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In her personal and compelling speech at Murdoch University, Angela Davis highlights 

the privatization of racism as a result of modern neoliberalism. Privatization is in contrast to 

public, institutional racism that plagued the United States in the 20th century. But has that 

institutional racism fled or does it still infect the public sphere, masked by the normalization of 

isolated incidents? Davis argues that racism remains deeply institutionalized because “individual 

eruptions of racism [are] connected to the persistence of structural racism that hides behind the 

curtain of neoliberalism” (Davis 170-71). Davis notes that “while one in thirty men between the 

ages of 20 and 34 is behind bars, for black males in that age group the figure is one in nine” 

(Davis 172). Neoliberalism justifies this statistic by arguing that it is not the fault of the system 

that black males are severely overrepresented in jail. Rather, it is the fault of the individual for 

not having responsibility. Additionally, in the context of hate speech, the incident would be 

considered “isolated” rather than rejected by the collective. This gives institutional racism room 

to persist because it is hidden by the modern neoliberal rejection of the “archaic” label ‘racist’ 

and it is normalized through neoliberal justification.  

I was once asked by a high school teacher, “do you think Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

would be happy with the status of race relations in the United States today?” My initial answer 

was “yes” because of the progress we have made since the Jim Crow Era, but this speech made 

me think, have we really made that much progress? King may be happy with the “progress” we 

have made since the 1960’s, but I don’t think he would be content with the status quo. Today in 

America, the term “racism” is rather taboo. People reject the possibility of having any connection 

to racism; however, we all have a connection to our ancestors and must take responsibility for 

their racist actions because those actions make up the foundation of our society and impact the 
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tensions we have today. Racism can no longer be considered a “private” matter between 

individuals. This is a public issue and the first step at eliminating it is recognizing its collective 

manifestation. 

Throughout Professor Wills’ unit, we discussed the “absurdity” of white actions and 

mentalities in the Jim Crow era. For example, March (Book Two) by John Lewis highlights the 

evils of mob culture and police brutality which characterized the response by the South to the 

Civil Rights Movement. The absurdity derives from the fact that the language of the law was in 

contradiction to its practice and those breaking the law were those creating the law and thereby 

receiving protection from it. This explains how the actions and ideals of people in power are 

those that become institutionalized. The neoliberal idea is that because public racism was more 

prominent in the past, we must forget it to move forward. In contrast, understanding and 

recognizing the intentions of those in power during the time of Jim Crow is how we are able to 

identify and break the chain of institutionalized racism.  


