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Racism as a Major Obstacle to Black Identity

Black identity is one of the most socially complicated identities in the world. Black people have a long history of suffering and struggling against prejudices against them. They made many efforts to demand dignity and human respect for people of African descent. This difficult history influenced the formation of Black people’s unique identity. But not all obstacles to the existence of this identity have disappeared. In the 21st century, lots of people still can have a contemptuous attitude to Black people. Such people are called racists. The phenomenon of racism is not only impolite but also globally destructive by its nature. It does not correspond to the «zeitgeist» of the developing world, affects the self-perception of Black people, and contradicts the principles of equality and freedom. We do not know how the identity of Black people would have been formed if the phenomenon of racism had not existed, but it can be stated that it had a global impact and continues to have an influence on it. And this impact is completely destructive. So, this essay will focus on analysing the origins of the racism phenomena, its influence on Black people and efforts which were made by global institutions and should be made at an individual level to overcome racism.
 
To start with, racism is a «set of interrelated ideologies and practices that have serious material consequences, seriously affecting the life chances of black people and threatening their present and future well-being» [Jackson, 2003, p.3]. In the book «How to be an antiracist» I. Kendi noted that the history of racism began around the 15th century with the idea that one group of people is somehow worse than another group. After the arrival of the White man in Africa, the fact of the existence of the different races - "good" and "bad" - became a persistent myth that survived more than one generation [Kendi, 2019]. This myth also is confirmed by centuries of slavery of Black people. Exactly this period of the Black community`s history made the greatest influence on the self-estimation of Black people and also the formation of their identity. Black people experienced the psychological impact of the slave role as fear and resentment towards the majority population. The anger of Black people «resulted from a sense of the oppression and inequities of slavery» [Mays, 1986, p. 585].  Some Black people used defence mechanisms, which some psychologists would call «adaptive survival strategies», to deal with these feelings. One tactic was to embrace negative perceptions about Black people held by White people. Black people displayed stereotypical behaviours of incompetence, sloth, and other undesirable traits as a result of this identification process. This identity was internalised by much of the Black community's representatives [Mays, 1986, p. 585-586]. Thus, researchers talk about the formation of collective trauma among representatives of the Black race. This cultural collective trauma is an integral part of the Black community's identity [Eyerman, 2001].

Manifestations of this collective trauma associated with racist attitudes towards Black people are still present nowadays. On the one hand, this negatively affected the perception of Black people as worthy and equal people with representatives of other races. For example, Black pupils often gravitate towards peers that resemble them for assistance when they do not fit into the dominant culture. In addition, Black-skinned students often underestimate their capabilities because «academic success is often associated with being White» [Tatum, 1997, p. 62].

It also seems fair to suggest that the process of Black people's identity development is very difficult because of the complex process of accepting one's identity as unique and not an outcast. Explaining William Cross`s Nigrescence theory, Ritchey noted the words of Cross: this theory is «an identity change process as a Negro-to-Black conversion experience» [Ritchey, 2014, p. 101]. Cross described the 5 stages that a Black person goes through in the formation of his/her identity. In the first stage, a person accepts the ideology of the dominant White people`s society. Even if he/she has black skin, a person tends to identify with any other community (religious, sexual, etc.). In the second stage, a person encounters events that inspire him/her to ask "Who am I?". In the third stage, a person immerses himself/herself in the culture of the Black community, romanticizes it, and then realizes that it is complex and multifaceted. In the fourth stage, a person perceives differences from others more. And only at the last stage he/she fully accepts his/her peculiarities and also begins to value himself/herself [Ritchey, 2014].

But on the other hand, there is overwhelming evidence for the notion that the considerable pressure of society on Black people provoked their powerful resistance. It is particularly manifested in mass protests and demonstrations, during which they defend their identity and speak out against racism (for example, «Black Lives Matter»). So, a powerful reaction to a constant irritant (racism) is also part of the Black community`s identity. In this way, they prove their community character and ability to resist the world, which is still trying to crush Black people. The ability to fight back in this case is a confirmation that Black people can embrace their uniqueness and recognize that their lives matter. Moreover, significant majorities of Black Americans believe being Black is extremely or very essential to how they think about themselves, with almost three quarters (76%) stating this overall, regardless of where they are from, who they are, their economic situations, or educational backgrounds [Greenwood, 2022].  So, despite all the obstacles, many representatives of the Black community are on the way to crystallising in themselves a sense of their value and the uniqueness of their identity.

This essay also claims that the identity of Blacks depends on the attitude towards them of representatives of other races, in particular White people. In this context, the fight against racism plays a prominent role. It is worth noting that the fight against racism can be implemented both at the global and the personal level. This struggle is also called anti-racism. So next it will be considered the phenomenon of anti-racism and will be noted what the UN is doing in the global fight against racism.

I. Kendi noted that a racist is «one who supports racist policies by his actions or inaction or expresses a racist idea» [Kendi, 2019]. Here it is worth paying attention to the fact that the researcher singled out "inaction" as a manifestation of racism. He also classified people who do not express a clear position in support of the dignity of Black people as racists. Such people called themselves «non-racist». But Kendi claimed that there is no such «intermediate space» as «non-racist». He prioritized anti-racism over non-racism and called people to look at how they can change their society instead of sitting in the comfort of non-racism. He wanted people to find a voice to make a difference at the local level. In time, together people will root out racism at its source [Kendi, 2019]. 

However, the phenomenon of anti-racism is not as simple as it seems at first glance. Only 30 years ago there was much debate about what anti-racism is and how to implement anti-racism policies and practices. In the 1980s and 1990s, the public policy of anti-racism became a key area of dispute between the left and the right-wing in Great Britain. In other European societies during this period, the conceptualization of anti-racism had a broader perspective and focused on the role of anti-racist social movements, organizations and the formation of their ideology. In the world's political environment, there was also a problem that there was no clear distinction between what discourse was defined as racist and anti-racist because practice went beyond terminology [Solomons & Back, 1996].

Turning to the issue of racism in the global dimension nowadays, it is worth mentioning the role of the UN in promoting anti-racism. The United Nations (UN) has created several tools and processes to address concerns relating to human rights since 1945. These have been a response to the several problems that fall under the human rights category, only one of which is continuous racial discrimination. Also, in 1965 The International Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination was ratified by the General Assembly. It has been a legally binding document since 1969. States parties are required by law to denounce racism in all of its manifestations and to take steps to banish it from their territories. To monitor the Convention's implementation and assess the signatory States' progress, the Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) was also set up [Nakata, 2001].

Despite the fight against racism on a global scale, the question arises – is it even possible to achieve complete racial tolerance throughout the world? Sociologist E. Bonilla-Silva, insisting on overcoming racial inequality in the USA in his work «Racism without racists», called a world without oppression based on race a utopia. «I claimed that racial utopia will not be for real unless utopia has as a goal smashing the social (and perhaps global) matrix of domination, that is until it sees its ultimate goal as the abolition of all forms of domination», he said. Thereby the author confirms that it is impossible to achieve an ideal world. However, he emphasizes that this does not mean that humanity should stop on the way to overcoming racism. It should continue to promote racial issues in the global arena, strive for universalism and «help craft «radical theory» and radical knowledge to assist the social movements that are trying to change the world» [Bonilla-Silva, 2017, pp. 242-253].

So, this essay spotlighted the following conclusions. There seems to be important to claim that Black people have a long history of oppression. This significantly affected their self-esteem and, as a result, formed a collective trauma. We can observe the consequences of this trauma even nowadays. It has become an integral part of the Black community`s identity. It appears as an underestimation of one's personality and a desire to associate with the majority. However, blacks demonstrate a systematic collective resistance against mass manifestations of racism. Their struggle has resulted from mass protests, the activities of human rights organizations, the activism of individuals, and the activities of such global international organizations as the United Nations.

Also, it became clear that manifestations of racism throughout history and today affect the adaptive mechanisms of Black people in society. Representatives of other races need to understand the complex nature of Black people`s socialization. Moreover, in today's world, it is not enough for people to take a neutral position on the phenomenon of racism. The development of the world in the direction of tolerance is possible only if more people take an active position. The deeper the whole world will delve into this problem, the deeper we will go towards recognizing the equality and dignity of all people on earth. Although a world where there is no discrimination of any kind is utopian, the weight of each person's action and word matters, because "Black lives matter".
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