Secondly, direct affirmative action would provoke stigmatization. black people can be 

seen as inferior and less intelligent. Massey and Mooney call it the “stereotype threat 

hypothesis” (originated by Steele 1992). white students can believe that selection was 

based on race and not academic level. black people on their side can come to think 

they might not deserve the place. Their performance can be then lowered by a 

psychological burden. This diagram (below) from “The Effects of America’s Three 

Affirmative Action Programs on Academic Performance” of D.Massey and M.Mooney 

shows how academic achievement can be undermined by affirmative action. 
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Stereotypes can be internalised leading to work reduction or externalized letting 

anxiety about school performance.  

 

 

This tendency is highly experienced. Nonetheless, many people (non-black too) have 

similar issues. The imposter syndrome is one example. Those effects are more due to 

people’s sensitivity and confidence. I don’t omit those effects. But most of the time 

people get used to stereotypes, adapt and/or overcome them. Also, the effects of 

stereotypes come from other individuals’ recalls. The leverage point may be rather 

here, on the level of the individual, than on suppressing affirmative action.  

Thirdly, direct affirmative action could be unjust as it would reverse discrimination 

(Glazer 1976). Those actions take into account people for their characteristics and not 

qualifications. The delimitation of the population who will benefit from the measures 

is sensitive, especially when it comes to skin colour. Affirmative action questions the 

equality of rights and meritocracy itself. For instance, the Regents of the University of 

California v Bakke (1978) Bakke, a white man, was rejected from the University of 

California Medical School at Davis twice. He said that he was not admitted because of 

the seats reserved for minorities ( who has lower grades than he did) The Supreme 

Court stated that racial quotas were unconstitutional, it violated the 14th amendment 

however using race as a criterion in the admission process is constitutional because it 

promotes diversity and improves the education system. (Gratz v. Bollinger 2003; 

Grutter v. Bollinger 2003). Schools face thus double binds: reducing race inequalities 

through quotas and not offering a place to people with a better academic record or 

seeing student without differences but not taking into account pre-existing 
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inequalities. There are not any empirical proof for reverse discrimination. Some 

studies displayed that in general affirmative action does not have a consequent effect 

on the admission of white students. (Dickens & Kane 1999; Wilson 1995).   

Finally, as for indirect affirmative action, the results are mixed. First, a commonly 

heard argument is that some people take advantage of and abuse those measures. For 

example, parents are tempted to register their child in “bad schools” to higher their 

chances to be top of the class and get into the best schools. But this argument is quite 

wobbly because the conditions in those schools have not improved. A rational 

individual would not thus take the risk because the costs are higher than the benefits. 

Above all, indirect affirmative action does not take into account structural inequalities. 

The risk of colour blindness is high. In schools, for instance, minorities are relegated 

to less advanced classes. They have thus less chance of being top of the class. At Austin 

University, a state in which this indirect affirmative action has been implemented 

shows the limits of the measure. The percentage of black people admitted 1st year has 

varied from 3% to 4% between 1997 and 2012. Slater (1995) displays that if affirmative 

action plan has only socio-economic criteria, there would be a very low per cent of 

black students in top US colleges. He explains that black people from low-income 

families tend to get a lower score than white people from a low-income background. 

Also, indirect affirmative action is not a targeted measure. It seems thus not adapted 

to resolve polarization between white and black people for the first period. Indeed, 

what indirect affirmative action promotes is total equality. But what is lacking at first 

is equity. black people are not yet on the same step as white people in society. That is 

why measures to compound decades of high discrimination, where black people’s 

opportunities were taken away are essential. 

All in all, a better representation, be it thanks to education or in firms, allows more 

black people to be visible. Not only people get the place they deserve but then can 

meet other people, that allows more understanding and less negative biases. It unifies 

people in public places and also in social relations. Measures such as law and 

affirmative action strive to equilibrate situations between white and black people to 

tackle white supremacy.  

 

Historical consensus appeases tensions: rethinking our environment  

As we studied, history is ingrained in individuals and the system. Finding a common 

memory which will be reflected in our environment constitutes progress towards 

depolarization.  
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a) the example of statues being taken down  

After George Floyd’s death, many statues have been taken down in the world. People 

remarked that some components of their environment promote white supremacy. 

They realize that, even if the debate is old, society is founded on inequalities that still 

exist.  

Statue overthrow is the beginning of a less polarizing lecture of history. For the 

historian and slave specialist, Myriam Cottias in FranceCulture, it symbolizes the 

overthrow of the historical narrative. Statues tell the story of the “winners”. In other 

words, it is the history lived by powerful people who had the resources to make their 

voice heard, meaning others have been muffed. The history told is therefore not ours 

but very partial. For Mélissa Fox-Muraton in The Conversation, it explains why 

statues and monuments are symbolic targets against white supremacy. The statue is 

not only art, but it also honours and celebrates a person, a memory as a tool of 

glorification. Thus, they are not politically and morally neutral because it underlines 

a certain conception of History. People represented cannot easily be ascribed as 

“good” or “bad” because History is more complex than that. For instance, Schoelcher 

was an abolitionist in the 1930s. He chased signatures for the edition of the 1848 

decree, that abolishes slavery in France. But he was for colonialization. That is why 

two statues of him have been abolished in Martinique. Above all, debates over a 

person’s morality are endless and thus useless as Mélissa Fox-Muraton writes in The 

Conversation. The difficulty is to figure out how to build a broad memory of the past 

that would reconcile people with common symbols, states François Durpaire, 

specialist of the USA. Mélissa Fox-Muraton advocates for lucid regard on ourselves, 

our past and present alongside recognizing our successes and failures. She adds that 

public space is capital to create a welcoming environment for everyone around this 

issue. A new lecture of history would revamp relations and construction of the society. 

The lack of a unitary history requires the participation of people from many 

backgrounds. But the whole of society is not concerned about this issue or is reluctant 

to change. For instance, statues were taken off in mainly black areas in the past 

decades. According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, a charity that fights against 

discriminations, 114 confederate monuments have been taken down since 2015 in the 

USA. The racial and political cleavage is still alive: withdrawals have taken place in 

places where people are a majority of black, where charities are active and voters a 

mostly democrats.  

Demolishing statues allow to talk about History and leads to more comprehension. 

com. Many argue that demolishing the statues could remove traces of the past and 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/melissa-fox-muraton-743107
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obliterate our collective memory. Statues could embody a new message as a lesson 

from the past. But in reality, removing those statues do not look for rewriting history 

or “cancel culture”. All the system is a product of the History whether that be 

language, urban planning, socio-economic hierarchies. History is thus everywhere. 

Only changing our urban landscape won’t change the whole history. “You can no 

more erase history than undo slavery.” for Jonathan Lis in Politics.co.uk. Instead, 

removing statues tackles history by keeping it alive as a whole. It allows us to learn 

from the past as it entails conversations and efforts towards understanding who 

people were and are. This open-minded approach thus allows reconciliation through 

progress towards more understanding of each other’s opinion.  

Statues removal symbolizes a change occurring now, burying racial polarization. 

Many members of the government were against it. But few in the government knew 

why the statues were there and why they stayed. Priti Patel qualified those act as a 

“distraction”. Jonathan Lis in Politics.co.uk argues that it is “something she would 

never have said about, for example, swastikas in post-war Germany. Removing those, 

of course, was not a distraction from tackling the Holocaust, but fundamental to it.” 

The environment’s change allows people to find peace by not being oppressed 

constantly. It is a step for the beginning of de-polarization under an inclusive memory. 

Polarization can be reduced through an agreement on memory that allows people to 

heal and accept the past. Those stories are highly important because they constitute 

our culture. They can change deeply our system. 

b) the example of school curriculum changes adopted in few cities  

After George Floyd death, resources have been gathered to teach kids about racism: 

toolkits to discuss race and reading lists. Few schools gave material for parents but 

also teachers. For instance, the school districts of Chicago has made a toolkit called 

“Say Their Names”. 11 pages that explain how to talk about racism, Police and black 

Lives Matter to children. Schools in Washington DC gave online workshops for 

parents to help them on this topic.  

It is the beginning of a review of the school system. Measures could get deeper by 

becoming a long-term one. The curriculum could be adapted.  Dominique Taffin in a 

FranceInfo interview, insist on the lack of information on racism. Our actual lecture of 

History and interpretation could be as restrictive as it was before but she beliefs in 

education to have more knowledgeable people by working more on slavery in schools 

and train teachers to treat racial questions. By teaching a non-white-centred history, 

schools bring the History of the voiceless. Thus, memory conflicts could be avoided. 

Schools could instore discussions about struggles around racism. It would expose 
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students to a variety of people and environments. Students can then apply what they 

learnt in their everyday life through commitments. Schools could partner with 

charities that act for equity and notably racial equity. Kids could in practice try to 

counter white supremacism.  Other would also like seeing an intermediary who could 

bring together students. For instance, an officer in charge of those questions at schools 

such as an Anti-Racism Contact Officer (ARCO) (an Australian idea) would assist 

student, staff and parents who have racism-related issues. Those actions adapt the 

school system to be more inclusive and thus to depolarize the system in this strategic 

area.  

c) a common and inclusive history against polarization  

All in all, redesigning the environment notably the urban one and adapting the 

educational content allows reducing conflicts over memory. The obstacle lies in the 

implementation of these measures while people are so divided.  

Finding a common ground between the different opponents is, though, possible. 

M.Naberhaus (2017) writes that not every opinion or position has to be completely 

antagonistic. For instance, cooperation exists with competition. In this case, people 

could reunite under, what he calls, “Team Human” in which a person comes not as a 

political or social person but a Human first. Instead of thinking of belonging to a 

country, based on ethnicity, citizenship could replace it. Cooperation and civic 

engagement around shared values could be fostered for the community’s global 

wellbeing. Reconciliation can take the form of “constitutional patriotism”. Habermas 

explains it as a form of patriotism based on the decision to be loyal and to recognize 

as a basic principle the preeminence of the rule of law, democracy and human rights. 

Another manner to reach reconciliation is to engage discussions with people from all 

political backgrounds instead of making them feel threatened. We earlier studied the 

danger of colourblindness and cancel culture, talking can not only allow to find a 

common ground and new ideas (that will reduce opposition) but also so show 

weaknesses ( for instance of openly white supremacists). Thus, uniting under the 

human banner allows us to create a common environment in which a plurality of 

opinions could be expressed and possibly in some ways reconciled.  

Nonetheless, one has to take into consideration the financial and emotional costs it 

will entail. Above all, the main hurdle is the absence of willingness. It concerns the 

power to invest in redesigning the cities and the population in the support brought 

towards reconciliation. Finding a common ground on African American history 

requires a lot of effort, entails pain and shameful acknowledgements. Even more, as 

the number of different views will inevitably come at odds. Another issue is the 
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practical side. An advanced reconciliation means also the materialization of this 

common history. It means creating content and environment that everyone will accept 

and won’t feel oppressed in.  

 

Reducing polarization between the police and civil society on racial 

issues  

a) the example defunding the police  

The Minneapolis City Council officially stated after a unanimous vote that it would 

dismantle its police force and replacing it with a department of community safety and 

violence prevention. A director without experience in law enforcement would be 

nominated by the mayor and the Council. The department would supervise a small 

division of law enforcement. 

Defunding seems to allow depolarization between the Police and black people. It 

means that instead of granting money to the Police, it could be given to the cities’ 

budget to invest in marginalized communities. It could fund social services for mental 

health, domestic violence and homelessness where the police respond first. It is an 

opportunity to create an inclusive model. Also, defunding law enforcement means 

weakening the police.“We are reducing the ability for law enforcement to have 

resources that harm our communities," Cullors said in an interview with WBUR, 

Boston's public radio station. McHarris declared “It also means dismantling the idea 

that police are "public stewards" meant to protect communities. “Many black 

Americans and other people of colour don't feel protected by police”. It is the first step 

of disbanding the police to create a community-led public safety. There is evidence 

that less policing can contribute to less crime according to Sullivan, and O’Keeffe in 

“Evidence that curtailing proactive policing can reduce major crime” in Nature 

Human Behavior (2017). They studied a few weeks during 2014 and 2015 when the 

New York Police Department lowered and heightened proactive policing, which is the 

violent and systematic enforcement of small violations. They found 2,100 fewer crime 

complaints during that time. Furthermore, Police forces’ presence is more and more 

negatively seen. For instance, in Minneapolis after George Floyd death, some schools 

manifested the will to cut the ties between Police and schools as it affects black people. 

(Police protection is however valued because of schools shooting) Defunding the 

police could thus allow more funds to fight against racism and will weaken the police 

that creates a feeling of insecurity.  
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Nonetheless, this measure could contribute to polarization’s deepening between the 

Police and civil society because it does not bring trust back between people. Pro-law 

enforcement such as Johnson and  Gagliano on CNN, arguing that fully dismantling 

the police is an extreme act, ignorant of reality. What society lacks is a deeper change 

leading to a more reliable system. For them, the main issue is the police’s organization. 

Individual departments form a complex “mille-feuille” of networks that lack of 

simplicity to function effectively. It entails issues of professionalism that hinder 

correct Police behaviour, relation with civil society as well as a safety guarantee. 

Control of professionalism is even harder as the data of the Police use of force 

encounters are often incomplete or nonexistent. Until 2015, when The Washington 

Post took up the cause, there existed no credible, reasonably-comprehensive 

aggregation of deadly force incidents. This lack of organization has provoked a feeling 

of mistrust and broaden the racial gap.  

Polarization could be reduced in different ways alternatively to dismantling almost 

fully the Police. First, a coordinated reform taken by all the departments could 

“establish a national framework that supports recruiting, training, and retaining 

police officers of the highest calibre” to maintain shared values and coherence. 

Secondly, enhancing recruitment could attract the best candidates on a national level. 

Only removing “bad apples” is too superficial and does not promote long term 

changes. It would allow having applicants who are diverse and qualified to alleviate 

bigotry. One concrete way is to implement campaigns and advertisements that show 

positively the police also.  Thirdly, it could be making collecting data compulsory. It 

would allow more transparency and accuracy. It supposes the commitment and 

cooperation of many departments, federal law enforcement and activists, hence the 

importance of having an effective organization. All these measures would contribute 

to filling the absence of trust between the police and people.  

To reduce polarization rethinking the police corpse itself could be the key. Their 

training, their organization, control and image could contribute to halting excessive 

behaviours and regain trust. It would stop the existing tensions over police violence 

that sparks division. Defunding one part of the Police could though be useful to 

finance the measures described above.  

b) the example of ending of the qualified immunity  

Introduced June 4th 2020, the Ending Qualified Immunity Act has been proposed by 

Justin Amash and Ayanna Pressley to end qualified immunity in the United States. 

They yearn to diminish excessive and recurrent police violence against black people.   
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Qualified immunity does not succeed in providing more safety and police efficacy. 

For some, it is a necessity for the correct roll-out of the job. Indeed, officers tasks are 

sometimes taken under pressure and need quick-decision skills. But there are high 

risks for Officers to be violent. Attributing them more responsibility would fill up a 

vacuum for better accountability. Officers can make some mistakes of course but there 

are different degrees of intensity and consciousness to take into account. Also, some 

ambiguous situations can be excused if the Policeman is in real danger. Officers cannot 

during an arrest apply an abstract Constitution to specific situations and think about 

legal arguments. Nonetheless, it does not excuse the lack of legal background and its 

respect, necessary to avoid illegal practices. The fuzziness of qualified immunity 

reveals its poor legal framework. Officers can hardly ever violate “clearly established” 

rights. Currently, they can violate the 4th Amendment and other rights. The narrow 

interpretation of clearly established precedent seems relevant but it makes it harder 

for the plaintiff to prove that a right has been violated because they are very finely 

defined. There is also inconsistency in the doctrine because it depends on the parties 

like judges in the case. Removing the immunity may lead to unwarranted lawsuits 

that are costly. But costs during the trial are often paid by municipalities. Thus, 

qualified immunity is a flawed framework that does not allow black people to trust 

the Police, hence its failure to bring people together thanks to safety.  

 

Qualified immunity, all in all, seems ineffective to guarantee safety and thus unity. It 

only a “short-term ‘solution” that shifts the burden. The use of qualified immunity 

provokes unjust situations, least to black people. On the long-term, the correct and 

reasoned side that could have been qualified immunity is forgotten.  

Revamp Police’s conditions of working (as studied earlier) and legal background 

would reduce polarization between black and white people.  Police ensure safety, trust 

and unity only if they follow reasonable and just goals. Certainly, qualified immunity 

is an example of functioning that has drifted to excessiveness. The image qualified 

immunity would make it almost impossible to change people’s vision on it currently. 

It has a negative connotation for many people, notably after Goerge Floyd death. 

Moreover, this measure has become a great source of division between people. 

Keeping qualified immunity won’t help reducing polarization but will maintain it 

structurally. The issue is about being able and doing a job correctly. The amount of 

freedom and especially almost unlimited can let a policeman forget their main goals. 

Counterbalancing the lack of restrictions and awareness could lower excessive 

behaviours. Moreover, the creation of a measured (and unbiased) law with a clear, 
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known and fair legal background could help to reduce unjust treatments and create a 

safe environment. Long-term unity could then emerge progressively. It would have 

to be combined with the measures on Policemen conditions we describe above ( for 

qualified immunity ).    

 

 c) The police status against polarization  

Both of the examples studied: defunding of the police and qualified immunity clearly 

show a division between people. The dichotomy arouses tensions and conflicts 

leading to more polarization. That is why instead of letting one side “win” and take 

the risk of seeing an upheaval, we could find a common ground between these 

antagonistic views. Reducing polarization between civil society and the police goes 

through having more conscious, controlled, well trained and respected police. It 

means revamping police organisation and image as well as a legal framework of their 

interventions at a unified national level. Financial support and authorization of the 

state would enhance the process.  

Nevertheless, more conservative figures will probably stand up against it. Defunding 

the police necessitates finding an adapted middle between keeping a team to protect 

the city and investing the money efficiently elsewhere. Also, rethinking police’s 

training requires new actors coming into play to bring their ideas and financial 

support. Regarding the image of the police, this process is registered in the long run. 

Thus, patience and perseverance are what will help to change it. It will help to avoid 

a “drifting goal” situation that Senge describes as shifting the burden type of structure 

in which the short-term solution involves letting a long-term fundamental goal 

decline. The efficiency of the police corps in terms of fairness depends also on the 

judicial system behind. All in all, redesigning police intervention conditions and 

reorganizing police organisation allows reducing polarization in the long run because 

it could change the relationship between civil society and the police  

 

An international response?  

Some might wonder if racism is a problem found -in various forms- in many countries, 

does international response reduce polarization between black and white people? 

International-national institutions relations can be efficient. With some cooperation, 

human rights law could be followed and would encourage national and international 

institutions to have a role in the combat against racism. Financial assistance can help 

to implement adapted measures, notably in countries in which Human Rights are not 
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a priority. It could enhance the creation of local communities? allowing an adapted 

implementation of measures. The creation of a supranational institution or program 

will struggle to be adapted to local issues. Tensions between countries and the fear of 

losing sovereignty represent obstacles. Nonetheless, international cooperation 

vacuum entails the impossibility to respond to some issues.  

 

Conclusion  

Polarization between black and white people is still a reality. Since the 16th century, a 

hierarchy modelled by white supremacy has been characterizing American society. If 

in the 19th and 20th legal racism has been banned, attitudes, practices and institutions 

still function on a discriminatory basis. Structural racism has its roots well implanted. 

Goerge Floyd death recalls the existence of racism as a self-nurturing system ingrained 

in all parts of the society. Polarization has risen because of multiple factors 

overlapping, accumulating and reinforcing each other.  

Reducing polarization efficiently consists in tackling the roots of the matter: the covert 

part of the iceberg. We studied that fighting against the lack of awareness, 

representation and conflicts over a common memory would reunite white and black 

people. It allows us to accept the past, shift from “others” to “us” and to form a just 

society without racial discriminations. When it comes to polarization between the 

Police and civil society (notably black people), changes in their preparation and 

organization could restore a relationship of trust between groups. As a result, 

polarization would reduce. From those measures, two main leverage points need to 

be considered together to tackle white supremacy: implicit bias without omitting 

conscious ones as well as structural inequalities. Also, the call for colour blindness and 

the risks of cancel culture in various forms represent two dangers that would hamper 

an authentic reconciliation. 

We can find common grounds that unite us, enhance our similarities and prepare us 

to face hurdles. De-polarization being a long process, some obstacles will probably 

(re)appear. Practices and attitudes can’t change brutally. That is why flexibility to 

avoid policy resistance and long-run considerations are capital. All in all, the one-

problem-one-solution framework is not relevant as it focuses on what succeeded and 

failed at one point and not the entire system. Thus, they isolate specific factors and 

put the blame only on it. Evaluating a phenomenon through system thinking is much 

richer. It takes into account relations and intended effects or not, wanted outcomes or 

not on the system structure.   
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