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THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / March 1999Ridley, Hill / PRIMARY-PROCESS COGNITION IN RACISMCategorization as
Primary-Process Cognition in Racism:

Implications for Counseling

Charles R. Ridley
Carrie L. Hill

Indiana University

To categorize is to render discriminably different things equivalent, to group
the objects and events around us into classes, and to respond to them in terms of
their class membership rather than their uniqueness.

—Bruner, Goodnow,
and Austin (1956)

Freud (1953) conceptualized two types of thinking processes—primary
and secondary. Primary-process thinking is unconscious and produces a
memory image of an object to reduce tension. According to Freud, primary
process is inadequate for the task of reducing tension. He postulated that ten-
sion reduction is achieved through the assistance of secondary-process think-
ing, which is conscious and logical. For example, someone might react
angrily when invited to a particular city. The primary process evokes an
image of visiting the city that is characterized by dread. The person has
repressed being mugged there years ago. At this point, there is no tension
relief. If the person engages in secondary-process thinking, he or she may
realize that the city is generally a safe place, and the danger of attending a
midafternoon business meeting is minimal. Thus, the secondary process
helps to relieve the tension.

Borrowing from Freud (1953), we reconceptualize racism as having pri-
mary and secondary processes. We regard categorization as the primary
process in racism. Like Freud, we consider primary process as the foundation
of secondary processes. We also view primary process as necessary but insuf-
ficient for enacting racism. In fact, we speculate that primary process is not
itself racist. Unlike Freud, we consider categorization as conscious, inten-
tional cognition. In taking this position, we do not believe all racism is inten-
tional. Whether racism is intentional depends on which of a variety of secon-
dary processes ensue.
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In our opinion, categorization is the unifying theme in the excellent and
intellectually engaging contribution of Thompson and Neville (1999 [this
issue]). The authors have discussed multiple dimensions of racism—all of
which predicate on categorization. Indeed, they have staked out new territory
in the social science literature, crystallizing much of their thinking in these
comments.

The individual is preoccupied with fitting himself or herself into desirable
categories to achieve a sense of belonging and to offset a sense of worthless-
ness and alienation. This preoccupation sets up a dilemma: There will always
be someone with greater wealth, better looks, or more popularity, and there-
fore, the person is never earnestly successful in achieving this false sense of
acceptance. (p. 174)

Race refers to a categorization in which people are distinguished in social rela-
tions with other people in part by their physical characteristics. This categoriz-
ing can occur by others or by themselves; consequently, individuals may con-
sider themselves to be of one racial group (e.g., Native American), even though
they may not appear so phenotypically. (p. 175)

In reacting to these authors, we attempt to achieve several objectives: (a)
extend the concept of categorization, (b) demonstrate it as the “lowest com-
mon denominator” of racism, and (c) discuss the implications of categoriza-
tion for counseling.

THE ANATOMY OF CATEGORIZATION

Categorization consists of grouping objects, events, or living things into
groups, based on the belief that the category members are somehow related.
Our ability to categorize is central to our thinking and allows us to “interact
with our environment without becoming overwhelmed by its complexity”
(Reed, 1996, p. 220). Other benefits of categorization include (a) a reduced
need for constant learning about every novel object that we perceive; (b) less
difficulty in deciding on a course of appropriate action; and (c ) a framework
for further classifying phenomena into broader or more discrete categories,
depending on contextual demands (Bruner et al., 1956).

Psychologists often describe categorization as occurring through the pro-
cedure of concept identification. This task requires a decision of whether
phenomena exemplify a concept as defined by a logical rule (Reed, 1996).
For example, concept identification can be applied with the statement “All
payments received after the 15th of the month are overdue.” The rule is “all
payments received after the 15th of the month.” The category is “overdue.”
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Although concept identification helps us simplify our complex world, the
procedure has limitations. Categories cannot be discerned by using a simple
rule (Reed, 1996)—human beings are a prime example. The learning of cor-
rect rules requires the daunting task of simultaneous testing of multiple
hypotheses, and the rules used may not always be logical.

Categories have been studied according to their hierarchical organization
and how this organization influences behavior (Rosch, Mervis, Gray, John-
sen, & Boyes-Braem, 1976). Largest categories, or superordinate categories,
are groups such as furniture. Middle categories, or basic-level categories, are
groups such as chairs. The smallest categories, or subordinate categories, are
groups such as rocking chairs. Applying this framework to people, a plausi-
ble categorization would be human beings as a superordinate category, Lati-
nos as a basic-level category, and Mexican Americans as a subordinate cate-
gory. Our stance is that categorizing this way is not inherently good or bad.
This can be seen as a primary process—one that potentially but not necessar-
ily develops into racism through the subsequent execution of secondary
processes.

PHILOSOPHICAL ANTECEDENTS OF HUMAN
CATEGORIZATION

Categorization has philosophical origins ranging from Aristotle to Witt-
genstein. Aristotle (1952) postulated the either/or principle of discrete
categories.

It is impossible for the same thing at the same time to belong and not to belong
to the same thing and in the same respect; and whatever other distinctions we
might add to meet dialectical objections, let them be added. This, then, is the
most certain of all principles. (p. 68)

The either/or principle can be misapplied to racial categorization. A com-
mon misapplication is that an individual can belong to only a single, mutually
exclusive group (e.g., a racially defined group such as Black or White).
Related to this are the misconstruals that belonging to one group is better than
belonging to another and that belonging to a “superior” group warrants privi-
lege over “inferior” groups. Aristotle most likely did not intend this misappli-
cation. Nevertheless, either/or categorization is so embedded in Western cul-
ture that its erroneous extensions often go unchallenged (Ridley, 1995).

Wittgenstein (1953) argued that category members do not necessarily
need to share identical characteristics. This implies that different
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categorizations are possible for the same member. Edel (1946) reminded us
that different systems of classification have different levels of utility and
value, depending on the context of the question. He suggested that categoriz-
ing is most fruitful when it contributes to the development of systematic
knowledge. Thompson and Neville (1999) extended this idea to mental
health practice, extolling the benefits of human categorization as improve-
ments in assessment and clinical treatment.

SOCIAL SCIENCE ORIGINS OF
THE CATEGORICAL PRIMARY PROCESS

The focus of categorization in the social sciences is twofold: (a) as central,
necessary, and generally useful to cognitive functioning; and (b) in regard to
its potential misapplication by social science professionals.

Gambrill (1990) noted that categorization is necessary in everyday life as
well as during our professional work. However, she cautioned that categori-
zation can create an illusion of objectivity. Assuming that categories accu-
rately represent the real world can lead to faulty decisions among
practitioners.

Whereas Aristotle (1952) professed an either/or principle of categoriza-
tion, cognitive psychologist A. J. Sanford (1985) developed several possible
classification choices, including (a) all As are Bs, (b) no As are Bs, (c ) some
As are Bs, and (d) some As are not Bs. This set of possibilities begins to rec-
ognize the inherent complexity of categorization.

Dobbins and Skillings (1991) theorized that human categorization can
occur in clinical practice without harmful consequences. They stated, “One
may be biased in favor of her own ethnic heritage without feeling that some-
one else’s heritage is inferior” (p. 41). This is an example of categorization
operating as a primary process (i.e., the clinician notes that she and her client
are of different heritage) without developing into racism. Although Dobbins
and Skillings did not use the termsprimary or secondaryprocesses, their
theorizing clearly illustrates our point.

To varying degrees, ethnic bias, prejudice, and ethnocentrism are not necessar-
ily detrimental phenomena. Indeed a degree of self-focus seems healthy and
appropriate to promote positive self-concept and self-esteem. This self-focus
should include not only a feeling of individual self-worth and requisite life
competence but also esteem of the genetic and cultural roots from which a per-
son is nurtured. When these attitudes go beyond the realm of opinion and pref-
erence and become the basis on which morality and power decisions are made
and resources are allocated, however, they become racism. (p. 41)
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Cameron and Wycoff (1998) made a different contribution. They argued
that the termrace, evolved out of false beliefs concerning physiological
variations, is a destructive term, and “has no place in the counselor’s profes-
sional lexicon” (p. 277). The social sciences have failed to empirically sup-
port the biological entity of race. Thompson and Neville (1999) reiterated
this point. Zuckerman (1990) argued that race is an arbitrary system of classi-
fication, and genetic researchers have found that between-group genetic dif-
ferences are practically equal to within-group differences (Gould, 1994).

Despite the lack of scientific support, the concept of race is still widely
used. Cameron and Wycoff (1998) made a strong case that using race as the
rule for categorizing human beings is illogical. They suggested that culture is
the concept that the mental health field should embrace. This recommenda-
tion implies that we are able to choose the rules by which we categorize, mak-
ing the primary process of categorization a conscious and intentional activity.

SECONDARY PROCESSES

We reconceptualize categorization as a primary process of racism and
various secondary processes as determining the enactment of racist behavior
(see Figure 1). We suggest that categorization, the primary process involved
in racism, is conscious. A perfect illustration is found in the documentaryEye
of the Storm(1970). The elementary school teacher assigned her third-grade
students to either of two groups. The group assignments were based on eye
color. Prior to this categorization, eye color was irrelevant to the students’
psychological experience and interpersonal behavior. However, this primary
process of group assignment was necessary to conduct an experiment in
deliberate discrimination. The next step in the teacher’s experiment was to
evoke secondary-process cognition.

We also postulate that some secondary processes in racism can operate
unconsciously, whereas others are consciously executed. This distinction
helps to explain why some acts of racism are intentional, whereas others are
unintentional. The following are some secondary processes derived from a
variety of sources (Goffman, 1963; Kardiner & Ovesey, 1951; King, 1991;
Ridley, 1995; Thomas & Sillen, 1974; Thompson & Neville, 1999):

· Color blindness: assuming that all categories (and, therefore, all people) are the
same; this leads to the conclusion that people from other categories who devi-
ate from the norms of the observers’ category are psychologically impaired.

· Color consciousness: assuming that all categories are mutually exclusive and
that categories share no common ground; this leads to the conclusion that
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Figure 1. Cognition and behavior in racism.
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people’s psychological attributes can be primarily explained by their categori-
cal membership.

· Cultural transference: displacing emotional reactions to the clinician that the
client previously experienced in relation to another person of the clinician’s
“category.”

· Cultural countertransference: displacing emotional reactions to the client that
the clinician previously experienced in relation to another person of the client’s
“category.”

· Pseudotransference: misinterpreting the realistic reactions of the client, pre-
cipitated by the clinician’s racist disposition. This could be a case of multiple
secondary-process cognition. First, the clinician exhibits a racist disposition
toward the client as a result of a secondary process (e.g., stereotyping). The cli-
ent responds realistically to the racism. However, the clinician engages in
another secondary process (i.e., pseudotransference) by assuming that the cli-
ent’s reactions are pathological and characteristic of members in the client’s
category.

· Dysconsciousness: tolerating rather than critically examining disparities in
reality. The prefix “dys-” implies that dysconsciousness is not unconscious-
ness but an impaired or distorted consciousness that is not critical.

· Splitting: embracing a positive racial identity while directly or indirectly
upholding the status quo of racial stratification.

· Stereotyping: assigning meaning or a set of meanings to a particular category
and automatically applying the meaning(s) to any person in that category.

· Stigmatization: denoting an inherent flaw, deficit, or disability based on cate-
gorical membership.

We believe that many of these secondary processes are unconscious, much
like defense mechanisms that deny or distort reality, blunt psychological
pain, operate automatically, and ineffectively solve the problems of living.
Others are conscious. Some sort of categorization must occur for any secon-
dary process to ensue. For example, it is impossible for stereotyping to occur
without initially assigning people to categories. This is exactly what hap-
pened in the illustration of the teacher who assigned students to categories
based on the color of their eyes. After this primary-process cognition, she cre-
ated stereotypes by telling her students that blue-eyed people are smarter,
cleaner, and more civilized than brown-eyed people. Invoking this
secondary-process cognition led the students to engage in discriminatory
behavior. This demonstrates that if secondary processes are acted on, racism
results. Thompson and Neville (1999) discussed a host of behavioral mani-
festations of racism (e.g., exploitation, oppression, discrimination, dehu-
manization, victimization, violence). Most of these are examples of inten-
tional racism, although unintentional racism is also prevalent.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR COUNSELING

Categorization has implications for counseling theory, practice, and
research. Five implications are described below.

1. As behavioral scientists, counseling psychologists should participate in
clarifying the use of the wordrace in the social science literature. Defini-
tional ambiguities exist in the multicultural literature about many concepts,
including that of race (Betancourt & López, 1993; Ridley, Mendoza, Kanitz,
Angermeier, & Zenk, 1994). In our opinion, many of the definitions focus
heavily on one relevant dimension of the concept without adequate attention
to the others. However, we do not believe that eliminating the term from the
social science vocabulary would prove beneficial. Instead, we think a defini-
tion should adequately addresses the biological, cultural, and social com-
plexities associated with the term.

In our opinion, race is relevant in the context of social categorization and
can be referred to as “social race.” We see social race as reflecting how people
outside a particular category perceive and respond to members of that cate-
gory. Phenotypical characteristics are the basis for categorizing by social
race. This is a social reality, even though biological races are scientifically
unsupported. We see culture as reflecting something different than what
social race reflects. Culture reflects how members of a cultural category see
themselves. Psychological experience is the basis for categorizing by culture.

Cultural categories and social race categories are not mutually exclusive
or inclusive. Groups representing various cultural categories can comprise a
social race category. People who are phenotypically different from each
other may be categorized together on the basis of culture. Individuals can
usually identify themselves as members of cultural categories and social race
categories. When individuals categorize other people, however, it is easier to
place them into social race categories than into cultural categories. We specu-
late that social race is the common rule applied in primary-process cognition
and that secondary-process cognition interferes with accurate cultural cate-
gorization. Therefore, we argue for a multidimensional definition of race.
This may reduce much of the confusion in the use of the term, promote con-
structive discourse among scholars, and advance our attempts to eliminate
racism.

2. Clinicians should explore their clients’reactions to the consequences of
membership in a category based on social race. We agree with Thompson and
Neville (1999) concerning the need to examine the mental health effects of
societal racism on various client populations. They expressed concern about
a client’s avoidance or minimization of race and racism and also the thera-
pist’s collusion in this self-defeating pattern. They also recognized the harm-
ful effects of racism on White people as well as people of color—a topic
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seldom discussed in the literature. On the other hand, we challenge clinicians
not to assume that a client’s mechanisms for coping with racism are necessar-
ily self-defeating. This assumption obscures the way people constructively
respond to difficult life circumstances. Apparently, Thompson and Neville
agree. They seem to have considered the client’s resiliency as a tool to lever-
age therapeutic gain. We think this is a helpful perspective for practitioners.
We also think this reflects on the tremendous psychological power individu-
als have in rejecting imposed labels on their racial categories.

3. Clinicians should explore their own reactions to the consequences of
membership in a category based on social race and the effects of their reac-
tions on their clinical practice. Calls for counselor self-awareness pervade the
multicultural literature (e.g., Bowman, 1996; Richardson & Molinaro,
1996). The importance of these calls are underscored by counselors’ low
level of cultural self-awareness (National Advisory Mental Health Council,
1996) and their failure to recognize their unawareness as a deficit (Ridley,
1995). Understandably, becoming culturally self-aware is no easy task. As
Thompson and Neville (1999) pointed out, racist environments guard against
critical examination and refutation of personal racist beliefs. Even if indi-
viduals do engage in such an undertaking, these authors cautioned that “peer-
ing inward to examine critically one’s role within a racist structure can prove
tumultuous” (p. 201). We believe the turmoil relates directly to the secondary
processes that predicate on categorization. For example, splitting is a form of
denial that allows people to embrace a positive racial identity while uphold-
ing racial stratification. Splitting interferes with clinicians’ ability to handle
the racial/cultural dynamics of the therapeutic relationship. It also makes it
difficult for them to address the racial/cultural content of clients’ presenting
problems.

4. Clinicians should carefully employ scientifically based methods in the
assessment, diagnosis, and labeling of clients, regardless of their social race.
The misdiagnosis of clients of color, especially their assignment to selected
diagnostic categories, is well documented (see Garb, 1998). We assert that
the erroneous use of secondary processes undermines assessment and diag-
nosis. One erroneous use is stereotyping. As Wittgenstein (1953) pointed out,
category members share some attributes with other members. But no or few
attributes are common among all category members. Second, people often
respond with the typicality effect (Matlin, 1998). They make decisions faster
when an item is a typical, as opposed to an unusual, member of a category. To
overcome these difficulties in clinical decision making, we suggest that clini-
cians incorporate sociocultural factors in their assessments, exhibit cognitive
complexity, formulate and test multiple clinical hypotheses, and use debias-
ing strategies (Ridley, Li, & Hill, 1998).
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5. Scholars and researchers should investigate categorization in racism.
We envision three potentially fruitful directions for research. The first direc-
tion is to study the transition from primary-process cognition to secondary-
process cognition. It would be of interest to ascertain why and how people
transition from mere categorizing to cognitions that result in racist behavior.
Exploratory questions are the following: What personality antecedents are
more likely to be associated with secondary processes that lead to racism?
Under what types of conditions are people more likely to engage in these cog-
nitions? What secondary gains (e.g., entitlement and privilege for Whites and
false sense of entitlement and passage for people of color) are people most
likely to derive by engaging in these cognitions?

The second direction is to explore the conscious and unconscious nature
of secondary processes. It would be of interest to ascertain which processes
operate consciously and which, unconsciously. Exploratory questions are the
following: Does a particular secondary process always occur consciously or
unconsciously? If not, what factors account for this variability? Can
secondary-process cognition vacillate between consciousness and
unconsciousness?

The third direction is to examine the conditions under which secondary
processes translate into racist behavior. It would be of interest to ascertain
how internal and external dynamics influence this translation. Exploratory
questions are the following: Do internal or external forces play a more promi-
nent role in the secondary-process cognition of racism? How do internal and
external dynamics interact in the translation of secondary processes into
racism? What conditions inhibit the translation of secondary processes into
racism? These research directions might yield findings that lead to the devel-
opment of interventions to counteract racism.
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