
Understanding and Fighting Modern ISMS 
The training we have received from VISIONS, Inc make a distinction between “Old Fashioned” 
ISMS and “Modern” ISMS.


Dr. Valerie Batts writes:


The view that historically-excluded groups (e.g. people of color) are inherently inferior to histori-
cally included groups (e.g. whites) is referred to as “Old Fashioned” ISMS (e.g. racism).   

As Old Fashioned ISMS have been outlawed because of laws, public opinion and/or social and 
cultural changes, and historically-excluded groups have engaged in painful struggles to attain 
parity in the public and private sectors, researchers have observed that, while overt resistance 
to change by historically included groups has still remained, resistance has also transformed 
into more subtle and covert forms of discrimination and mistreatment. 

“Modern ISMS” are defined as the expression of the feeling or belief that historically-excluded 
groups are violating cherished values and making illegitimate demands for equitable changes in 
the status quo.  

“Modern ISMS” are difficult to challenge because they are often justified using non-ISM (i.e. not 
overly race related) reasons to justify behaviors and practices that continue to deny equal ac-
cess to opportunity to people of color and other targets of systemic oppression. 

The resistance to change is still based on an underlying belief, often unintentional and implicit 
or outside of self awareness, that historically-included groups are superior. To the extent that 
changes in law and public opinion outlaw discrimination, it has been observed that people with 
good intentions may submerge, rationalize or justify the negative impacts of their biased beliefs 
given the changes in what is viewed as legal and acceptable in the society.  

We will be taking some time to explore the manifestation and impact of the following “Modern 
ISMS” at work on four levels: Personal, Interpersonal, Institutional and Cultural.


These days, identifying racist policies (institutional level) requires effort and attention to the im-
pact of policies that might seem “non-racist” on the surface simply because they don’t use the 
old fashioned language of the Jim Crow segregation laws which were outlawed because of 
courageous civil rights activism in the mid 1960s.


Racist policies today don’t include language like, “only white people can vote” and “only white 
people can live in this neighborhood” and “only white people can go to this school” and “only 
white pastors can serve at this church.”  The racist policies today don’t use this overtly racist 
language, AND their impact often achieves the same results for people of color.


Consider these racist impacts (of “modern isms”) noted by Ibram X. Kendi in his book, 
“How to be an Antiracist.”


• White people live on average 3.5 additional years over black people in the U.S. Black infants 
die at twice the rate of white infants.




• During the 2013-14 academic year, black students were four times more likely than white 
students to be suspended for public schools, according to Department of Education data.


• Implicit bias of suspicion toward black men wearing hoodies, running down the street, bar-
becuing in the park, driving through a mostly white neighborhood, etc.


• Black people comprise 13 percent of the U.S. population. And yet, in 2015, Black bodies 
accounted for at least 26 percent of those killed by police, declining slightly to 24 percent in 
2016, 22 percent in 2017 and 21 percent in 2018, according to the Washington Post.


• Unarmed black bodies - which apparently look armed to fearful officers - are about twice as 
likely to be killed as unarmed White bodies.


• The use of standardized tests to measure aptitude and intelligence is one of the most effec-
tive racist policies ever devised to degrade Black minds and legally exclude Black bodies. . . 
what if we realized the best way to ensure an effective educational system is not by stan-
dardizing our curricula and test but by standardizing the opportunities available to all stu-
dents?


• In 2000 (the year that George W. Bush won the presidency over Al Gore by 537 votes in Flor-
ida) Florida purged fifty-eight thousand alleged felons from the voting rolls. Black people 
were only 11 percent of registered voters, but comprised 44 percent of the purge list. And 
about twelve thousand of those people purged were not convicted felons.


• The Black poverty rate in 2017 stood at 20 percent, nearly triple the white poverty rate.

• The Black unemployment rate has been at least twice as high as the white unemployment 

rate for the last 50 years.

• The wage gap between blacks and whites is the largest in forty years. The median net worth 

of white families is about ten times that of black families.

• Poor blacks in metropolitan Chicago are ten times more likely than poor whites to live in 

high-poverty areas. 

• The top 1 percent now own around half of the world’s wealth, up from 42.5 percent at the 

height of the Great Recession in 2008. The world’s 3.5 billion poorest adults, comprising 70 
percent of the world’s working-age population, own 2.7 percent of global wealth.


• Estimated losses from white-collar crimes are believed to be between $300 and $600 billion 
per year, according to the FBI. By comparison, near the height of violent crime in 1995, the 
FBI reported the combined costs of burglary and robbery to be $4 billion.


• Banks remain twice as likely to offer loans to white entrepreneurs than to black entrepre-
neurs.


• Black women are three to four times more likely to die from pregnancy-related causes than 
are white women.


• A Black woman with an advanced degree is more likely to lose her baby than a white woman 
with less than an eight grade education. Black women remain twice as likely to be incarcer-
ated as white women.


• After imprisonment of black men dropped 24 percent between 2000-2015, black men were 
still nearly six times more likely than white men, twenty five times more likely than black 
women and fifty times more likely than white women to be incarcerated. Black men raised in 
the top 1 percent by millionaires are as likely to be incarcerated as White men raised in 
households earning $36,000.


Modern ISM Behaviors 

1. Disabling Help (aka "dysfunctional rescuing”) - Help that doesn’t help and that isn’t 
requested or mutually agreed upon. This is patronizing. It assumes people are “needy” 
and fails to recognize the assets that already exist in their lives. Examples of this can be 
sheltering a student from the consequences of their actions - giving them a better grade 
than they deserve to “help” them out. Contextualizing or otherwise justifying racist Con-
federate monuments in the name of “heritage not hate” or “we shouldn’t erase history” 
instead of removing them from public space.  What comes to mind in your own expe-



rience of either giving disabling help or receiving it?  What comes to mind as an 
alternative behavior that would be functional helping? 

2. Disowning Responsibility (aka "blaming the victim”) - Placing 100% responsibility 
for negative consequences on the target (historically excluded) group, whether individu-
ally or as a group. Examples of this include saying “if you don’t break the law you don’t 
get pulled over by police.”  Setting a qualified black employee up to fail by not training 
supervisors and employees in cross cultural competency.  Assuming that the racial 
achievement gap on Standardized tests is due to black people not working as hard - 
blaming the person instead of the policies that reward those who can afford to take ex-
pensive prep courses while ignoring the racist origins of the Scholastic Aptitude Test.  
Placing all the responsibility of higher COVID infections and deaths in black populations 
by saying, “They aren’t taking precautions serious enough.” Dismissing the realities that 
larger numbers of black people work “essential” jobs that put them at higher risk. Dis-
missing realities that higher occurrences of diabetes, heart conditions and high blood 
pressure exist in black populations because of the trauma of oppression, under employ-
ment, devastation of families through mass incarceration, and lack of quality/affordable 
health care. What comes to mind in your own experience of disowning responsibil-
ity/blaming the victim? What are you learning about and taking responsibility for 
the ways systems set up historically excluded people to fail? 

3. Distant/No equitable contact (aka "avoidance of contact”) - Keeping “at arm’s 
length” from people in target (historically excluded) groups or not saying something 
about cultural differences for fear of making a “mistake” or offending. This can also take 
the form of not raising issues of oppression with people in my own non-target group. 
This is where the saying, “White silence is white violence” finds its meaning. Also, “hav-
ing black friends” is not necessarily the same as “equitable contact.”  Think about who is 
in charge? Who is making decisions? Who gets to say how the money is spent? If black 
people are in the room, but white people are still making all the decisions, this is still dis-
tant/no equitable contact and put you in danger of “disabling help” as well. What comes 
to mind in your own experience of distant/no equitable contact? How would you 
describe an alternative behavior to this that leads toward building race equity cul-
ture? 

An example of this for me as a pastor recently was “Do I publicly acknowledge with my 
mostly white church the joy I see my black and brown brothers and sisters experiencing 
over the removal of oppressive symbols of the Confederacy from the center of the city?”  
I had to practice self focus and ask myself, “Why would I not ‘make contact’ with this sig-
nificant cultural difference?”  . . . Is it because I imagine being criticized . . . Is it because 
I don’t want to offend white people . . . am I trying to protect white people’s feelings? 
Avoiding my feelings and the feelings of my black neighbors makes the experience of 
oppression invisible. The result of avoiding contact is that the “better than/less than” dy-
namic continues. The ‘process/content’ guideline is important here as well. “Whose story 
is being heard? Whose is not?”  The guideline of ‘both/and’ also is important. It is possi-
ble to make room for both the joy of those whose humanity is recognized by the monu-
ment removal and the fear of those who wonder that this means for their future. The key 
is that no one’s humanity is being discounted or “canceled” as we “make contact” with 
one another’s story. The alternative behavior to “avoiding contact” that I chose in this 
case was naming both the joy of my black neighbors and the scare/sadness of those 
with white Confederate heritage. I made contact, noticed process and content, practiced 
“Both/And” thinking and inviting people (including myself) to self-regulate their own feel-
ings (feelings as messengers). 



4. Denial of Cultural Differences - By denying that cultural differences exist, the dominant 
historically included identities make historically excluded identities invisible and unimpor-
tant. The assumption behind denial of cultural differences is a bias toward historically 
included identities as “better than.” Examples include when a historically excluded per-
son tells you about their experience and you say (as a historically included person) 
“Well, that happened to me too. I don’t think that happened because you are black.” OR 
“That can’t be true. Don’t you think you are over reacting?” Another example of denial of 
cultural difference is saying, “I don’t see color, I just see people.” Or “It doesn’t matter to 
me if you are white, black, brown, yellow or whatever."  

Consider: How do I avoid noticing and talking about differences in color, ethnicity, 
age, ability, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, language, class, religion, 
education, etc.? Do I assume that naming cultural differences is bad? What makes 
me uncomfortable naming cultural differences? Why? What is the impact of not 
having the strength of your cultural difference named? 

The alternative behavior is recognizing and appreciating cultural differences.  “Try on” 
giving appreciation to people for their cultural difference. If you are not sure how to do 
that, you can ask someone:  “What are some strengths you have that come from one of 
your historically excluded identities (i.e. being a person of color, poor/working class, stu-
dent, LGBTQ, female, differently abled, English as second language, Elder adult/child, 
etc.)? Once you hear what they say, then give them an appreciation for that strength. 

5. Denial and Ignorance of the Significance of Differences - There is political, social, 
economic, cultural, historical and psychological significance of differences. This modern 
ism behavior is about minimizing, discounting or refuting the day to day impact of op-
pression on people in the target (historically excluded) group. For example: Being a non-
white person in the United States has historically meant statistically less opportunity and 
access to wealth building opportunities. This is not only a result of racist attitudes/ ideas 
and interpersonal level violence and exclusion. This is the result of policies at an institu-
tional level that systematically targeted people of color for less of societies benefits. To 
learn about 13 specific policies that contributed to the racial wealth and hunger gap in 
the United States see Bread for the World’s website.  

For this reason, being poor and black is significantly different than being poor and white. 
Poor white people haven’t faced the vigilante terror of lynching. Poor white people 
haven’t statistically faced the same rates of arrest and incarceration for non-violent drug 
charges. Poor white returning WW2 GI’s were not excluded from housing and educa-
tional support in the same way that poor blacks were. Poor whites were not targeted by 
sub-prime lending practices in the same way. Poor whites are still far more likely to see 
teachers, business, civic and political leaders who look like them than poor blacks.  

Saying, “Black Lives Matter” is an example of recognizing the political, social, economic, 
cultural, historic and psychological significance of being black in the United States. The 
reason we say “Black Lives Matter” is because we want to put a stop to the attitudes, 
behaviors and policies that continue to carry the impact that “Black Lives Don’t Matter” 
as much as white lives do. Saying “Black Lives Matter” doesn’t mean “All Lives Don’t 
Matter.” Saying “Black Lives Matter” says that we are not denying and ignoring the politi-
cal, social, economic, cultural, historical and psychological significance of differences 
until all lives really do matter. 

Another example of denial or lack of understanding of the political significance of cultural 
difference is in the way white churches and black churches approach voting, voter regis-
tration, participation and anti-suppression. Historically, white men have not been disen-

http://files.bread.org/institute/simulation/Racial-Wealth-Gap-Policy-Packet.pdf?_ga=2.189362283.135565119.1598218265-2147101419.1597854917
http://files.bread.org/institute/simulation/Racial-Wealth-Gap-Policy-Packet.pdf?_ga=2.189362283.135565119.1598218265-2147101419.1597854917
http://files.bread.org/institute/simulation/Racial-Wealth-Gap-Policy-Packet.pdf?_ga=2.189362283.135565119.1598218265-2147101419.1597854917
http://files.bread.org/institute/simulation/Racial-Wealth-Gap-Policy-Packet.pdf?_ga=2.189362283.135565119.1598218265-2147101419.1597854917


franchised from voting, so white churches never needed to provide voter registration and 
education about avoiding voter suppression. This has been very different in predomi-
nantly black churches where hard fought battles for voting rights were rooted in the 
gospel of liberation. Worthy of note here is the 2020 centennial celebration of “women’s 
suffrage.” In 1920, only white women got the right to vote. Black women were still largely 
disenfranchised from voting until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  

Another example of Denial of the Significance of Difference that affects voter disenfran-
chisement for people of color today is this example from history.com: In 2013, the 
Supreme Court struck down a key provision of the Voting Rights Act, ruling 5-4 in Shelby 
v. Holder that it was unconstitutional to require states with a history of voter discrimina-
tion to seek federal approval before changing their election laws. In the wake of the 
Court’s decision, a number of states passed new restrictions on voting, including limiting 
early voting and requiring voters to show photo ID. Supporters argue such measures are 
designed to prevent voter fraud (notice that non-race related reason!), while critics say 
they—like poll taxes and literacy tests before them—disproportionately affect poor, elder-
ly, Black and Latino voters.  

In that example you can see how policies today, without using overtly race related lan-
guage, can have the racist impact of excluding poor people of color. If we deny cultural 
differences and deny their significance, we perpetuate the status quo of exclusion.  

Other examples of “Denying the Significance of Differences” can be seen in the movie 
“13th” (watch it for free on YouTube) and Michelle Alexander’s Book “The New Jim 
Crow.” These resources illuminate the way mass incarceration created a new post-slav-
ery, post-segregation era racial caste system and felony disenfranchisement. Dispropor-
tionally more black and brown men are locked up and locked out of society as a result of 
policies created for fighting the “war on drugs” (beginning with President Richard Nixon 
in the 1970s and reinforced by President Ronald Regan in the 1980s and President Bill 
Clinton in the 1990s). The prison population went from around 300,000 in the 1970s to 
over 2 million in the 2000s. Laws that criminalized behavior that needed therapy and 
treatment instead of incarceration led to a dramatic increase in the prison population in 
the United States.  The focus was on “keeping law and order” in our cities and being 
“tough on crime” (notice those non-race related reasons!). Few people in power cared 
whether these laws meant to bring “order” were actually just and being enforced equal-
ly.   

In fact, according to Nixon’s chief advisor John Ehrlichman, “The Nixon campaign in 
1968, and the Nixon white house after that, had two enemies: The anti-war left and black 
people. You understand what I’m saying. We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either 
against the war or black . . . but by getting the public to associate the hippies with mara-
juana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those 
communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings 
and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about 
the drugs? Of course we did.” 

Later, in 1981 just before President Regan would assume office, his campaign advisor, 
Lee Atwater was recorded saying this about the president’s southern strategy, “You start 
out in 1954 by saying, 'nigger, nigger, nigger.’ By 1968 you can’t say, ‘nigger.’ That hurts 
you. It backfires. So you say stuff like ‘forced-bussing, state’s rights’ and all that stuff. 
And you’re getting so abstract now you’re talking about ‘cutting taxes,’ and all of these 
things you’re talking about are totally economic things and the by-product of them is 
blacks get hurt worse than whites.” 

https://www.history.com/news/african-american-voting-right-15th-amendment
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/georgia-election-fight-shows-that-black-voter-suppression-a-southern-tradition-still-flourishes
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=krfcq5pF8u8


Rather than economic policies to address the despair of poverty and unemployment 
which contributed to drug use and crime, the war on drugs made possession of crack 
cocaine a reason to go to prison for most if not all of your life. Powder cocaine (more 
popular among wealthy white people) did not carry the same sentencing laws. 

Look at the impact of policies on black and brown bodies.  “After imprisonment of black 
men dropped 24 percent between 2000-2015, black men were still nearly six times more 
likely than white men, twenty five times more likely than black women and fifty times 
more likely than white women to be incarcerated. Black men raised in the top 1 percent 
by millionaires are as likely to be incarcerated as White men raised in households earn-
ing $36,000.” (How to Be an Anti-Racist by Ibram X. Kendi) 

If we are color blind and discount the political and social significance of being black and 
brown in the United States, we will not notice this as a problem. 

What other examples do you see this model ism at work at personal, interperson-
al, institutional and cultural levels? 


