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Question 1A:

Articulate the major characteristics of racism, sexism, classism, and at least one other
"ism," and explain why they are important considerations for human relations work and/or social policy.

Human Relations Comprehensive Examination

Question 1, A

I have chosen to answer Question 1, A for the first part of my comprehensive examination.  The question states that I should articulate the major characteristics of racism, sexism, classism (hereinafter “the three isms”) and one other “ism” and explain why they are important considerations for human relations work and/or social policy.  In order to answer that question, the obvious thing to do first is to explain the meaning of ism  since the suffix is the one thing all words have in common.

I.
Introduction:  Definitions.

Wikipedia (2006), an online dictionary/encyclopedia, explains that ism is an English suffix that was borrowed from the Greek suffix, ismos.  Both suffixes were originally used to form a noun of action from a verb.  The modern day usage of the suffix ism signifies organized systems and concepts in belief, ideology, doctrine, and ritual practice (Nichols, 1996).

According to Paula S. Rothenberg (2001), the three isms are all systems of domination and cruelty.  Each form of cruelty possesses its own particular history and fundamental rationale.  Because of my own ethnicity and gender, in this paper, I will take the advice of bell hooks
 (1995), who cautioned feminists to be careful about embracing victimization while on the activists’ journey.  In so doing, we can perpetuate the very victimization that we fight against.  For this reason, throughout this paper, I have chosen to discuss the three isms from an international standpoint rather than purely focusing on home, America. 
Racism, sexism and classism are just a few of the dividing preferences that people use to unfairly discriminately against others.  However, for the sake of fairness, it should be noted that the ism suffix, in and of itself, holds no negative connotations.  It does not inherently signify unfair treatment.

II.
Heroism:  My Fourth “Ism”.  

One example of the use of “ism,” where no negative connotations are evident, is the term “heroism”.  Heroism characterizes a person exhibiting ideal personality traits of courage which enable that person to perform remarkably favorable results (Pickett, 2000).  Still, our original meaning of ism holds true in this situation.  Heroism denotes a person’s systematic organization of beliefs and practices which manifests in that person’s outstanding and probably life-saving attributes.  This person may place himself/herself in danger in order to save the life of others.  It is usually motivated by some core value the person lives by.

Unfortunately, even the favorable term hero, from which heroism draws it meaning, has not escaped the ism schism.  While the present day meaning has an inherently masculine connotation (the feminine version being heroine), heroism, like the other three isms mentioned herein, is particularly hypocritical since the first Hero was a Greek mythological priestess (Horlock, 2006; and Pickett, 2000).
III.
Racism:  A Delusional Illusion.

Among the three isms established in this paper, racism may be the most illogical to explain or comprehend.  This is because racism, particularly in America, is primarily phonotypical (i.e., based on color of skin or some other superficial physical attribute).  Robin Kelly and Earl Lewis (2000) make it clear that physical features tell little about a person’s genetic make up.  Two people with similar physical features may be more genetically diverse from one another than they are from persons with another pigmentation.  Some families have members who “appear” to be  of Native American descent, while other family members “appear” to be of European descent, while still others “appear” to be of African descent.  All three could be true, (families holding ancestry from three continents) but to assume one persons’ worth over another based on pigmentation is extremely illogical and detrimental.  In this respect some people are counting on modern DNA technology to prove the illusion and delusion of racism to the entire world. 

Let’s be fair to the United States of America and set the record straight.  While the United States has created terrible racial problems for its citizens, it does not hold the patent on Racism.  On a recent trip to Nairobi, Kenya, one of the first sociological trends I noticed about the region was blatant racism, sexism and classism.  I experienced peculiar sensations when observing this phenomenon because everybody was the same color – black.  In Kenya, the racism among the various tribes was extreme.  The word used to describe the preferential treatment was “tribalism”.  When I labeled it racism and explained the meaning of the term, conversations were sparked and tempers flared.  The seeds of change were planted, yet I don’t believe any real behavioral changes were instituted. Human beings have a remarkable knack for forgetting that we are all part of the same race:  The Human Race.

IV.
Sexism:  Sex versus Gender.

Sexism, unlike racism, is more absolute and easier to define because it assumes that a person is either male or female (Pickett, 2000).  Sexism is usually defined as the systematically unfair prejudgment of people based on their biological reproductive role (male or female) rather than their individual merits (Pickett, 2000).  It is the idea that one sex is superior to the other.  The way sexism resolves in my mind is misogyny – a hatred of females.  Because of my personal world view, it is difficult to even contemplate sexism against men in our society because we live in a male-dominated society.  Definitions given for both racism and sexism reveal that in order to exercise those particular isms, a person must be part of the power structure (Rothenberg, 2001).  Having said that, another definition for the term, sexism is the attitude of demanding or forcing masculinity on the male gender and femininity on the female gender (Rothenberg, 2001);

 While in Nairobi, I saw real governmentally sanctioned sexism, which was supported at its root by public policy.  Men had many wives and many sets of children.  Some men appeared to demonstrate little or no regard for the welfare of those wives or their children.  While that kind of extreme sexism is not so obvious in the United States, I believe its existence is an ever-present reality that shows itself in every facet of life.  Because of my observations in Kenya, I believe that sexism (against women) operates best in patriarchal societies because patriarchal societies are male-dominated.  Americans are less receptive to ideas that allow people to behave in such a way because so many laws have been enacted with regard to the fair and just treatment of all people.
While exploring the definition of sexism, it quickly became obvious that human relaters distinguish between sex and gender.  Sex is defined as a biologically based category while gender refers to the particular set of socially constructed meanings that are associated with each sex (Rothenberg, 2001).  For example, in the United States it is still socially unacceptable for men to act as spectators while women perform labor intensive tasks unassisted by the men.  In Kenya, it appeared that some manual labor (like farming) “is woman’s work”. 

Whether we use sex or gender, the message of this ism is still very clear:  sexism is used as a marginalizing device.  Its major purpose is to grant unfair preferential treatment to one group of people over, and at the expense of, another group.  In the past, sexism was a system of beliefs that men used to oppress women.  However, as the female-male ratio changes (women over men) and women systemically rise to a higher place of power in the world, we may begin to see more incidents where the reverse is true because the power structure will contain more women.

V.
Classism:  Class Privilege.

Of the three isms established in this paper, classism is perhaps the hardest to comprehend.  Class is a very confusing and elusive thing because its hard to judge (or prejudge) a person on sight without secondary information. This particular social construct embraces systematic oppression of poor people and people who work for wages by people who have access to control of resources.  This ism is about the politics of determining how to distribute power, privilege, wealth (Rothenberg, 2001).  Classism ranks people according to economic status, level of education, breeding and the status of fore parents (Leder, 2004).  According to Rabbi Leder, we can more easily identify classism when we link it with its mother ism, “materialism” (Smiley, 2004; and Leder, 2004).  

According to C.S. Lewis (1947) materialism is the superficial belief system that dictates that the bigger the pay check the more important the person.  It is a preoccupation with money and a noticeable sense of entitlement.

While the criterion for determining class identity is still up for debate, it was a lot easier to observe in the Kenyan Caste system.  It appeared that the first level of oppression was a rigid structure that keeps most people from rising above the station of their fore parents. 

Indoctrination begins at birth and then taught in all the institutions, (i.e., school, church, industry, government).  It reminded me of racism in the antebellum south in the United States, and yet it was hard to understand because everybody was the same color -- black. 

The Kenyan Caste system seemed to depend on unseen things, perhaps accent or tribal language, to rank the citizenry in certain levels of society.  All the people seemed to agree that the system was a good system, even those at the bottom of the ranking structure.  It is interesting to observe the internalized oppression of the poor by the poor.  

As an American in Kenya, I found myself feeling superior because I was treated better than the working class.  Kenyans commented and elevated me because of phonotypical reasons,  (i.e., lighter pigmentation and longer hair).  I had to do some real soul searching and make myself remember that only three generations ago, my people were enslaved.  This system is unjust, if for no other reason, it would dictate that I remain a maid because my “mamma” was a maid and her “mamma” was a maid.  But wait, my mamma “maid-ed” her way right through graduate school.   That’s all the proof I need to decide that this is a bad way to treat people. 
V.
Conclusion.
The question at issue specifically asks that I explain why the isms are important considerations for human relations work and/or social policy.   From the onset of exploring this question, I must realize that my personal reason for exploring human relations is to examine, and ultimately find healing mechanisms for, those hidden scars brought on by these very isms.  As a female American of African descent, I believe that I have a fiduciary duty to all humanity to look for cures for these particular brands of hatred.  While the three isms are aimed at certain categories of people, simple observation teaches that they are nonetheless arbitrary methods of cruelty that foster poverty, crime and self-hatred.  We could not call ourselves “civilized” without honest attempts to analyze the concepts and cure the ailments produced by them.  It is particularly interesting to note that each rationale is inherently irrational and harmful to humanity as a whole.  

I chose heroism as a reminder to human relaters that the “ism” suffix is not good or bad.  Therefore, we must beware not to jump to conclusions when we hear the suffix.

Rothenberg (2001) expressed that it is important to explore each of the 3 isms individually and also simultaneously with the others because, together, these systems operate to form an extremely complicated array of interlocking and self-perpetuating relations.  These relations promote malicious superiority and narcissism on the one hand and degradation and esteem problems on the other hand.
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� 	bell hooks is a distinguished Professor of English at City College of New York whose name is spelled in lower-case letters to demonstrate that the content of her work is more important than her name.  (Wikipedia, 2006).








