


This essay will discuss the sociological theories of symbolic interactionism to analyse the maintenance of racism within modern society. The symbolic interaction theory in short, theorises that the way humans interact with other people and other objects depends largely on what the person or object means to them. According to Morris (2007) the symbolic interactionist theory explains how racism is a learned phenomenon and also identifies that the inappropriate maintenance of racist interactions, maintains the privileges for the white race and creates inequality for minority groups. This essay will also analyse the hegemony theory which according to Lea and Sims (2008) is the dominant social, cultural and symbolic norms and values that preserves the privileges and authority that is given to white people. This maintains the relevance of modern racism and illustrates the large disparity when comparing the treatment of white people and black people. Finally, this essay will also discuss the importance of George Floyd’s death in the resulting impact onto the Black Lives Matter movement.

Golash-Boza (2016) defines race as a social concept, whereby humans are able to be categorised into classifiable groups based on cultural and physical differences. Early analysis of the categorisations of races, depicted by Arthur de Gobineau who explains that originally there were three primary races, “black”, “yellow” and “white”. Gibineau set’s out the races and presents them within a hierarchy using biological determinants that represent the “white” race as the most intelligent, the “yellow” to be the less than the “white” race and the “black” race representing barbarism (Nale, 2014). However, Khanna and Harris (2009) argue that race cannot be classified by biologically individual categories and rather theorises that racial categorises are socially constructed and differentiate between separate societies and can change over time. Khanna and Harris (2009) offer the example that while in the United States being black is defined as an individual who has African heritage, while in the United Kingdom it is defined as individuals who are not white. Winant (2000) expresses that the explanation and importance of race became particularly popular after World War two to examine social issues such as poverty, crime and racism. 

The rise of the Black Lives Matter movement that began before and continued after the murder of George Floyd is paramount and relevant to the discussion of race, racism, prejudice, and discrimination that is present worldwide but particularly western societies such as the United States of America and the United Kingdom. Academic writers, such as Oliver Cox (as cited by Räthzel, 2002), claims that the use of racism was an excuse to justify exploitative behaviour. Lentin (2008) also provides insight that governmental organisations view racism as an ineradicable anomaly that corrupts institutions, presuming that racism develops independently. Academic scholars, when researching the explanations of why and how racism first developed, favoured the perspective that racism as a socially constructed ideology was customised to warrant white western societies maltreatment and abuse onto black people (Berg and Wendt, 2011). Alongside the historical discussions of why and how race originated, it is also important to discuss how racism has evolved and remained intact through the development of modern society. 

The sociological theory of symbolic interactionalism can be used to explain and define racism within contemporary western societies. Blumer (1986) explains that symbolic interactionism is based on three collaborating theories. The first theory is that individuals act towards stimuli based on the what the stimuli means to the individual. The second theory is that the meaning of the stimuli is established through social interaction with other individuals. The final theory is that the meanings can be altered and adapted through the individuals’ own experiences with the stimuli over time. Zhour et al (2011) explains that the meaning of the stimuli is also constructed by the symbols that are attached to the stimuli. For example, through the process of socialisation we might learn that an object with a heart symbol represents love, affection and compassion. When this object is received by a significant other, through the social interaction of giving the object as a gift, with these symbols, the individual will perceive the object to be important, valuable and will treat the object with care. Cole (2019) gives an example in the context of race, an individual who displays the symbols and characteristics of an Asian women, interacts with a white male who automatically assumes she is an immigrant due to previous social interactions with friends and the media etc.

 The depictions of racial stereotypes within the media or large influential organisations and the symbolic interaction theory could be an explanation for the maintenance of modern racism. According to Gorham (2010) by repeatedly misrepresenting minority social groups within the media this can negatively impact the public’s perception of the individuals within this group. For example, with the rising levels of anxiety concerning knife crime within London, intervention’s to reduce and prevent knife crime was essential. The Mayor of London and London Assembly (2022) published statistics that revealed that 61% of murders committed with a knife were committed by a black person. The statistics also showed that 45% of victims who died due to injuries from a knife were also black however, black people only made up 13% of London’s population. Interventions such as the knife free chicken boxes were introduced, the Home Office (2019) explains the aim for the chicken boxes was to change young people’s attitudes by spotlighting positive replacements, such as careers in music or sport, instead of gang related knife crime. This creates a narrative that all black people are involved in gang and knife related crimes, with the government proposing that the best way to promote positive attitudes to black people is through adverts on the box of their fried chicken meal. According to Denzin (2004) within the symbolic interaction theory, the media acts as the agency that produces the meanings for individuals within this particular culture. Creating a narrative that black people are murderers instils hatred and fear, maintaining racist interactions amongst communities such as hate crime. Lehn and Gibson (2011) also suggest that discrimination is not a naturally occurring phenomenon but is an arranged understanding through interactions amongst communities.

The hegemony theory could also be used to explain the maintenance of modern racism. Meghji (2017) expresses that white hegemony is the core feature to the hierarchy of race. Lewis (2016) explains that hegemonic whiteness is the arrangement of practices and procedures which implement white norms and values as the governing “normal” in western societies. Mehji and Saini (2017) proposed that post-racialism has become part of the white hegemony, a denial of racism and systematic discrimination within western societies, thus allowing racism to continue covertly. Tevis et al (2022) also describes the American educational system as an organisation that reinforces white hegemony within cultural and structural capacities to normalise white beliefs and norms to oppress and prevent the success of social minority groups. Due to this systematic oppression Bickford and Bickford (2021) describes the construction of Black History Month to tackle the white perspective of American history. Thus, within America, the portrayal of white and black history illustrates that black people’s history as unimportant and disposable while actively hindering the progress and success of black people’s education.

The emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement according to Taylor (2016) largely began with a socially inaccurate perspective that black people dying prematurely, the imprisonment of black people and black people living in poverty are consequences of black incivility. According to Hobson (2016) the BLM hashtag that began on social media, was utilized after Trayvon Martin was targeted for his own murder, while his murderer George Zimmerman, was not held responsible. Hobson (2016) explains that the introduction of Black Lives Matter as a political intervention and a reminder that black lives do not matter in a society that disposes their human rights and permits the violence and discrimination that black people face every day. Carney and Kelekay (2022) expresses that approximately only a year after the discussion of the Black Lives Matter movement began, Darren Wilson surrenders to the police before being shot six times and is left in the street for numerous hours. Carney and Kelekay (2022) claim that events such as these exemplify the level of respect that is given to black people within America.

George Floyd’s murder was recorded and broadcasting to the globe on social media in the height of the pandemic. Dreyer et al (2020) describes that the police officer who attempted to arrest Floyd, digging his knee knelt onto Floyd’s neck, while three other police officers also held down other parts of Floyd’s body, for eight minutes forty-six seconds and remained in this position even after George Floyd had become unconscious. The effect of such mass viewing events also has a further negative effect onto minority groups, according to Howard et al (2022) a study found that the mental health of black Americans decreases, in the state where a police officer murders an unarmed black American. Kamal et al (2021) also stated that the publicised social event of George Floyds death highlighted the systematic racism that is embedded within not only the police force but also within the medical education field. Kamal et al (2021) stating that black Americans were five times more likely to be hospitalized and are over double as likely to be killed by police compared to white Americans. This was also evident when the medical examiner ruled Floyd’s death as homicide accompanied by “hypertensive heart disease, fentanyl intoxication and recent methamphetamine usage” to exaggerate to the public that George Floyd was not an honest, active member of society, but he was a criminal who engaged in delinquent behaviours which justified the brutality he faced (Marcus, 2022). A further autopsy report provided by Floyd’s family found the cause of death to be murder by suffocation (Pereira, 2020).

Representing George Floyd as an aggressive, drug user within the media alongside the constant misrepresentation of other black and minority social groups reinforces racial stereotypes and creates the concept that these individuals are criminals, inferior, uneducated people who deserve the unequal treatment. Nabi and Oliver (2009) express that the media’s capability to produce and prompt the perception of racist ideology is particularly powerful when individuals are limited in having real life experiences with black and minority groups. Thus, only further maintaining white hegemony which results in racist interactions as part of the symbolic interaction theory. George Floyd’s death was a significant moment in history where the learned behaviours of the symbolic interaction theory were becoming noticed and the overlooked white privilege provided by white hegemony was being recognised globally and opened a world-wide discussion of race and discrimination. Waymer (2021) discusses that after the events unfolded, more and more people questioned and challenged the systems and procedures of organisations that sustained systemic racism. Waymer (2021) also states that the discussion of white privilege and white hegemony increased among students and teachers. This point in time was a central focus that the USA was never as modern and forward thinking as it seemed. The imperfections were appearing, which only led the public into examining everything they had experienced, viewing subconscious racist interactions with a new perspective. (Samayeen et al, 2020). 
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