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1 : a belief that race is the primary determinant of human traits and 

capacities and that racial differences produce an inherent superiority 

of a particular race

2 a : a doctrine or political program based on the assumption of racism

 and designed to execute its principles

b : a political or social system founded on racism

3 : racial prejudice or discrimination

Merriam-Webster’s 2020 racism revision 
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Ida B. Wells, Crusade for Justice



racialism, n. Racial characteristics, 

tendences, prejudices, or the like; 

specif., race hatred.

Webster’s New International Dictionary, 2nd ed. (1934)







Merriam-Webster editorial slip on racism, Nov. 1, 1938



Webster’s Dictionary of Synonyms (1941)



Webster’s Dictionary of Synonyms (1941)





Ames (Iowa) Daily Tribune, July 29, 1938



Paterson (N.J.) Evening News, Dec. 1, 1938



Merriam-Webster editorial slip on racism, Nov. 1, 1938



racism vs. racialism

racialism in The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (1936)



Google Books Ngram Viewer
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Merriam-Webster draft definitions for racism, Nov. 1938
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Racism in Webster’s Second Addenda (1939)



Armed Services Edition of Webster’s New Handy Dictionary (1945)



Racism in Webster’s Second Addenda (1939)



Racism in Webster’s 3rd New International (1961) 



Racism in Webster’s 7th Collegiate (1963) 



Collegiate entry for racism, M-W online (1996-2016)



Unabridged entry for racism, M-W online (2016-2020)



Merriam-Webster on racism: online note (2016-)





● What is the role of lexicographers in public debates and 

discussions about contentious words and phrases?

● Do we need more transparency in the processes 

lexicographers use in creating and editing dictionary 

content? 

● What can we learn from the trail of “text-artifacts” 

documenting lexicographical revisions?

Closing questions
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