What is institutional racism? 

The term “institutional racism” is often seen as a causal factor in many of the inequalities that can be perceived as having racial underpinnings. Many of us know of its effects such as the disproportionate amount of violent and often lethal force used on black men
 in the UK and in the US compared to that exerted on people of white ethnicity, discrimination in housing allocation and many more, relate to institutional racism. 


But what is institutional racism? The Oxford dictionary defines institutional racism as “discriminatory attitudes and practices on the basis of race or ethnicity carried out in social, political, or economic institutions such as schools, the police force, banks, corporations, or government”. This definition narrows in on a couple focal points: first, that racism is any behaviour that has a negative impact on someone on the basis of their ethnicity and second, that “institutional” refers to the widespread propagation of these behaviours in the various institutions that encompass our communities. However, is institutional racism a conscious or unconscious mechanism of widespread racial discrimination? In the first section, I will start by outlining a general theory on the consciousness of racism, which I will illustrate though
 more concrete examples in the second part. 


The debate around whether institutional racism is conscious or not has been growing. Historically, institutional racism was seen as a spread of discriminatory beliefs and attitudes based upon consciously agreed principles that were overtly present
. With institutional racism now being perceived as more implicit
, people –or a strong majority of people- 
consciously racist but do not want to admit it, and continue to diffuse racist beliefs and behaviours within society. An opposite view is that of institutional racism being a result of unconscious dynamics, put forth by Shelby
. Shelby sees racist behaviour as stemming from a particular relation people have towards an ideology, the latter of which she notes is a system of illusory beliefs

. “False consciousness” marks the relation individuals have to this ideology, and is the belief that one holds particular opinions thinking of having deduced these from empirical reasoning, when in fact, many of these are a result of influences that penetrate the individual in their non-conscious state

. When ideological beliefs are diffused through symbolic representations where
 stereotypes
 are present in much of our culture and political discourse, we become much more subject to their influence without realising it
. In other words, institutional racism is the persistence of unconsciously absorbed identities through norms, which are replicated and further proliferated, reproducing a constant cycle of systemic racism. I believe both views to be incomplete
. The first rests upon either a majority of people being overtly racist, or being dishonest by vowing that they are not racist when they consciously promote behaviours that are. The first premise is highly questionable as even within populations generally characterised as “racist”, many deny any allegations of racism. The latter view, on first glance, seems more plausible, but still meets a couple issues. 


 Christian Miller believes human beings are neither “good” nor “bad” per se: they want to believe they are good, and generally produce good actions when they are abiding by a clear moral code
. “Bad” actions are generated in the absence of such an agreed upon moral code. In an experiment where people were in favourable conditions to cheating, but one sample group was told to sign an honour code, the latter group was found to have cheated as much as regular exam conditions where cheating is difficult

. 


In our current society, the term “racism” carries a strong negative moral undertone against the backdrop of our increasingly liberal moral code of conduct. If one applies Miller’s line of thought to our discussion, one would be able to see that racism would not be commonly admitted. Some might think that Miller’s argument comes to prove Shelby’s point of view: if institutional racism still prevails, as we would never consciously accept responsibility for such action, our unconscious must be to blame. However, I believe the picture is more complex than this. Even though some behaviour generating widespread racism could be unconscious and habitual, such as crossing the street when seeing a black group of men late at night, it could not be purely unconscious in our societies promoting democratic values, debate being one of the most fundamental ones. At some point in the institutionalisation process, discussion occurs as part of the decision-making process, and it seems difficult to posit that, when drafting policies that negatively impact people on the basis of “race”, concerns regarding backlash for being racist don’t come into mind. Criticism of such a policy being “racist” would have to be considered, and conscious thought would have to play a role in finding a rational way out of such a blame
. If, following Miller’s view, people want to see themselves as being “good”, when faced with potential self-criticism of being racist or the worry of receiving external criticism of being racist, the individual will try and justify why such behaviour is not racist through a conscious thought process. If we take the example of feeling threatened by Islamic terrorism, one might notice themselves racial-profiling against Arabs. If they believe themselves not to be racist but notice that this behaviour could be categorised as such, they might try to convince themselves that this is not racism but protection, and try to reason of ways in which their behaviour does not break their moral code. Similarly, if a politician puts in place a policy that limits immigration from Muslim-majority countries -which would be seen by some as racist, whilst debating with her advisors, she would have to consciously put forth an explanation for why under our moral code such a policy would be permissible. Part of institutional racism becomes justifying essentially racist behaviour through other, less morally loaded and more socially accepted concepts, which are consciously selected by the agent in the aim of avoiding allegations of racism. As much as some characteristic of institutional racism can be an unconscious mechanism of some kind, there is also a conscious component present in the picture, which leads us to our next point: how institutional racism is used as a capitalisation mechanism. 


What differentiates institutional racism from racism is that the former can be capitalised on by elites, further feeding into the idea that institutional racism can have more conscious roots. The event of the UK deciding to leave the EU is an example of this, where the institutionalisation of racism was a strategy for political elites to gain power and for economic elites to capitalise on monetary gains. The Leave.EU campaign was focused on, among other things, migration from Eastern Europe being a threat to the UK and villainised migrants from Slavic origin through acts of hate speech
. The decision to do so relates to a conscious manipulation of racist beliefs
 being used to advance the interests of certain political elites. The famous Cambridge Analytica affair is a perfect example of this, where the Leave campaign paid AggregateIQ (a subcompany of Cambridge Analytica) 3.9 billion pounds to target voters with Leave adds during the referendum campaign
. Swing-voters were constantly targeted with adds that demonised immigration and portrayed it as a threat to their current way of life
. In as much as this does not deny the influence certain representations of reality have, and does not deny that this fosters a sense of racial bias which was absorbed unconsciously, it does limit the thesis by showing that institutional racism is also a belief system propagated and carefully calculated by certain individuals who see it as a means to capitalise and benefit from. 


In this essay, I have argued that institutional racism is at the minimum a semi-consciously propagated mechanism that encourages discrimination on the basis of ethical origin. In the first section, I challenged my view with the view that institutional racism is entirely conscious, and that of widespread racism being primarily rooted within underlying unconscious societal dynamics. In the following part, I provided a clear case of how this semi-conscious form of widespread racism plays out. 
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This essay shows a good understanding of the relevant material, with development of analytical thought. It makes a good use of the relevant literature, including examples to illustrate the arguments. For the most part, it has a coherent and logical presentation.

I would suggest to clarify further the main argument of your essay in the introduction. To begin with, it would be good if you described more clearly the two opposite views that you will reject. Then, you should clearly explain why your own view is better than the ones you are rejecting (i.e. how it answers better to the objections raised against the other views). This would strengthen the main point of your essay, namely, that institutional racism is a set of discriminatory attitudes and practices that cannot be explained solely with reference to implicit or unconscious beliefs.
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�And children? And women?


�through


�You have said what you will do in the first section and in the second part of your essay, but you have not explained what your argument is or what you will conclude. Unless you add these points to your introduction, it will be incomplete.


�Was seen by whom? Can you provide references from people who have seen institutional racism as a set of discriminatory attitudes and practices that are based on consciously held and overtly present beliefs?


�What does this mean? What does it mean that institutional racism is perceived as more implicit? Does it mean that, although people are consciously racist, they don't want to admit it? It is not completely clear.


�are


�It is not clear what the two opposite views are. Try to clarify the previous sentences so that the difference between the two views is more evident.


�Is racist behaviour the result of a relation people have towards an ideology or the result of people believing in an ideology?


�“False consciousness” is not a belief. Rather, it is a process through which an agent comes to hold a belief, which may be true or false. As Shelby puts it, “to hold a belief with a false consciousness is to hold it while being ignorant of, or self-deceived about, the real motives for why one holds it”. Both true and false beliefs can be held with a false consciousness.


�like


�which


�Again, it would be good if you established a clearer distinction between the two views you are presenting. That way, you would be able to defend your own view with more clarity.


�So did the group of people who didn't sign the honour code cheat more? It's not clear from this sentence.


�Why would the fact that democratic societies promote debate entail that it is not possible to make policies that are implicitly or unconsciously racist? Even if the legislators who make the laws and policies engage in a discussion, they may not realise that they hold racist beliefs if there is no one (from a racial minority) to tell them that they are. And even if there is someone to tell them that they hold racist beliefs, they may not believe them.


�Is the conscious manipulation of racist beliefs or of people?





