
Knowing Otherwise: Unraveling the
Complexities of Race, Gender, and Implicit
Understanding
As humans, we are constantly evolving and adapting to a world filled with diverse
cultures, beliefs, and perspectives. While progress towards inclusivity and
understanding has been made over the years, there are still many hurdles to
overcome, particularly when it comes to race, gender, and implicit understanding.
In this article, we will delve into the intricacies of these topics, shedding light on
the barriers that exist and exploring ways to bridge the divide.

The Power of Language: Understanding Implicit Bias

Language plays a vital role in shaping our perceptions and understanding of the
world. However, it can also reinforce stereotypes and biases, both consciously
and unconsciously. Implicit bias refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that affect
our understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious manner. These
biases are often deeply ingrained in our minds, making it challenging to recognize
and address them.

For example, when we think of a doctor, many of us automatically picture a man
in a white lab coat. This unconscious association perpetuates the stereotype that
doctors are predominantly male, neglecting the countless female doctors who
contribute immensely to the medical field. Recognizing and questioning these
implicit biases is the first step towards developing a more inclusive and diverse
society.
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Race: Going Beyond Skin Deep

Race is a social construct that categorizes people based on physical
characteristics such as skin color, hair texture, and facial features. While it may
seem like a straightforward concept on the surface, race is much more complex
than meets the eye. It is intertwined with history, politics, and power dynamics,
influencing opportunities and experiences.

One must understand that race is not just about biology but also about the
historical and social context in which it exists. For instance, the experiences and
challenges faced by individuals belonging to different racial groups vary
significantly. Acknowledging and appreciating these differences is imperative for
fostering equality and dismantling systemic racism.

Gender: Breaking Free from Stereotypes

The concept of gender is often mistakenly equated with biological sex. While sex
refers to the physical and physiological differences between male and female,
gender is a social and cultural construct encompassing roles, norms, and
expectations associated with masculinity and femininity.
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Society often imposes rigid gender stereotypes, dictating how individuals should
behave, dress, and express themselves. Breaking free from these stereotypes is
essential for empowering individuals to embrace their authentic selves,
irrespective of their assigned gender. Cultivating a society that recognizes and
respects diverse gender identities is crucial for creating an inclusive and
accepting world.

Implicit Understanding: Recognizing Privilege and Perspective

Implicit understanding refers to the ability to recognize and empathize with the
experiences and challenges faced by people who differ from us in race, gender,
or other aspects of identity. It involves acknowledging the differences in privilege
and power dynamics that exist within society.

To develop an implicit understanding, we must actively engage in listening,
learning, and unlearning. We should strive to educate ourselves about the lived
experiences of marginalized communities and challenge our assumptions and
biases. By doing so, we can contribute to promoting social justice and equality for
all.

Bridging the Divide: Steps Towards Change

Recognizing the existence of implicit biases, combating racism and sexism, and
fostering understanding are crucial steps towards creating a more equitable
world. Below are a few actionable steps that can help bridge the divide:

Educate Yourself:

Take the initiative to educate yourself about various cultures, histories, and
experiences different from your own. Read books, watch documentaries, and
engage in conversations to broaden your perspective.



Challenge Your Biases:

Question your own biases and assumptions. Reflect on how certain beliefs or
stereotypes may have shaped your understanding of others. Be open to changing
your perspective and challenging societal norms.

Listen and Amplify Marginalized Voices:

Engage in active listening and amplify the voices of marginalized communities.
Have conversations with individuals from different backgrounds and create space
for their experiences to be heard and validated.

Advocate for Change:

Use your voice and platform to advocate for change. Support organizations and
initiatives that promote inclusivity and equality. Stand up against racism, sexism,
and other forms of discrimination whenever and wherever you encounter them.

Practice Empathy and Compassion:

Develop empathy and compassion towards people who have different
experiences than your own. Put yourself in their shoes and strive to understand
their perspectives. Treat everyone with respect and kindness, regardless of their
race, gender, or background.

Achieving true equality and understanding requires conscious efforts to unravel
the complexities of race, gender, and implicit understanding. By recognizing our
biases and educating ourselves, we can actively contribute to a more inclusive
and equitable society. It is only through empathy, compassion, and continuous
learning that we can truly know otherwise and create a world where everyone is
seen, heard, and valued.
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Prejudice is often not a conscious attitude: because of ingrained habits in relating
to the world, one may act in prejudiced ways toward others without explicitly
understanding the meaning of one’s actions. Similarly, one may know how to do
certain things, like ride a bicycle, without being able to articulate in words what
that knowledge is. These are examples of what Alexis Shotwell discusses in
Knowing Otherwise as phenomena of “implicit understanding.” Presenting a
systematic analysis of this concept, she highlights how this kind of understanding
may be used to ground positive political and social change, such as combating
racism in its less overt and more deep-rooted forms.

Shotwell begins by distinguishing four basic types of implicit understanding:
nonpropositional, skill-based, or practical knowledge; embodied knowledge;
potentially propositional knowledge; and affective knowledge. She then develops
the notion of a racialized and gendered “common sense,” drawing on Gramsci
and critical race theorists, and clarifies the idea of embodied knowledge by
showing how it operates in the realm of aesthetics. She also examines the role
that both negative affects, like shame, and positive affects, like sympathy, can
play in moving us away from racism and toward political solidarity and social
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justice. Finally, Shotwell looks at the politicized experience of one’s body in
feminist and transgender theories of liberation in order to elucidate the role of
situated sensuous knowledge in bringing about social change and political
transformation.
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