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Discourse is “larger than life, more than words” (Bacchi, 1999: 40). 

 
On Studio Ten morning television (January 28), co-host Kerri-Anne Kennerley saw fit to 
comment on people protesting the celebration of Australia Day on January 26, a day of 
mourning for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia. Kennerley 
questioned the sincerity of protestors marching together for nothing compared to the ‘real’ 
issue, in her view, which was the sexual assault of women and children in remote 
communities. ABC Radio panellist, Yumi Stynes, of mixed heritage, challenged Kennerley 
responding “that is not even faintly true Kerri-Anne and you are sounding quite racist now”. 
Kennerley rose to indignation: “I’m offended by that Yumi” to which Stynes replies “well 
keep going Kerri because every time you open your mouth, you’re sounding racist”. 
Kennerley took it that she was accused of being a ‘racist’, which is not the same as ‘sounding 
like a racist’. One is personal, and denounces, whereas the other refers to behaviour.    
 
Beneath Kennerley’s rhetoric is the assumption that protestors do so because they don’t 
have much to do and because it does not take much of an effort. Stynes points out to 
Kennerley that she does not know any of the protestors, who they are and where they come 
from.  
 
Kennerley has form in showing lack of respect for indigenous peoples especially those who 
protest. She was once dismissive of the late Aboriginal activist Charles Perkins refusing him 
the dignity of addressing him by his proper name of Charles. Calling him Charlie instead. 
Misnaming the racial ‘Other’ draws from the colonial handbook of white enforcement. In her 
recent clash with Stynes, Kennerley hid her bigotry towards privileged (opportunist) ‘blacks’ 
who reject ‘white’ majority, in this case preference for the 26th, behind her expression of 
benign paternalism for the most sublimated of all, Aboriginal women and children.  
 
Kennerley ignores, of course, the effects of colonialism on community disfunction revealing 
itself in systemic abuse of women and children. The issue is one and the same: to protest is 
the only form of power left for people nominally without voice, without power, unlike 
Kennerley, who speaks unburdened from her position of privilege. Jousting between 
conservative presenters and activists is not unusual. A regular topic for chest thumping in 
Australia is the poor status of indigenous peoples who are to blame for their circumstances.  
 
Stynes is right in calling out Kennerley with one minor exception. She invoked the descriptive 
‘racist’, a taboo bound to raise the shackles of the recipient. This is indicative of a persistent 
problem being the tendency to misunderstand race and racism in contemporary mainstream 
discourse. This is where things go so unnecessarily pear shaped.  
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There was no need for Kennerley to be offended. She could simply have replied ‘I don’t 
understand, what do you mean that I am sounding quite racist?’ Instead, she jumped right in 
with emotion overload, taking Styne’s response personally. She did not pause enough to 
recognise it was her comment that was in question, not her. She could have been composed 
but she was not. Instead, she took the moral high ground, feigning horror, to pluck a direct 
accusation out of the air. She jumped to conclusion like other media personalities who huff 
and puff about (wrongly) being accused of a being a ‘racist’.  
 
I have been on the receiving of nasty criticisms for daring to raise the issue of the racialized 
representation of indigenous athletes in Melbourne’s print media with the editor of a 
leading newspaper. He passed on my correspondence which was not published to a senior 
sports journalist, who gave me a roasting. It turns out that the problem is me: I am the 
‘racist’ for casting it (race) about so casually. I am the one who sees it where it does not 
exist. I am the one who does not understand that racism does not exist anymore in a post-
racial world of equality of opportunity. I am an “ideological fool” and my work “specious” 
(Baum, 2008). It is me, I am the one who does not understand that to racially differentiate 
can be a positive especially in the case of lauding the natural athleticism of indigenous 
athletes – a mark of their racial superiority.   
 
The journalist got it wrong and so did Kennerley. They are not alone in failing to understand 
what is meant by race and racism. Western society has this problem too. Prickly concepts, 
they invite denial. Racism is the metaphorical elephant in the room that nobody dares to 
mention except when in the past. Race is okay when celebrating black achievements but not 
in reference to racial inequality, a term that has gone missing much like its cousin 
discrimination. The fancy now is for nicer words like disadvantage that are not as taxing as 
privilege or hierarchy. It is the stigma of racism that makes it scary to mention.       
 
Some people think that race and racism are independent of each other. They are not. They 
are inextricably linked. It is impossible to have racism without race. Some people seem to 
think that racism no longer exists. We only need to be open to understanding the lived 
experience of the ‘Other’ to realise that is hardly true.      
 
Some people think that race is biological. Yes and no. Race is a social construct for explaining 
biological or physiological differences. This is not an issue so long as people are not treated 
unfairly or discriminated against on the basis of their race or ethnicity. Science did a rotten 
job here on the back of studies of anatomy that ranked the black body inferior and closer to 
the ape in origin. Demeaning stereotypes of blacks being ‘ape-like’ persist (Coram, 2007). 
That said, it is not necessary to do away with race because it is helpful for explaining the 
social world and because many people (of race) take pride in their race. Often, it is all they 
have, a form of pride and means for solidarity. Racial difference is not a problem so long as 
racial stereotypes are not relied upon to explain the racial or ethnic other.   
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Some people seem to think that to even mention ‘black’ or ‘white’ amounts to racism. No. 
The important distinction to the absence of judgment. To describe without rancour, 
dismissal, or denigration, as in ‘black bastard’.     
 
Some people seem to think that racism is limited to racial vilification. This is but one form of 
racism. In sport, there is racial segregation which ascribes positions on the basis of race. 
Blacks are predominately located in non-thinking instinctive positions whereas whites are 
predominately located in thinking leadership positions (Hallinan et al, 1999). There are other 
forms of racism such as inferred or inferential racism (Hall, 2000) and colour-blind racism 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006).  
 
Some people seem to think that racism is one and the same. This is not so. Allport (1954) 
tells us that the range of human conduct is collapsed into a single caption ignoring 
distinctions between thought (prejudice) and deed, an extreme example of which is 
genocide. In this sense, the ‘racist’ is a big problem because it treats extremes such as 
Nazism in the same light as unconscious racism of prejudice or bigotry.  
 
Some people seem to think that racism can only be by intent. No, racism can be about 
inaction: to not do something when needed. It is not just what is done or said that can be 
damaging but importantly what is not done or not said. Taylor (2004) refers to Patricia 
Williams’ notion of disregard to explain apathy toward the ‘Other’, to not do anything.    
 
Some people seem to think that racism can only occur from negative intent. But it can also 
arise, unintentionally, from good intentions. Lots of community-driven research remind that 
notions of help are culturally constructed and or loaded with bias. It becomes a problem 
when those who help decide the kinds of help to be delivered without consultation.  
 
Some people seem to think that to discriminate is negative only. Actually, discrimination can 
be positive when it is framed around provision of opportunity for those in need.  
 
Some people seem to think that racism does not exist because we are all equal. The reality, 
though, is that some people are more equal than others. They get the breaks, the second 
chances, where others fail even to get a look in. Dunn (2003) refers to the persistence and 
presence of “out-groups”. The indigenous people of Australia are a perennial out-group.   
 
If there is racism, it is anti-white racism, an example of which is affirmative action policy. This 
is assumed to have delivered unfair opportunity, for blacks in the workplace, that should 
have gone to more deserving whites. Some people think that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander (indigenous) people get assistance to the disadvantage of white people. But 
assistance is given on the basis of need not race. Indigenous peoples in Australia are more 
likely to die early or get locked up at unacceptable rates compared to the rest of the 
population. Many indigenous people live in appalling third world conditions.  
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Some people in Australia prefer indigenous people to stay out of sight and not bother them 
with their pain and despair.  
 
Some people seem to think they have a right to talk about or describe others in a demeaning 
fashion. Cartoons are a favoured means for hanging shit on indigenous people, all behind the 
mask of objectivity. This is not the same as criticism in good faith.    
 
Some people insist on their right to criticise indigenous people under a warped version of 
free speech and then rush to denounce critics as the misguided ‘politically correct’ – 
whatever that means. I suppose it means that it’s okay to demean the powerless but not for 
those with a voice to push back.     
 
Some people cannot talk about indigenous people without distinguishing them by race, to 
the exclusion of alternative means of explanation. A form of racism in itself. Indigenous 
people cannot escape their race even if they wanted to. Sometimes, people just want to be 
the same as everybody else. So long as the racial or ethnic Other see themselves as not 
being treated equally, there will always be a need to declare one’s difference.              
 
Some people mistake the ‘racist’ for racism. The ‘racist’ cannot and does not begin to explain 
the scope of racism. An adjective has become a noun – a permanent fixture for 
objectification, a modern-day means for public humiliation. The ‘racist’ means that the 
individual is the culprit, not the society within which the culprit is created. The ‘racist’ is 
problematic because it reduces a range of phenomena into a singular form. A descriptive is 
applied to explain everything within the spectrum of racism. Allport’s brilliant study of 
prejudice makes the case for identifying differing forms of racism: from prejudice (thoughts) 
to deed, an extreme example of which is genocide.  
 
Some people seem to think that in order to be ‘racist’ they have to treat all black or people 
of ethnic origin the same. They don’t understand that to mistreat one person of colour, race 
or ethnicity, means to add to the collective experience of hurt of those within their 
community. Some people just seem to cop it day and day out, more so than others. This is a 
reminder that racism is not the same from one community to another.    
 
Some people seem to think they reject racism – they are not ‘racist’.  They are happy to see 
blacks achieve. But they may be less happy to see a child of theirs partner with a person of 
colour. This is uncomfortable to grapple with but until bias is confronted, denial will remain.        
 
Some people try to hide their racism through expressions of neutrality. To denounce a 
person a ‘green bastard’ instead of a ‘black bastard’ for instance does not pass muster. Put-
down is not erased. It is simply conveyed differently.    
 
Some people just cannot accept the truth of their own prejudice and so they deny or look 
the other way in the face of the obvious. Some people get annoyed when people talk about 
race and racism. In truth, they just wish those who do would shut up.   
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Some people seem to think that successful blacks share in the fruits of the mainstream. Yes, 
but almost always on condition that they keep quiet about race. They are unlikely to be 
tolerated otherwise. Blacks are supposed to be happy and not complain about their lot. 
 
Some people seem to think that racism exists in isolated pockets. According to Dunn (2003), 
racism is “everywhere but everywhere different”. He distinguishes between old racism 
based on separatism (differentiation), racial hierarchy (inferiorisation) and racial categories 
(racialisation) from new forms of racism grounded in ‘white’ privilege, the notion of racism 
as normal and ideologies of nation. 
 
Some people seem to think that racism is overt, like it was in the days of racial segregation. 
Now, it is more likely to be covered up, masked, papered over with exhortations of good 
intentions or praise. Taylor (2004: 79) notes that racism can even be cloaked in neutral or 
anti-racist language. Similarly, for Hall (2000: 272-3), racial inequalities are inferred rather 
than overtly expressed which can often be embedded within notions of good. Inferential 
racism means that only tolerable notions of racism are permitted such as anti-racism 
championing advantage, belonging, opportunity and tolerance. Not the negative stuff.   
 
Some people see the end of racism. A fine sentiment. But no. Ono (2010: 227-8) argues that 
such rhetoric is a strategy for erasing history. A language of neutrality is deployed to deviate 
attention from existing racism (Ono, 2010: 229). Ono (2010) sees the media as participants 
in the construction of the conditions in which racism is denied. This speaks to Kennerley. 
 
Some people try to limit the scope of racism. The label ‘racist’ fits the bill perfectly since the 
aim is to narrow down racism from society to individual racial hatred (Doane, 2006: 260). 
Focusing on the individual removes the burden of challenging the persistence and 
significance of institutional racism (Doane, 2006: 270). Accusation of the ‘racist’ sets up a 
bind requiring one to deny. No one of course wants to be accused of racism or to be called a 
‘racist’. In this sense, Doane (2006) suggests that denial of racism is a tactic.  
 
Some people try to turn it around by blaming the critic for raising the spectre of racism. 
According to van Dijk (2002: 308-9), a classic device is role reversal in labelling the critic 
labelled ‘racist’ (van Dijk 2002: 308-9).  Or counter attack: a new form of racism.      
 
We can’t seem to get the balance right. Racism is either overstated where it need not be or 
understated when it ought to be. There must be space for cleared eye thinking; to not shut 
down so long as this is in good faith. No need for smack downs, ridicule, resentment, 
unsubstantiated accusations, simmering hostility or finger pointing. To speak calmly, clearly 
and concisely is another matter altogether. At the same time, there is no room for denial or 
weasel justifications to pretend it does not exist in the face of the obvious.  
 
Yumi Stynes dared to challenge a stalwart of Australian daytime television. There was no 
need though for Kennerley go into a tail spin. She overstated in relation to her criticism of 
protestors and Stynes. She could have simply asked what Stynes meant. She could have 
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accepted that Stynes was not making a personal attack but an observation that her 
comment was problematic. It would have been great if Kennerley had acknowledged her 
bias and apologised without qualification. That would take real courage.   
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