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The Civil Rights Movement, a powerful struggle for equality and justice, achieved
monumental progress in dismantling systemic racism. Yet, in its wake, a subtle shift
occurred. This article explores the argument that the focus shifted from addressing
systemic inequalities to individual behavior modification, a phenomenon some scholars
attribute to the rise of "racial etiquette" sensitivity training and the integration of New Age
therapies. We’ll examine how these approaches, while often well-intentioned, may have
inadvertently undermined the core goals of the movement by diverting attention from
structural issues towards individual responsibility and emotional healing. Key themes we'll
explore include diversity training critiques, racial healing through restorative
justice, the limitations of sensitivity training, the commodification of anti-racism,
and critical race theory's perspective on this evolution.

The Rise of Racial Etiquette and Sensitivity Training

Following the landmark achievements of the Civil Rights era, corporations and institutions
began implementing sensitivity training programs designed to promote racial harmony in
the workplace and beyond. While the initial intent was laudable - fostering understanding
and empathy across racial lines - the execution often fell short. Many programs focused
narrowly on "racial etiquette," emphasizing polite language and avoiding microaggressions,
without addressing the deeper systemic issues of power, privilege, and historical
oppression. This approach, critics argue, inadvertently placed the onus of change solely on
individuals from marginalized communities, requiring them to navigate a system designed
to disadvantage them while simultaneously managing the emotional labor of educating
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others. This created a sense of individual responsibility without addressing collective
responsibility and systems-level changes that actually needed to be implemented.

This emphasis on individual behavior modification, some argue, distracts from the larger
systemic issues that perpetuate racial inequality. Instead of tackling institutional racism -
such as discriminatory housing policies, biased criminal justice practices, and unequal
access to education and healthcare - the focus shifted to teaching individuals how to better
interact within a still-racist system. This approach, while seemingly promoting tolerance,
could be interpreted as a way to maintain the status quo without genuinely confronting the
root causes of racial injustice.

The Influence of New Age Therapies on Racial Healing

Simultaneously, New Age therapies, with their focus on individual healing and self-
improvement, gained traction as a means of addressing the emotional wounds inflicted by
racism. Techniques like meditation, mindfulness, and energy healing were presented as
tools for overcoming the psychological effects of discrimination and promoting racial
reconciliation. While these practices can offer individual benefits, their application within a
broader racial justice framework has faced criticism.

Some argue that emphasizing individual emotional healing at the expense of systemic
change minimizes the collective trauma caused by racism. Treating the symptoms without
addressing the underlying disease could be seen as a deflection from the need for
significant structural reform. Furthermore, the commodification of these therapies, often
marketed to privileged groups seeking to understand racism, raises concerns about
appropriating spiritual practices from marginalized communities for profit while
simultaneously neglecting the need to redress systemic oppression.

Critiques of Diversity Training and the Limitations of
Sensitivity Training

The effectiveness of diversity training and sensitivity training has been widely debated.
Studies have shown that many programs fail to produce lasting changes in attitudes or
behaviors. This is partly due to the limitations of the training itself, which often relies on
superficial discussions and lacks concrete strategies for addressing systemic inequities.
Furthermore, mandatory participation can create resentment and defensiveness among
participants, undermining the program's objectives.

These programs sometimes focus on individual biases and unconscious prejudices without
thoroughly examining the power dynamics embedded in social structures. The implicit bias
training, for instance, while intended to raise awareness of unconscious biases, often lacks
the critical race theory framework needed to connect individual biases to systemic
inequalities. The result is a fragmented approach that leaves untouched the larger societal
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context in which racism thrives. Ultimately, these limited scopes ignore the structural
issues underpinning racial disparities.

The Commodification of Anti-Racism and the Role of
Critical Race Theory

The commercialization of anti-racism initiatives further complicates the landscape. A vast
industry has emerged around diversity training, racial equity consulting, and related
services. While some organizations provide valuable resources and support, others
prioritize profit over meaningful change, contributing to a superficial understanding of
racial justice. These approaches, often marketed as quick fixes, can overshadow the
importance of long-term systemic change. This underscores the importance of evaluating
the purpose and methodology employed by organizations and consultants promoting racial
equity.

Critical Race Theory (CRT) offers a valuable lens through which to analyze this
phenomenon. CRT highlights how racism is not merely individual prejudice but is deeply
embedded within legal systems, social institutions, and cultural norms. It emphasizes the
importance of addressing systemic inequalities and challenging power structures. From a
CRT perspective, the emphasis on individual behavior modification and emotional healing,
while not inherently problematic, is inadequate without a concurrent focus on dismantling
the systems that perpetuate racial injustice. This means that the solutions cannot remain at
the level of individual behavior change but must address larger-scale social issues.

Conclusion: Towards a More Holistic Approach

The shift towards individual-focused approaches like sensitivity training and New Age
therapies, while seemingly aiming for racial harmony, has arguably diverted attention away
from the core issues that fueled the Civil Rights Movement. Addressing systemic racism
requires a multifaceted strategy that tackles both individual attitudes and societal
structures. A more holistic approach that integrates both individual accountability and
systemic change, while informed by critical race theory, is vital for true racial justice and
equity. Ignoring the systemic inequalities while focusing solely on individual behavior
change creates a superficial remedy to a profound societal problem. The focus must remain
on dismantling the systemic inequalities that perpetuate racial injustice, rather than solely
on changing individual attitudes and behaviors.

FAQ

Q1: Isn't sensitivity training helpful at all?

Al: Sensitivity training can be beneficial when it's part of a broader strategy that addresses
systemic issues. However, focusing solely on "racial etiquette" without tackling structural
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racism can be counterproductive. Effective training should incorporate critical race theory
principles, engage in deep self-reflection, and propose actionable strategies for addressing
inequalities beyond superficial discussions.

Q2: How can New Age therapies be helpful in addressing racial trauma?

A2: New Age therapies can offer valuable tools for individual healing and self-care, helping
individuals process the emotional impact of racism. However, they shouldn't be presented

as a replacement for addressing systemic inequalities. They are most helpful when used in
conjunction with other approaches that focus on systemic change.

Q3: What's the difference between addressing individual bias and systemic racism?

A3: Addressing individual bias focuses on changing personal attitudes and behaviors.
Addressing systemic racism requires tackling discriminatory policies, practices, and
institutions that perpetuate racial inequality across various aspects of society. One is micro,
the other is macro.

Q4: How can we ensure that diversity training is effective?

A4: Effective diversity training should be comprehensive, incorporating critical race theory,
interactive discussions, and concrete strategies for addressing inequalities. It should be
ongoing rather than a one-time event and involve accountability mechanisms to ensure
lasting changes in attitudes and behaviors.

Q5: What role does critical race theory play in understanding this issue?

A5: Critical Race Theory provides a framework for understanding how racism is embedded
within social structures and institutions, not just individual biases. It emphasizes the
importance of addressing systemic inequities and challenging power structures to achieve
true racial justice.

Q6: Are there alternative approaches to promoting racial justice besides sensitivity
training?

A6: Yes, there are many alternative approaches, including restorative justice initiatives,
community-based organizing, policy advocacy, and educational reform focused on inclusive
curricula and equitable resource allocation.

Q7: What is restorative justice, and how does it differ from sensitivity training?

A7: Restorative justice focuses on repairing harm caused by racism through dialogue,
accountability, and community-led initiatives. Unlike sensitivity training, it emphasizes
collective responsibility and focuses on systemic solutions rather than just individual
behavior modification.
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Q8: How can we avoid the commodification of anti-racism?

A8: We need to be critical consumers of anti-racism initiatives, prioritizing organizations
and programs that genuinely address systemic issues and demonstrate a commitment to
long-term change, rather than simply generating profit. Supporting grassroots
organizations and community-led initiatives can help avoid the pitfalls of commercialized
anti-racism efforts.

Race Experts: How Racial Etiquette Sensitivity Training
and New Age Therapy Hijacked the Civil Rights
Revolution

The victory of the Civil Rights Movement, a period marked by fierce struggle and hard-won
advances, is a cornerstone of American history. Yet, in the decades following its peak, a
subtle transformation occurred. The focus shifted from addressing systemic injustice to a
more individualized, curative approach. This article argues that the rise of race experts,
coupled with the proliferation of racial etiquette sensitivity training and new-age therapies,
effectively diverted the momentum of the movement, replacing concrete action with
superficial solutions and ultimately hindering lasting advancement.

The initial stages of the Civil Rights Movement were characterized by a obvious focus on
legislative changes and blatant challenges to discriminatory practices. Campaigners
directly confronted segregation, demanding equal rights through protests, boycotts, and
legal actions. The aim was straightforward: dismantling systemic racism. This candid
approach, though challenging, yielded tangible results: landmark legislation, desegregation,
and increased political participation for African Americans.

However, as the overt forms of discrimination began to fade, a new story emerged. The
focus changed from dismantling systemic structures to addressing individual prejudices.
Race experts, often lacking a deep understanding of the historical context or the structural
nature of racism, multiplied. Their expertise frequently centred on methods of racial
etiquette and sensitivity training, often focusing on individual behavior modification rather
than systemic change.

These training programs, while well-intentioned in their aim to promote understanding and
empathy, frequently fell short. They often simplified the complexities of race and racism,
promoting a superficial understanding that masked the deeper structural issues. Instead of
confronting the root causes of inequality, these programs often focused on controlling
individual reactions and behaviours. The emphasis was placed on eschewing the
appearance of racism rather than addressing the underlying realities of racial bias.

Furthermore, the rise of new-age therapies, particularly those focused on personal growth
and emotional healing, offered another route for addressing race relations. These
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approaches, while beneficial in some contexts, often characterized racism as a personal
problem to be solved through introspection and self-improvement. This shifted the
responsibility for overcoming racism from society as a whole to the individual, neglecting
the systemic power dynamics that perpetuate inequality. This individualized approach to a
collective problem diluted the energy and focus needed for effective systemic change.

The result of this alteration was a attenuation of the movement's power. The fight for civil
rights became fragmented, focusing on individual interactions rather than structural
reform. This resulted in a decrease in the collective endeavor required to address deeply
entrenched social inequalities. The focus on politeness often superseded the request for
justice.

Consider, for instance, the contrast between the sit-ins at lunch counters and contemporary
discussions on microaggressions. While both address racial discrimination, the former
directly challenged a system of segregation, while the latter often focuses on individual
instances of unintentional offense. The former sought to dismantle a structure; the latter to
perfect individual behaviour.

The legacy of this change is still felt today. While significant progress has been made, the
continuation of racial inequality highlights the limitations of focusing solely on individual
attitudes and behaviours. A thorough approach requires both addressing individual biases
and dismantling systemic racism. We need to recover the energy and focus of the original
Civil Rights Movement, recognizing that genuine progress requires both individual
responsibility and societal alteration.

In closing, the rise of race experts, racial etiquette sensitivity training, and new-age
therapies, while potentially offering valuable tools for understanding and empathy,
inadvertently diverted the momentum of the Civil Rights Movement. By shifting the focus
from systemic change to individual behaviour modification, they undermined the collective
effort required for lasting racial justice. A renewed focus on addressing systemic
inequalities, coupled with a nuanced understanding of individual biases, is crucial for
achieving genuine racial equity.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: Isn't sensitivity training important?

Al: Sensitivity training can be beneficial, but it should not be the sole solution to racism.
It’s crucial to remember that addressing systemic issues requires structural changes
beyond individual behavioural adjustments.

Q2: How can we avoid the pitfalls of the "individualized" approach?

A2: We need a multi-pronged approach. This includes challenging systemic racism through
policy changes and advocating for legislation alongside fostering individual awareness and
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accountability.
Q3: What role should race experts play?

A3: Race experts should focus on providing accurate historical context, understanding
structural racism, and facilitating discussions leading to systemic change, not just
individual behaviour modification.

Q4: What is the ultimate goal?

A4: The ultimate goal is not simply politeness or the avoidance of offense, but the
achievement of racial justice through systemic change and the dismantling of structures
that perpetuate inequality.
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