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This paper places race relations theory within the

psychology and Marxist theory. It argques for a revisionist theory of
race relations vwhere a situation er cond;t;eﬂ leads to a behavior
pattern (d;zgfimlnatlcn) which in turn leads'to an attitude (racism
or prejudice). This conceptualization of institutional racism
stresses social structure rather than intermnal or psychopathological
expressions in human beings. The contention that discrimination and
preguﬂlcé are rational acts and attitudes of ‘psychologically normal
.persons is combined with Karl Marx's view of race relations as

relations of conflict.

At the group and at the individual level,

behavior is rationally motivated by a strategy of maximizing reward
and minimizing punishment. Understanding the foundation of race
relations as the desire to maximize rewards and minimize punishment,
the revisionists state that the basic race relations problen, and the
basic conflict in the strategy of the majority group which makes
their mini/max position dependent upon the continued exploitation of
a minority group is the key to the elimination of racism in society.
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MARX AND SKINNER: RACE RELATIONS A STRANGE BEDFELLOWS®

“Recently, sociclowists have placed increased emphasis upon social
structure or sccial situations as an overriding causal factor in explain-

ng discrimination and prejudice (Schermerhorn, 1970:6-7; van den Berghe,

-

967:20). _This conceptualization of institutional racism is joined to

explanations fo prejudice and disc?iniﬂacicn which tend to characterize
these phenomena as a result of éaﬂe form of psychonathology. In
developing this revisionist posture in race relations, it would appear
that sociologists are ''heeding Skirmner's call" for the de&el@umént of
a social technology. ¥or, as Donald Tarter (1973:155) observes,
When scciologists assume behavior can be better explained by
references to situational definitions, attitudes, status

perceptions, or anv of the host of other hvpathet cal
internal constructs they mav devise, they are stopping short

lﬁ the1f analy51s and in the BTOQESS fall to press their

COﬂtlﬂEEﬁClES in the env1roﬁment that have Draduced tbase'
cognitive states.

As T will argue, it is envirormental reinforcement contingencies that come
to play an every more important role in the structural theory of race
relations. The stress on social structure, as @Dﬁosed to "internal
constructs," is not the onlv foundation for the revisionist vosition,
there is also a réspanse to a call from Karl Marx.

The contenti@n that discrimination and prejudice are most often
rational acts and attitudes of pvschologicallv normal peonle is combined
with the Marxist view of race relations as relations of conflict. Nominant
and subordinate grouns are 1@ledviﬂ a conflict over a finite supnlv
of societal goods, (Wilsaﬁi 1973:4]1: Yetman and Steele, 1975:4),

* T wish to express mv appreciation to Pichard Schermerh rn, Bart Palisi

and Mike Mend for helpful comments thev made on a previous drafr of Ehl%
paper. 1,0l course, am fullv resmonsible for the papers contents,
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The conflict is not irrational, sencrated by displaced sexual
Irustrations, or an authoritarian famil- structure, but instead, is
a result of a realistic conflicr of nolitical and econcmic interests
(Bernard, 1971). 4n emphasis on structural variables in race
relations is in conformity with Marxist theory, but the added stress
on conflict places this new scciological orientation more firmly in
the Marxist tradition (Hortgn 1966) . Raclal groups are defined as
conflict grouns and faLlsm is CGﬂCEEtuallEed as an EDthEﬂDmEﬂGﬂ an

ldealoglcal tool in the conflict, enploved by the dcnanant group in the

struggle over 1imited societal goods (Bernard, 1971 and Wilson, 1973:32).

33215m and dlanlmlﬂatan are dependent variables with the independent
varlable being situarions or conditions (Schermerhom, 1970:7). The
situation or condition 1is, at the group level, a IEIEtIGnShlﬂ between
groups with diff:.ential access to power resources, the dominant racial
gr@up using its superior position to exploit or discriﬂinate against the
subordinate group (Wilson, 1973:41 and Yetman and Steele, 1975:5).
Racism and the very definition of racial groups are an ideological
developments serving to explain or justify the existence and -
continuation of dominant-subordiante relations. This is directly within
the Marxist tradition in the analysis of ideological development .
Dworkin and Mworkin (1916:90-11) observe that it was the invention of
the cotton gin in the 1790's rhat made the continuing exploitation Qf
slaves profitable and only then did racial pre 2judice develon to Justify
the discrimindtorv behavior. |

| Thus, diserimination and the consequent ideol@éiial develooment of
racism can be understood in the same wav as %ﬁv other behaviors and

N
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attitudes are understood. This places race relations theory wu;h.:m
a general theoz*y of human behavior, once cambining hehavioristic
psychology and Marxist theorv. We might look at a siﬂ@lﬁe scheme that
illustrates the relationship between relevant variables and which ' |

outlines the basic argument of the revisianist position:

Situation O —— Discrimination —— — s Racism
Condition ’ A or
(Punishment /Reward) - Y Prejudice
(Economic )¢ _ .7 e . - -
(Political) - — ~ ° ‘ .7

(Historical) « _ I

There is interaction between variables, but t.he prévailiﬁg direction of
causality is from social structure to behavior ald only then does the
ideology develop to explain or justify the rewa::ﬂmg or deprivatlcn
avoiding behavior.

If we défﬁl% the situation as the punishment/reward contingencies
of Skinnerian Behaﬁcrism, we can see how the psychology of the above

scheme functions anthe individual level. The basic premis 1is that

people act in such a way as to seek or maximize rewards and to minimize

or avoid punishment. This is how ”rat;ic:ﬁal:ity" is defined. Thomas
Pettigrew (1971:130) is referring to this kind of rationality in
accounting for peaceful desegregation under certain conditions and

violent reaction in others:

A rmltlplic:lty c::f factc;rs must be relevant and
but tentative earlv wc:rk seems to Lndlcate that vicolaﬂce
Qc:c:urrmg with desegregat:mn has been surprisingly

'rational'. That is, violence has generally resulted in
localities where at least some of the authorities give
hints beforehand that they would gladly return to
segregation if disturbances occured; peaceful integration
has generally followed firm and forceful 128(‘:121“5111’9
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The rationality on the individual level is no different from the
rationality posited by William Wilson to e:tplam the motivation. fc:r tﬁe
development of racial stratification at the sac:.etal level Althgugh
differential power prmzides the basis fc:rr a system of raclal st:ratifmatlm '
group desires to ccnii‘ol or maximize scarce rasmxces ;Emi'nish the
nntlva’l*ign fm: déveloping the systa‘n and for putt:mg it inta csperatim"_
(1973:41; See alscn Blamer. 1973:21; Gelfand and Lee, 1973:7). This

view assumes, at the group level, the kind .Qflrationality_ mhman
behavior that we find in Skimmer, but 1t tends to be .devcsi.d of the kind
of analysis which could lead to an mderstmidmg of theiupllcatmns of |
this theoretical Dgsitm It is exm:}em: that autonomous man has
disappeared at the grmg;\ level and as we shall see, tbe :ev;sigmst:

theory also daes avay w;th hxn at the mdiﬁdual level Iﬁ attarptmg

to show that, at the g:aup a:ud md:.v:l,dual level bahaﬁr:r is raticsﬁally o
im zing feward and Irn.nmn_gmg Pu‘lisl'mt

motivated by a Stl‘atﬁgy c:f max
the view ﬂ‘Et cllscrmm:!atign results ﬁ'gm ﬁsyc%mathalagy Qf cultLIal
patlmlcgy is ccsntrad;cted At the sanE t.mE, SkJIDﬂEI‘ s pgsitmn is .
confirmed. ‘ e . _' ' |

Two types of evidence might be appliad in 111ust1‘ating and
confirming the simaﬁieﬁfb&aﬁar/éttituﬂe relationship gs it rela{:es{ |
to race relations. One is mdalce that disproves the cantalt—ian i
that attitudes cause behavior. Plerfe van den E@z‘ghe uses ’Rcsbert
Merton's paradigm to explain this position when he u::cntends that the
only way to e@lam the conforming behaviér of a *preiudi-_ed nmdiscrminataf

and a nonprejudiced discrmnat:gr is in terms of "S@cial dete:tirﬂ.n;sm .
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Berghe, 1967;20521). Deutscher (1966:236) and Lipset and Raab

(1971:34) cite Richard la Pierfe's classic study of the discontinuity
between stated attitudes and behavior in supporting their contention

that situational factors are important determinants of behavior, | |
regardless of attitudes. This does not deny that there may be
nonconformity or nonsituational determinants of behavior. The
prejudiced discririnator and i:;hg ncﬁpfejudiced nondiscriminator who

act in accordance with their attitudes irregardless of the punishment

or withdrawal of rewards mmsed by the situation would be examples

of this p@ssibilityi Yinger (1965:244-266) in attempting to develop

a field theory éfﬁ prejudice and dlSEI';IIﬂillatlm has argued that a balanced
theory must include social psychological variables in addition to the
structural variables suggested by Merton, Warmer and DeFlELE' (1959:15}169)

in a study of situational constraints upgﬁwdiscr;t, inatory vbehavi;r;sr aimed
at testing Yinger's formulations , come to the tentative conclusion that
éit:uaticﬂai variables and individual tendencies are jgint;ly responsible
for discriminatory behavior, but tljiét mt‘uatianal féct:c:rs have a |
significant impact on behavior viﬁich. may contradict attimdj:lal
predispositions. This research, although tem:lingtc s@?ért the
position that most behavior is motivated by the mini/max behaviorist
logic of action, cautions us to be aware of nonconforming behav:.cr ’
which may be @{plaméd by conventional psychological or social
psyeb@lcéi&al theory.

Another study, not directly involving race relations, but with

* undeniable implications in this avea, is Stanly Milgram's experiments

with Gbédlé’ﬂce (1974). Here, subjects were pressured thrcrugh an’

experimental situation to administer electric shocks to (dlscrimj;jate
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against?) a person they thought was suffering fram the painful Sh:gcks. |
In this experiment the Sub’lect s attitudes about harming chers were
vmlated when the situation Dressm'ed than .-IltD behamr ‘contrary t@
their attitudes. Furthermove, there was some evldaice that the .
subjects were davelmm.ng attitudes (post facto) to exala;:x or _justify
their behavior (Milgram, 1974:10). Th.EI.‘E were ﬂ-sr:se who defied th& |
@E?Eflmenféf and refused to adm:xls’ter shneks when they realized that
their actions could result in harm to another person, but the prevailing
behavior was obedient.

Lipset and Raab (1971:36-38) offer evidence which illustrates the
second approach to the situation/behavior/attitude rélatiméﬁiﬁ—-their
review of relevant research includes Deutsch and Cc:llinsr' stufly cf |
integrated housing and Stouffers' work on the integration of the
military. Both studles found a v:hange in attitudes f@llﬁﬁ:’xg a change
in situation and behavior. Lipset and Raab conclude that \"Thg _
evidence has demcmstrated hcrw both attitudes and behavior ave -aff’ectéd
by the social frame of reférajcé in which thev occur." ('19715.38)

In discussing the character of the situation or thg “'social
frame of reference' Lipset and Raab éee it as bet-zg ﬁnbedded in
commmity practices which .. .t:_in:icall}? reproduce themselves by force
of custam (1971:44). They carry t;ﬁ,eir analysis to the point of
recogﬁiziﬁg that "when this pattem of commmity practice changes--
whether bv law, direct action, or otherwise; whether willinglv or
reluctantly--the prevailing nattern of commnity attitudes will be
likely to change accordingly' (1971:45). This second tvpe of evidence
therefore i-eads to the conclusion that morality can be legislated; that

g



there is a practical solution to racial discrimination and situational
change is basic to this solution. You don't advocate educaticn;
psychga:alvsls, or appeals ‘to conscience, but, instead vcsu fnake
d;scrm;iﬂatian costly and nondiscrimination rewa:dmg The g@ad
attitudes will follow. What Lipset and Raab fail to do, ancl what the :
' full blown revisionist position d@es is to include the dialeqtm e

aspect of race relatiﬂﬂs

Understanding the fcmdatign of race relations as the desire
.t(} naximize rewards and minimize punishment, the revisimiéts see the
basic race relaticns problem, and the basu; conflict in the strateg
of the majority gccnm which makés t:heir mini/max pasit;icn dgﬂendent :
upon the continued e:mlcit;aticm cxf a mj:mrltv grcum We cal- see '
how Kilngn conbines the view that attltudes are secmdafg mth the
emphasis upon a realistic cgnﬂlct betwea‘x ﬂaic:rlty a:xd mmarity

.The racial prablal grows n@E c:ut Df the soil. @t

mdivldual prejudice, but out of the verv social -

structure itself. No matter how much white Americans o

may deplore the cruder forms of discrimination and @ '

the more obvious consequences of prejudme, ‘they areﬂ_»; S

not likely to make the sacrifices needed: tp change . .

* the fact that America isistill a white man's SDL‘iEtVf’ SR
The -theme of Black Power reflects the growing dis- " - .
illusiorment of Neg,ﬁj Americans with the white war' 's.’

willingness ta give up his position of supremacy. AR
(196& XV. See a;sp van den Berghe 11967:145) . R

On the group 13‘\!31, we have the 'ratic:nal, desire of .wlﬁtﬁes tg.mintain .
an advantageous position and the :f'aticﬁal desig:e ‘Df Blacks to faitgr that '
situation. We can see that mdl.ﬁduals fit into this félaﬁicfﬁship' in
the same marmer as groups, for theyc.‘cne to be cénstréiﬁéd bv the cost/
reward contingencies of the iﬂsﬁiﬁ;tims which define ﬁg%afitéeﬁincritv
relations. There are many fact@rs which create change in majaflty—




minority relations, among them are gcoﬁgﬂic; historical, political,
demographic and technol gic;sl trends, but a most important agent
of :e}*érsge is the minority groun. Just as the majority is motivated by
its own self interest in maintaining its dominant pasitian 20 the
nﬁm;ritv is motivated, and acts, under certain t;::nditims; ﬁ@
change its situation of subordination. In ess’énce; Killiél_fs (1963) _
description of the Black struggle in America deaiéts_ agrmm that
learned a lesson that was, in a practical way, related to revisionist
theory. They found that aﬁpeals to conscience were not working, aﬂd
that in the last amalysis, it would be Black Power, the capacity to
make discrimination costly (or at the minimum less fewa;cllng), “that
would decrease or end discrimination.

If the Black working to end d;.sc;r:iumatmn and the whlte az::t?i:ng
in such a way as to maintain discri:ﬁﬁnatim '(cansciﬁuélv or |

unconsciously) are acting out of similar mtlvatic:ns“the I:ﬁhav;grlat

motivation @f naximizing rewards and minimizing ccsts—-then we can

see how the revisionist theory offers a rather full Lmderstarld:mg of -
race relations and we have indeed taken man 'bevond f::eedr:m and, _
dignity' (Skimmer, 1971). This conclusion would appear to be in'_b
accord with Schermerhorn's discussion of pf@blgns relating to an .
aﬂphasm on discrimination in race relations research. Hé ;@ntaicls
that,
_'Discrmuaticn, as employed by writers in intergrm

relations, is an invidious, moralistic term; it fastens

a value. judgrrent on the persons engaging-in. the

designated acts.. It implies that the people performing

such acts are violating a widespread social norm and

that, really, they shouldn't. One can Dnly applaud

such humanitarian sentiments while remaining ELEE],EEI
over their explanatory value.. (1970 7)
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Schermerhorn also notes that minorities are often evaluated as victims,
without due consideration of the potential threat posed by minorities to
majorities (1970:8). 1In either case, urwarranted evaluations of
behavior are made’, which would be invalidated by an understanding of

the social situation. This position is also reflected in Harold

Baron's characterization of modern institutional raciem:

Maintenance of the basic racial controls is now less
dependent upon specific discriminatory decisions. Such
behavior has became so well institutionalized that the
individual generally does not have to exercise a choice
to operate in a racist marmer. The rules and procedures
of the large orpanization have alread prestructured the
choice. The individual only has to conform to the
operating norms of the organization and the institution
will do the discriminating for him. (1.969:142-143)

The pressure toward conformity, enforced by socially structured rewards

and punsihments can result in obedient behavior fram rnitmﬁii:; and ffEJQZEltV
grcnq:\ members. |

The minority group member may, because of inst:ituticﬁal presarx.;as,
discriminate against his racial bretheren, so why should this behavior
be evaluated any differa’;tl;} than the rock throwing n&zif:es in Bos,tcﬁ,
the Southern redneck or thé white union member who supports discriminatory
union, (see Milgram, 1974:6)? We certainlf Lmdersﬁand the disprapgrticnate
share of ﬁnjﬁ@ﬁties in prison as resulting from situational pressures, so
ﬁy can't the brutal ghetto cop be understood in the same way? From
the revisionist perspective, they are. For that matter, those who conformed
té the demands of Nazi society and discriminated against Jews are to be
understood in a similar way. Dworkin and tlmrkin recognize these
implications of revisionist theory and reject them but the unease is

evident.
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The rei:c;gnitmn of institutional racism, like Qrgauzatims
it describes is a double-edged instrument. By contending
that the ideology blinds one to the consequences of ones
acts, by contending that the causes of the differential
treatment of minorities are so ingrained in the very fabric -~ -
of the society as to be covert and unconscilous, is to

argue that: (1) only total societal change is effective -

in dealing with the problem - a point which has validity;

but also (2) individuals cannot be held culpable for their
dlseﬂm.natary behavior and prejudiced attitudes - which

is not correct. To contend that racism is principally a
societal problem is to excuse the actions of prejudiced
individuals who are seen merely as ’\ictlms of the society’ s
gystem of socialization. (1976:65) :

Morality and immorality can be the result of social arrangements and
neither evaluations is apropos when an individual is the subject of
study. -

In a field like ace relations, the moral issues are never far

from the scientific surface. I discovered Marx and Skinner in flagrante

delicto while teaching minority group relations and I found r,_ﬁys_elf -
confronting my students with Ehé full iﬁ@licatiérﬁs of thé thearv' dévglgﬁed
out of this union. I came to Skirmer frc.iﬂ a Ma:r}:ist Qnentatmﬁ Hmwever
:mnm:aitly I came to the discovery of the itrpllc:at;cns af the Marx- Sklfmer
relationship, I have been confronted with the mﬁcmfartable even appalling,
moral implications of Skinner's theory, made even more mcmifc:)rtable
and appalling when applied to race relatioms. This thec:ry has some _
salutary aspects, in that it leads to an understanding of realistic salut;;cns
to racial problems even though the likelihood of theirvealization may be
minimal. There is also a nagging feeling that a realistic look at man
in society may not .lways yield optimistic results éndf@r the future of
- sociology, this may be all for the best. . Lewis Killian has presented

this p@siticﬁ very well:
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o ) B

The unwillingness c:f the snclalcglst to be ‘a true
pessimist, or realist--his tendency to draw back from -
predictmg that no matter what the members of a- society
may do.things will not turn out all right according to. .
whatever standards he cherishes--restricts his sa«:mlngical
magmat;cn in a mmber of ways, (1971 283) ST B
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