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This project aims to identify and fill a gap in the current literature on conversational
manifestations of discrimination, bias, and racism. Utilizing C. Wright Mills's concept of
vocabulary of motive bolstered by the postcolonial concept of catachresis, the paper examines
utterances by which individuals in society navigate talk surrounding exclusionism, discrimination,
and racism. Other researchers have identified this hole in the literature. However, other research
focuses more on language and narratives driven by media and political figures (this is perhaps
attributable to logistical issues).

In the age of Brexit and Donald Trump, that research is valuable. However, an analysis of
top-down discourse misses an essential detail. Even if Donald Trump, Boris Johnson, Shinzo Abe,
Matteo Salvini, Sebastian Kurz, Jimmie Akesson, Geert Wilders, and Marine Le Pen all disappeared
tomorrow, discrimination would not. Further, the rightward shift we see in modern politics would
likely continue unabated. Put very simply, these figures should not be the focus of anti-
discrimination efforts—they are a symptom of a larger problem identified by Mills around 80 years
ago.

First, we will introduce the concepts and review some relevant literature. The field of
racism studies has exploded into mainstream culture in recent years. This development is both good
and bad. It is objectively positive that academia and society have begun to address historical
inequities in the West and elsewhere. However, popular concepts are highly controversial. Research
shows that anti-racism methods that evolved downstream from academic concepts such as implicit
bias can cause significant resistance amongst members of the public. Some academics posit that
‘whitelash' behavior comes from a failure of racism studies to adequately address whiteness. Others
suggest that there is an element of blaming that frightens the targets of anti-racist measures. The
approach we take here avoids the former concern entirely and should satisfy the second.

The impetus for this project was an investigation into Brazilian and Japanese Brazilian
laborers living in the city of Iga in rural Japan. During interviews with Japanese people in town, it
became clear that the current understanding of everyday racism was missing something at an
ethnomethodological level. Many day-to-day behaviors result from and contribute to structural
inequality, but conversation and utterances amongst the public cannot be ignored.

The next section reviews the original study of rural Japanese and the folk society
vocabulary of motive observed in Iga Ueno, Mie. The purpose of this investigation was to identify
typal vocabularies that appear when individuals discuss or are confronted with issues of
discrimination in their immediate vicinity (even if they are not directly involved) and see if some
terminal point of motive exhaustion could be reached.

The culture of Iga is unusual in that there is an inordinate amount of local pride. Noticing
this was the first step to realizing that the differences between social narratives and everyday
conversation require exploration. Igans exhibit behavior that fits with the current conception of
Japanese ethnic exclusionism and differs in some critical ways. As individuals in the Iga Basin
negotiate society, they employ various motives to justify or excuse indignities and abuses suffered
by Nikkei Brazilian and other immigrant laborers in the area. It would be easy to dismiss this as a
simple case of aversive racism, but the behavior warrants discussion. Interestingly, some of the
city's efforts to increase tourism affected Japanese attitudes toward foreign residents. This finding
demonstrates C. Wright Mills's theory that the language available to individuals allows them to
express their experience and exerts a significant force upon their thinking and behavior.

The fourth chapter of the paper examines internet forums and how social problems are
swallowed by accident (or "accidentally on purpose" as the meme goes) and narratives surrounding



them change so the status quo can continue. An extensive analysis of internet forums revealed that a
type of catachresis occurs whereby discussions of a topic push the focus away from the original
problem. It appears to be an entirely organic process. If the analysis is correct, concepts (or frames,
if one prefers) adopted by the public appear to be more independent of media and political influence
than previous research would indicate. To wit, despite significant positive media coverage of Colin
Kaepernick's protest against police brutality, the general public (forum selection may have
introduced some bias, which we will discuss in the relevant section) exhibited little interest.

Various typal vocabularies appeared in online discussions, but they were distinct from
those employed by media outlets on both sides of the political spectrum. The result was that the
original point of contention, police brutality against people of color, was mostly overwritten and
forgotten. While this does not perfectly fit the postcolonial studies definition of catachresis, at a
broad level, it represents the same kind of displacement that writers like Jacques Derrida and
Gayatri Spivak suppose in societies where 'others' have signs inscribed upon them and a potentially
deeper meaning is lost. The violence of this forced inscription is another point of similarity.

The final chapter is a short summation of the findings and a discussion of potential
ramifications. The conversation surrounding Kaepernick appears to transcend Mills's conception of
an 'individuated society.’ Mills posits that the number of participants and competing narratives in a
modern, diverse society will naturally select motive phrases. What we observe is crucially different.
While Iga typifies a 'folk society,’ modern net society and its netizens have evolved (or devolved,
perhaps) past individuated society into something new. Rather than favoring the fittest vocabularies,
the climate makes for an endless battle of motives. Oddly, the result is the same as in folk societies:
Members of the dominant racial group utilize rhetorical tactics to reinforce the existing ethnic
equilibrium and stifle anti-discrimination efforts.



