As America breathes a collective sigh of relief following Don Imus’s dismissal for his sexist/racist comments regarding the Rutgers’ women’s basketball team, we have the opportunity, once again, to examine the enduring issue of race within our society. Here in Spokane, the issue of “institutional racism” raised its head recently in an examination of policy towards children of color within the State of Washington’s child welfare system. Encouragingly, in its overt form, racism musters the appropriate societal response - revulsion. In its subtler forms, it remains largely intractable.  It is, perhaps, for this reason that we continue to be plagued by the Don Imuses of the world. Institutional racism perpetuates an “otherness” towards those who are “different” which, in turn, lends permission to racism in its more overt form. 
Stokely Carmichael once defined institutional racism as "the collective failure of an organization to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their color, culture or ethnic origin.” It is racism at both its most benign and pernicious: Benign for no ill intent exists; pernicious for it sets a bar against full and equal participation in society that is neither recognized nor acknowledged, without which the bar to the door of full participation cannot be pried loose.  Unfortunately, the “r” word, like its opposite, the “n” word, evokes a visceral response, particularly by the targeted, that can limit discourse as we witnessed in the Letters to the Editor that arose following the accusation of “institutional racism” recently leveled at child welfare services.  Perhaps then, for the purposes of discussion, we might call it “benign neglect” as we explore the face of “institutional racism” as it manifests itself in Spokane. 
Benign neglect finds expression in having only two employees of color, out of 180, at a major health care provider within our community although it is known that health outcomes are positively impacted when care is provided by people from one’s own ethnicity; benign neglect means but five faces of color amongst the nearly 350 members of downtown Rotary. Benign neglect leads to Spokane’s finest staring down two teenage Native American teenagers innocently watching the Lilac Parade, the non-vehicular equivalent of DWI, i.e., Driving While Indian. Benign neglect finds articulation in the child welfare case worker’s unacknowledged assumption of cultural superiority that presumes that a child, any child, will be better off in the care of an upper middle class white family than within the cultural milieu from which the child comes. And when this message, unless spoken by a member of the “tribe,” can be simply dismissed as “playing the race card,” that, perhaps as much as anything else, defines institutional racism. 
But here’s the rub: Unless confronted, these institutions are largely incapable of recognizing barriers erected for a sizable proportion of Spokane society. Thus, when the issue of institutional racism is raised, particularly by people of color, the response – as it has been expressed to me – is “Why don’t they just get over it?” This statement suggests that since society has by and large rid itself of the overt forms of racism - witness our reaction to Don Imus  – it is time to move on, as if those who have not lived with racism all their lives can have any idea of what it is that they must get over.

In other words, what white person can really know the personal legacy of reduced academic expectations by teachers, of racial profiling while walking downtown or driving a car, of glass walls to the memberships of privilege wherein the relationships upon which power within our society form, of having one’s child removed from his/her natural cultural community in clear and unambiguous violation of the law?  
This is institutional racism. This is what we must overcome, each and every one of us, each and every day – by posing the challenging questions – Are those assembled to make decisions reflective of our community? Am I acting out of unacknowledged bias? Only when we begin to ask these questions regularly and systematically will we begin to root out the scourge of institutional racism from within our community. Fortunately, the battle against institutional racism benefits all of us, for as we embrace the values of racial and social justice, we will come to recognize that the strength of our commitment to justice ranks among our greatest assets. 
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