Racial Formation

In 1982-83, Susie Guillory Phipps unsuccessfully sued the Louisiana
Bureau of Vital Records to change her racial classification from black to
white. The descendant of an 18th-century white planter and a black slave,
Phipps was designated “black” in her birth certificate in accordance with
a 1970 state law which declared anyone with at least 1/32nd “Negro blood”
to be black.

The Phipps case raised intripuing questions about the concept of race,
its meaning in contemporary soctety, and its use {(and abuse) in public pol-
icy. Assistant Attorney General Ron Davis defended the law by pointing
out that some type of racial classification was necessary to comply with fed-
eral record-keeping requirements and to facilitate programs for the pre-
vention of genetic diseases. Phipps’s attorney, Brian Begue, argued that the
assignment of racial categories on birth certificates was unconstitutional
and that the 1/32nd designation was inaccurate. He called on a retired
Tulane University professor who cited research indicating that most
Louisiana whites have at least 1/20th “Negro” ancestry.

In the end, Phipps lost. The court upheld the state’s right to classify and
quantify racial identity.! T

Phipps’s problematic racial identity, and her effort to resolve it through
state action, is in many ways a parable of America’s unsolved racial
dilemma. It illustrates the difficulties of defining race and assigning indi-
viduals or groups to racial categories. It shows how the racial legacies of
the past—slavery and bigotry—continue to shape the present. It reveals
both the deep involvement of the state in the organization and interpreta-
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tion of race, and the inadequacy of state institutions to carry out these
functions. It demonstrates how deeply Americans both as individuals and
as a civilization are shaped, and indeed haunted, by race.

Having lived her whole life thinking that she was white, Phipps sud-
denly discovers that by legal definition she is not. In U.S. society, such an
event is indeed catastrophic.? But if she is not white, of what race is she?
The state claims that she is black, based on its rules of classification,? and
another state agency, the court, upholds this judgment. But despite these
classificatory standards which have imposed an either-or logic on racial
identity, Phipps will not in fact “change color.” Unlike what would have
happened during slavery times if one’s ¢claim to whiteness was successfully
challenged, we can assume that despite the outcome of her legal challenge,
Phipps will remain in most of the social relationships she had occupied
before the trial. Her socialization, her familial and friendship networks,
her cultural orientation, will not change. She will simply have to wrestle
with her newly acquired “hybridized” condition, She will have to confront
the “Other” within.

The designation of racial categories and the determination of racial iden-
tity is no simple task. For centuries, this question has precipitated intense
debates and conflicts, particularly in the U.S.—disputes over narural and
legal rights, over the distribution of resources, and indeed, over who shall
live and who shall die.

A crucial dimension of the Phipps case is that it illustrates the inade-
quacy of claims that race is a mere matter of variations in human phys-
iognomy, that it is simply a matter of skin color. But if race cannot be
understood in this manner, how can it be understood? We cannot fully
hope to address this topic—no léss than the meaning of race, its role in soci-
ety, and the forces which shape it—in one chapter, nor indeed in one book.
Our goal in this chapter, however, is far from modest: we wish to offer at
least the outlines of a theory of race and racism.

What Is Race?

There is a continuous temptation to think of race as an essence, as some-
thing fixed, concrete, and objective. And there is also an opposite tempration:
to imagine race as a mere #llusion, a purely ideological construct which
some ideal non-racist social order would eliminate. It is necessary to chal-
lenge both these positions, to disrupt and reframe the rigid and bipolar
manner in which they are posed and debated, and to transcend the pre-
sumably irreconcilable relationship between them.
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The effort must be made to understand race as an unstable and “decen-
tered” complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by polit-
ical struggle. With this in mind, let us propose a definition: race is 2 concept
which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to
different types of buman bodies. Although the concept of race invokes bio-
logically based human characteristics (so-called “phenotypes”), selection
of these particular human features for purposes of racial signification is
always and necessarily a social angistorical process. In contrast to the other
major distinction of this type, that of gender, there is no biological basis.
for distinguishing among human groups along the lines of race. Indeed, the
categories employed to differentiate among human groups along racial
lines reveal themselves, upon serious examination, to be at best imprecise,
and at worst completely arbitrary.

If the concept of race is so nebulous, can we not dispense with it? Can
we not “do without” race, at least in the “enlightened” present? This ques-
tion has been posed often, and with greater frequency in recent years.’ An
affirmative answer would of course present obvious practical difficulties:
it is rather difficult to jetrison widely held beliefs, beliefs which moreover
are central to everyone’s identity and understanding of the social world. So
the attempt to banish the concept as an archaism is at best counterintuirive.
But a deeper difficulty, we believe, is inherent in the very formulation of
this schema, in its way of posing race as a problem, a misconception left
over from the past, and suitable now only for the dustbin of history.

_A more effective starting point is the recognition that despite its uncer-
tainties and contradictions, the concept of race continues to play a funda-
mental role in structuring and representing the social world. The task for
theory is to explain this situation. It is to avoid both the utopian framework
which sees race as an illusion we can somchow “get beyond,” and also the
essentialist formulation which sees race as something objective and fixed,
a biological datum.® Thus we should think of race as an element of social
structure rather than as an irregularity within it; we should see race as a
dimension of human representation rather than an illusion. These per-
spectives inform the theoretical approach we call racial formation.

Racial Formation

We define racial formation as the sociohistorical process by which racial
categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed. Qur attempt
to elaborate a theory of racial formation will proceed in two steps, First,
we argue that racial formation is a process of historically situated projects
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in which human bodies and social structures are represented and orga-
nized. Next we link racial formation to the evolution of hegemony, the
way in which society is organized and ruled. Such an approach, we believe,
can facilitate understanding of a whole range of contemporaty controver-
sies and dilemmas involving race, including the nature of racism, the rela-
tionship of race to other forms of differences, inequalities, and oppression
such as sexism and nationalism, and the dilemmas of racial identity today.

From a racial formation perspective, race is a matter of both social struc-
ture and cultural representation. Too often, the attempt is made to under-
stand race simply or primarily in terms of only one of these two analytical
dimensions.” For example, efforts to explain racial inequality as a purely
social structural phenomenon are unable to account for the origins, pat-
terning, and transformation of racial difference.

Conversely, many examinations of racial difference—understood as a
matter of cultural attributes 4 la ethnicity theory, or as a society-wide
signification system, & la some poststructuralist accounts—cannot com-
prehend such structural phenomena as racial stratification in the labor
market or patterns of residential segregation.

An alternative approach is to think of racial formation processes as
occurring through a linkage between structure and representation. Racial
projects do the ideological “work” of making these links. A racial project
is simultanecusly an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial
dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along par-
ticular racial lines. Racial projects connect what race means in a particu-
lar discursive practice and the ways in which both social structures and
everyday experiences are racially organized, based upon that meaning. Let
us consider this proposition, first in terms of large-scale or macro-level
social processes, and then in terms of other dimensions of the racial for-
mation process. )

Racial Formation as a Macro-Level Social Process
To interpret the meaning of race i.s__:Zo frame it social structurally. Con-
sider for example, this statement by-f@harles Murray on welfare reform:

My proposal for dealing with the racial issue in social welfare is to
repeal every bit of legislation and reverse every court decision that

in any way requires, recommends, or awards differential treatment
according to race, and thereby put us back onto the track that we

left in 1965. We may argue about the appropriate limits of govern-
ment intervention in trying to enforce the ideal, but at least it
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should be possible to identify the ideal: Race is not a morally

admissible reason for treating one person differently from another.
Period.?

Here there is a partial but significant analysis of the meaning of race: it
is not a morally valid basis upon which to treat people “differently from
one another.” We may notice someone’s race, but we cannot act upon
that awareness. We must act in a “color-blind” fashion. This analysis of
the meaning of race is immediately linked to a specific conception of the
role of race in the social structure: it can play no part in government action,
save in “the enforcement of the ideal.” No state policy can legitimately
require, recommend, or award different status according to race. This
example can be classified as a particular type of racial project in the pre-
sent-day U.S5.-—a “neoconservative” one.

Conversely, to recognize the racial dimension in social structure is to
interpret the meaning of race. Consider, the following statement by the
late Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall on minority “set-aside”
programs:

A profound difference separates governmental actions that them-
selves are racist, and governmental actions that seek to remedy the
effects of prior racism or to prevent neutral government activity
from perpetuating the effects of such racism.

Here the focus is on the racial dimensions of social structure—in this
case of state activity and policy. The argument is that state actions in the
past and present have treated people in very different ways according to
their race, and thus the government cannot retreat from its policy respon-
sibilities in this area. It cannot suddenly declare itself “color-blind” with-
out in fact perpetuating the same type of differential, racist treatment.'°
Thus, race continues to signify difference and structure inequality. Here,
racialized social structure is immediately linked to an interpretation of the
meaning of race. This example too can be classified as a particular type of
racial project in the present-day U.S.—a “liberal” one.

To be sure, such political labels as “neoconservative” or “liberal” can-
not fully capture the complexity of racial projects, for these are always
multiply determined, politically contested, and deeply shaped by their his-
torical context, Thus, encapsulated within the neoconservative example
cited here are certain egalitarian commitments which derive from a pre-
vious historical context in which they played a very different role, and
which are rearticulated in neoconservative racial discourse precisely to
oppose a more open-ended, more capacious conception of the meaning of

57



Racial Formation

equality, Similarly, in the liberal example, Justice Marshall recognizes
that the contemporary state, which was formerly the architect of segre-
gation and the chief enforcer of racial difference, has a tendency to repro-
duce those patterns of inequality in a new guise. Thus he admonishes it
(in dissent, significantly) to fulfill its responsibilities to uphold a robust con-
ception of equality. These particular instances, then, demonstrate how
racial projects are always concretely framed, and thus are always con-
tested and unstable. The social structures they uphold or attack, and the
representations of race they articulate, are never invented out of the air,
but exist in a definite historical context, having descended from previous
conflicts. This contestation appears to be permanent in respect to race.

These two examples of contemporary racial projects are drawn from
mainstream political debate; they may be characterized as center-right and
center-left expressions of contemporary racial politics.!! We can, however,
expand the discussion of racial formation processes far beyond these famil-
iar examples. In fact, we can identify racial projects in at least three other
analytical dimensions: first, the political spectrum can be broadened to
include radical projects, on both the left and right, as well as along other
political axes. Second, analysis of racial projects can take place not only
at the macro-level of racial policy-making, state activity, and collective
action, but also at the micro-level of everyday experience. Third, the con-
cept of racial projects can be applied across historical time, to identify
racial formation dynamics in the past. We shall now offer examples of
each of these types of racial projects.

The Political Spectrum of Racial Formation

We have encountered examples of a neoconservative racial project, in
which the significance of race is denied, leading to a “color-blind” racial
politics and “hands off” policy orientation; and of a “liberal” racial pro-
ject, in which the significance of race is affirmed, leading to an egalitarian
and “activist” state policy. But these by no means exhaust the political
- possibilities. Other racial projects cal; be readily identified on the con-
temporary U.S. scene. For example;; f‘far right” projects, which uphold
biologistic and racist views of difference, explicitly argue for white suprema-
cist policies. “New right” projects overtly claim to hold “color-blind” views,
but covertly manipulate racial fears in order to achieve political gains.?
On the left, “radical democratic” projects invoke notions of racial “dif-
ference” in combination with egalitarian politics and policy.

Further variations can also be noted. For example, “nationalist” projects,
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both conservative and radical, stress the incompatibility of racially defined
group identity with the legacy of white supremacy, and therefore advocate
a social structural solution of separation, either complete or partial.!® As
we saw in Chapter 3, nationalist currents represent a profound legacy of the
centuries of racial absolutism that initially defined the meaning of race in
the U.S. Nationalist concerns continue to influence racial debate in the form
of Afrocentrism and other expressions of identity politics.

Taking the range of politically organized racial projects as a whole, we
can “map” the current pattern of racial formation at the level of the pub-
lic sphere, the “macro-level” in which public debate and mobilization takes
place.! But important as this.is, the terrain on which racial formation
occurs is broader yet.

Racial Formation as Everyday Experience

L

At the micro-social level, racial projects also link signification and struc-
ture, not so much as efforts to shape policy or define large-scale meaning,
but as the applications of “common sense.” To see racial projects operat-
ing at the level of everyday life, we have only to examine the many ways
in which, often unconsciously, we “notice” race.

One of the first things we notice about people when we meet them
(along with their sex) is their race. We utilize race to provide clues about
who a person is. This fact is made painfully obvious when we encounter -
someone whom we cannot conveniently racially categorize—someone who
is, for example, racially “mixed” or of an ethnic/racial group we are not
familiar with, Such an encounter becomes a source of discomfort and
momentarily a crisis of racial meaning.

Our ability to interpret racial meanings depends on preconceived notions
of a racialized social structure. Comments such as, “Funny, you don’t look
black,” betray an underlying image of what black should be. We expect peo-
ple to act out their apparent racial. identities; indeed we become disori-
ented when they do not. The black banker harassed by police while walking
in casual clothes through his own well-off neighborhood, the Latino or
white kid rapping in perfect Afro patois, the unending faux pas commit-
ted by whites who assume that the non-whites they encounter are servants
or tradespeople, the belief that non-white colleagues are less qualified per-
sons hired to fulfill affirmative action guidelines, indeed the whole gamut
of racial stereotypes—that “white men can’t jump,” that Asians can’t dance,
etc., etc.—all testify to the way a racialized social structure shapes racial
experience and conditions meaning. Analysis of such stereotypes reveals
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the always present, already active link between our view of the social struc-
ture—its demography, its laws, its customs, its thrcats—armon_cep-
tion of what race means. S
Conversely, our ongoing interpretation of our experience in racial terms
shapes our relations to the institutions and organizations through which
we are imbedded in social structure. Thus we expect differences in skin
color, or other racially coded characteristics, to explain social differences.
Temperament, sexuality, intelligence, athletic ability, aesthetic preferences,
and so on are presumed to be fixed and discernible from the palpable
mark of race. Such diverse questions as our confidence and trust in oth-
ers (for example, clerks or salespeople, media figures, neighbors), our sex-
ual preferences and romantic images, our tastes in music, films, dance, or
sports, and our very ways of talking, walking, eating, and dreaming
become racially coded simply because we live in a society where racial

© awareness is so pervasive. Thus in ways too comprehensive even to mon-
itor consciously, and despite periodic calls—neoconservative and other-
wise—for us to ignore race and adopt “color-blind” racial attitudes, skin
color “differences” continue to rationalize dlstmct treatment of rac1ally
1dent1ﬁed individuals and groups.

" To summarize the argument so far: the theory of racial formation sug-
gests that society is suffused with racial projects, large and small, to which

all are subjected. This racial “subjection” is quintessentially 1deolog1cal

Everybody learns some combmatlon some version, of the rulcs of racial -

ing or conscious inculcation. Thus are we inserted in a comprehensively
racialized social structure. Race becomes “ common sense”™—a way of com-
prehending, explaining, and acting in the world, A vast web of racial pro-
jects mediates between the discursive or representational means in which
race is identified and signified on the one hand, and the institutional and
organizational forms in which it is routinized and standardized on the
other. These projects are the heart of the racial formation process.
Under such circumstances, it is not possible to represent race discur-
sively without simultaneously locatmg it, explicitly or 1mp!1c1tlg, in a
social structural (and historical) context Nor is it possible to organize,
maintain, ot transform social structuxgs _without simultaneously engaging,
once more either explicitly or 1mp11c1tly, in racial signification. Racial
formation, therefore, is a kind of synthesis, an outcome, of the interac-
tion of racial projects on a society-wide level. These projects are, of
course, vastly different in scope and effect. They include large-scale pub-
lic action, state activities, and 1ntcrpretat10ns of racial conditions in artis-
tic, journalistic, or academic fora,!¥ as well as the seemingly infinite
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number of racial judgments and practices we carry out at the level of
individual experience.
Since racial formation is always historically situated, our understanding

of the significance of race, and of the way race structures society, has
changed enormously over time. The processes of racial formation we
‘encounter today, the racial projects large and small which structure U.S.

society in so many ways, are merely the present-day outcomes of a com-
plex historical evolution. The contemporary racial order remains transient.
By knowing something of how it evolved, we can perhaps better discern
where it is heading. We therefore turn next to a historical survey of the racial
formation process, and the conflicts and debates it has engendered.

The Evolution of Modern Racial Awareness

v

The identification of distinctive human groups, and their association
with differences in physical appearance, goes back to prehistory, and can
be found in the earliest documents—in the Bible, for example, or in
Herodotus. But the emergence of a modern conception of race does not
occur until the rise of Europe and the arrival of Europeans in the Ameri-
cas. Even the hostility and suspicion with which Christian Europe viewed
its two significant non-Christian “Others”—the Muslims and the Jews—
cannot be viewed as more than a rehearsal for racial formation, since these
antagonisms, for all their bloodletting and chauvinism, were always and
everywhere religiously interpreted.!®

It was only when European explorers reached the Western Hemisphere,
when the oceanic seal separating the “old” and the “new” worlds was
breached, that the distinctions and categorizations fundamental to a racial-
ized social structure, and to a discourse of race, began to appear. The
European explorers were the advance guard of merchant capitalism, which
sought new openings for trade. What they found exceeded their wildest
dreams, for never before and never again in human history has an oppor-
tunity for the appropriation of wealth remotely approached that presented
by the “discovery.” _

But the Europeans also “discovered” people, people who looked and
acted differently. These “natives” challenged their “discoverers™ pre-exist- ‘
ing conceptions of the origins and possibilities of the human species.18
The representation and interpretation of the meaning of the indigenous
peoples’ existence became a crucial martter, one which would affect the
outcome of the enterprise of conquest. For the “discovery” raised dis-
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turbing questions as to whether all could be considered part of the same
“family of man,” and more practically, the extent to which native peo-
ples could be exploited and enslaved. Thus religious debates flared over
the agrempt to reconcile the various Christian meraphysics with the exis-
tencé of peoples who were more “different” than any whom Europe had
previously known.!”

In practice, of course, the seizure of territories and goods, -the intro-
duction of slavery through the encomienda and other forms of coerced
native labor, and then through the organization of the African slave trade—
not to mention the practice of outright extermination—all presupposed a
worldview which distinguished Europeans, as children of God, full-fledged
human beings, etc., from “Others.” Given the dimensions and the ineluctabil-
ity of the European onslaught, given the conquerors’ determination to
appropriate both labor and goods, and given the presence of an axiomatic
and unquestioned Christianity among them, the ferocious division of soci-
ety into Europeans and “Others” soon coalesced. This was true despite
the famous 16th-century theological and philosophical debates about the
identity of indigenous peoples.2?

Indeed debates about the nature of the “Others” reached their practi-
cal limits with a certain dispatch. Plainly they would never touch the
essential: nothing, after all, would induce the Europeans to pack up and
go home. We cannot examine here the early controversies over the sta-
‘tus of American souls. We simply wish to emphasize that the “discovery”
signalled a break from the previous proto-racial awareness by which
Europe contemplated its “Others” in a relatively disorganized fashion.
In other words, the “conquest of America” was not simply an epochal his-
torical event—however unparalleled in its importance. It was also the
advent of a consolidated social structure of exploitation, appropriation,
domination. Its representation, first in religious terms, but soon enough
in scientific and political ones, initiated modern racial awareness.

The conquest, therefore, was the first—and given the dramatic nature
of the case, perhaps the greatest—racial formiation project. Its significance
was by no means limited to the Wcstern;Hemisphere, for it began the
work of constituting Europe as the metrgpole, the center, of a group of
empires which could take, as Marx woﬁﬁi later write, “the globe for a
theater.”?! It represented this new iniperial structure as a struggle between
civilization and barbarism, and implicated in this representation all the
great European philosophies, literary traditions, and social theories of
the modern age.?? In short, just as the noise of the “big bang” still res-
onates through the universe, so the overdetermined construction of world
“civilization” as a product of the rise of Europe and the subjugation of
the rest of us, still defines the race concept.
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From Religion to Science

After the initial depredations of conquest, religious justifications for
racial difference gradually gave way to scientific ones. By the time of the
Enlightenment, a general awareness of race was pervasive, and most of
the great philosophers of Europe, such as Hegel, Kant, Hume, and Locke,
had issued virulently racist opinions.

The problem posed by race during the late 18th century was markedly
different than it had been in the age of “discovery,” expropriation, and
slaughter. The social structures in which race operated were no longer pri-
marily those of military conquest and plunder, nor of the establishment
of thin beachheads of colonization on the edge of what had once seemed
a limitless wilderness. Now the issues were much more complicated: nation-
building, establishment of national economies in the world trading sys-
tem, resistance to the arbitrary authority of monarchs, and the assertion
of the “natural rights” of “man,” including. the right of revolution.? In
such a situation, racially organized exploitation, in the form of slavery,
the expansion of colonies, and the continuing expulsion of native peoples,
was both necessary and newly difficult to justify.

The invocation of scientific criteria to demonstrate the “natural” basis
of racial hierarchy was both a logical consequence of the rise of this form
of knowledge, and an attempt to provide a more subtle and nuanced account
of human complexity in the new, “enlightened” age. Spurred on by the
classificatory scheme of living organisms devised by Linnaeus in Systema
Naturae (1735), many scholars in the 18th and 19th centuries dedicated
themselves to the identification and ranking of variations in humankind.
Race was conceived as a biological concept, a matter of species. Voltaire
wrote that “the negro race is a species of men (sic) as different from ours
... as the breed of spaniels is from that of greyhounds,” and in a formu-
lation echoing down from his century to our own, declared that

If their understanding is not of a different nature from ours. ..,

. it is at least greatly inferior. They are not capable of any great
application or association of ideas, and seem formed neither for the
advantages nor the abuses of philosophy.?*

Jefferson, the preeminent exponent of the Enlightenment doctrine of “the
rights of man” on North American shores, echoed these sentiments:

In general their existence appears to participate more of sensation
than reflection. . . . [IJn memory they are equal to whites, in reason

much inferior. .. [and} in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and
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anomalous. . .. [ advance it therefore. . . that the blacks, whether
originally a different race, or made distinct by time and circum-
stances, are inferior to the whites. . . . Will not a lover of natural
history, then, one who views the gradations in all the animals with
the eye of philosophy, excuse an effort to keep those in the depart-
ment of Man (sic) as distinct as nature has formed them?®

Such claims of species distinctiveness among humans justified the
inequitable allocation of political and social rights, while still uphoiding
the doctrine of “the rights of man.” The quest to cbtain a precise scientific
definition of race sustained debates which continue to rage today. Yet
despite efforts ranging from Dr. Samuel Morton’s studies of cranial capac-
ity?® to contemporary attempts to base racial classification on shared gene
pools,” the concept of race has defied biological definition.

In the 19th century, Count Joseph Arthur de Gobinean drew upon the
most respected scientific studies of his day to compose his four-volume
Essay on the Inequality of Races (1853-1855).% He not only greatly influenced
the racial thinking of the period, but his themes would be echoed in the
racist ideologies of the next one hundred years: beliefs that superior races
produced superior cultures and that racial intermixtures resulted in the
degradation of the superior racial stock. These ideas found expression, for
instance, in the eugenics movement launched by Darwin’s cousin, Francis
Galton, which had an immense impact on scientific and sociopolitical
thought in Europe and the U.S.® In the wake of civil war and emancipa-
tion, and with immigration from southern and Eastern Europe as well as
East Asia running high, the U.S. was particularly fertile ground for notions
such as social darwinism and eugenics.

Attempts to discern the scientific meaning of race continue to the present
day. For instance, an essay by Arthur Jensen which argued that hereditary
factors shape intelligence not only revived the “nature or nurture” contro-
versy, but also raised highly volatile questions about racial equality itself.>
All such attempts seek to remove the concept of race from the historical
context in which it arose and developedl. They employ an essentialist
-approach which suggests instead that thcs truth of race is a matter of innate
characteristics, of which skin color ana?other physical attributes provide
only the most obvious, and in some rcspects most superficial, indicators.

From Science to Politics

It has taken scholars more than a century to reject biologistic notions of
race in favor of an approach which regards race as a social concept. This
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trend has been slow and uneven, and even today remains somewhat embat-
tled, but its overall direction seems clear. At the turn of the century Max
Weber discounted biological explanations for racial conflict and instead
highlighted the social and political factors which engendered such conflict.3!
W. E. B, Du Bois argued for a sociopolitical deﬁmtlon of race by identi-
fymg ‘the color line” as “the problem of the 20th century.”3? Pioneering
cultural anthropologist Franz Boas rejected attempts to link racial iden-
tifications and cultural traits, labelling as pseudoscientific any assumption
of a continuum of “higher” and “lower” cultural groups.3? Other early
exponents of social, as opposed to biological, views of race included Robert
E. Park, founder of the “Chicago school” of sociology, and Alain Leroy
Locke, philosopher and theorist of the Harlem Renaissance.?

Perhaps more important than these and subsequent intellectual efforts,
however, were the political struggles of racially defined groups themselves.
Waged all around the globe under a variety of banners such as anticolo-
nialism and civil rights, these battles to ghallenge various structural and
cultural racisms have been a major feature of 20th-century politics. The
racial horrors of the 20th century—colonial slaughter and apartheid, the
genocide of the holocaust, and the massive bloodlettings required to end
these evils—have also indelibly marked the theme of race as a polmcal
1ssue par excellence.

As a result of prior efforts and struggles, we have now reached the point
of fairly general agreement that race is not a biologically given but rather
a socially constructed way of differentiating human beings. While a tremen-
dous achievement, the transcendence of biologistic conceptions of race
does not provide any reprieve from the dilemmas of racial injustice and
conflict, nor from controversies over the significance of race in the pre-
sent. Views of race as soc1a11y constructed simply recognize the fact that
these ‘conflicts and controversies are now more properly framed on the ter-
rain of politics. By privileging politics in the analysis which follows we do
fiot mean fo suggest that race has been displaced as a concern of scientific
inquiry, or that struggles over cultural representation are no longer impot-
tant. We do argue, however, that race is now a preeminently political phe-
nomenon. Such an assertion invites examination of the evolving role of
racial politics in the U.S. This is the subject to which we now turn.

Dictatorship, Democracy, Hegemony

For most of its existence both as European colony and as an indepen-
dent nation, the U. S was a racial dzctatorsbtp From 1607 to 1865—258
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tics.*" After the Civil War there was the brief egalitarian experiment of
Reconstruction, which terminated ignominiously in 1877. In its wake fol-
lowed almost a century of legally sanctioned segregation and denial of the
vote, nearly absolute in the South and much of the Southwest, less effec-
tive in the North and far West, but formidable in any case.?® These barri-
ers fell only in the mid-1960s, a mere quarter-century ago. Nor did the
successes of the black movement and its allies mean that all obstacles to
their political participation had now been abolished. Patterns of racial
inequality have proven, unfortunately, to be quite stubborn and persistent.

It is important, therefore, to recognize that in many respects, racial dic-
tatorship is the norm against which all U.S. politics must be measured
The centuries of racial dictatorship have had three very large consequences:
first, they defined “American” identity as white, as the negation of racial-
ized “otherness”—at first largely African and indigenous, later Latin Amer-
ican and Asian as well.¥” This negation took shape in both law and custom,
in public institutions and in forms of cultural representation. It became
the archetype of hegemonic rule in the U.S. It was the successor to the
conquest as the “master” racial project.

Second, racial dictatorship organized (albeit sometimes in an incoher-
ent and contradictory fashion) the “color line” rendering it the funda-
mental division in U.S. society. The dictatorship elaborated, articulated,
and drove racial divisions not only through institutions, but also through
psyches, extendmg up to our own time the rac1al' obsessions ¢ of the con-
quest and slavery periods.

Third, racial dictatorship consolidated the__p_Bositional racial con-
sciousness and organization originally framed by marronage® and slave
revolts, by indigenous resistance, and by nationalisms of various sorts. Just
as the conquest created the “native” where once there had been Pequot, Iro-
quois, or Tutelo, so too it created the “black” where once there had been
Asante or Ovimbundu, Yoruba or Bakongo.

The transition from a racial dictatorship to a racial democracy has been
a slow, painful, and contentious one; it remains far from complete. A
recognition of the abiding presence of racial dictatorship, we contend, is

* crucial for the developmenf of a theory of racial formation in the U.S. It

is also crucial to the task of relating rmal formation to the broader con-
text of political practice, organization, and change.

In this context, a key question arises: in what way is racial formation
related to politics as a whole? How, for example, does race articulate with
other axes of oppression and difference—most | importantly class and gen-
der—along which politics is organized today?

The answer, we believe, lies in the concept of hegemony. Antonio Gramsci
—the Italian communist who placed this concept at the center of his life’s
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work—understood it as the conditions necessary, in a given society, for
the achievement and consolidation of rule. He argued that hegemony was
always constituted ted by a combination of coercion and consent. Although rule
can be obtained by by Torce, it cannot be secured and maintained, especially
in modern society, without the element of consent. Gramsci conceived of
consent as far more than merely the legitimation of authority. In his view,
consent extended to the incorporation by the ruling group of many of the
key interests of subordinated groups, often to the explicit disadvantage of
the rulers themselves.*® Gramsci’s treatment of hegemony went even farther:
he ar n order to consolidate their hegemony, ruling groups must

mon sense.” It is through its productmn and its adherence to this “com-

mon sense,” this ideology (in the broadest sense of the term), that a society
glVCS its'consent to the way in which it is ruled.*

" These provocative concepts can be extended and applied to an under-
standing of racial rule. In the Americas, the conquest represented the vio-
lent introduction of a new form of rule whose relationship with those it
subjugated was almost entirely coercive. In the U.S., the origins of racial
division, and of racial signification and identity formation, lie in a system
of rule which was extremely dictatorial. The mass murders and expulsions
of indigenous people, and the enslavement of Africans, surely evoked and
inspired little consent in their founding moments.

Over time, however, the balance of coercion and consent began to
change. It is possible to locate the origins of hegemony right within the
heart of racial dictatorship, for the effort to possess the oppressor’s tools—
religion and philosophy in this case—was crucial to emancipation (the
effort to possess oneself). As Ralph Ellison reminds us, “The slaves often
took the essence of the aristocratic ideal (as they took Christianity) with
far more seriousness than their masters.”*! In their language, in their reli-
gion with its focus on the Exodus theme and on Jesus’s tribulations, in
their music with its figuring of suffering, resistance, perseverance, and tran-
scendence, in their interrogation of a political philosophy which sought
perpetually to rationalize their bondage in a supposedly “free” society, the
slaves incorporated elements of racial rule into their thought and practice,
turning them against their original bearers.

Racial rule can be understood as a slow and uneven historical process
which has moved from dictatorship to democracy, from domination to
hegemony. In this transition, hegemonic forms of racial rule—those based
on consent—eventually came to supplant those based on coercion. Of
course, before this assertion can be accepted, it must be qualified in impor-
tant ways. By no means has the U.S. established racial democracy at the
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end of the century, and by no means is coercion a thing of the past. But
“the welter of competing racial prolccts ‘and contradlctory rac1al;/p‘er1-
ences which Americans undergo, suggests that hegemony is a_useful and
’approprlate term w1th Whlch to characterlze contemporary racial rule.

the question of rule. Projects are the building blocks not just of racial for-
mation, but of hegemony in general. Hegemony operates by simultane-
ously structuring and signifying. As in the case of racial opposition, gender-
or class-based conflict today links structural inequity and injustice on the
one hand, and identifies and represents its subjects on the other. The suc-
cess of modern-day feminism, for example, has depended on its ability to
reinterpret gender as a matter of both injustice and identity/difference.

Today, political opposition necessarily takes shape on the terrain of
hegemony. Far from ruling principally through exclusion and coercion
(though again, these are hardly absent) hegemony operates by including
its subjects, incorporating its opposition. Pace both Marxists and liberals,
there is no longer any universal or privileged region of political action or
discourse.*? Race, class, and gender all represent potential antagonisms
whose significance is no longer given, if it ever was.

Thus race, class, and gender (as well as sexual orientation) constitute
“regions” of hegemony, areas in which certain political projects can take
shape. They share certain obvious attributes in that they are all “socially
constructed,” and they al} consist of a field of projects whose common fea-
ture is their linkage of social structure and signification.

Going beyond this, it is crucial to emphasize that race, class, and gen-
der, are not fixed and discrete categories, and that such “regions” are by
no means autonomous. They overlap, intersect, and fuse with each other
in countless ways. Such mutual detefminations have been illustrated by
Parricia Hill Collins’s survey and theorerical synthesis of the themes and
issues of black feminist thought.* They are also evident in Evelyn Nakano
Glenn’s work on the historical and contemporary racialization of domes-
tic and service work.* In many respécts, race is gendered and gender is
racialized. In institutional and everyday life, any clear demarcation of
specific forms of oppression and drfférence is constantly bemg disrupted.

There are no clear boundaties between these regions” of hegemony,
so political conflicts will often invoke some or all these themes simulta-
neously. Hegemony is tentative, incomplete, and “messy.” For example,
the 1991 Hill-Thomas hearings, with their intertwined themes of race and
gender inequality, and their frequent genuflections before the altar of hard
work and upward mobility, managed to synthesize various race, gender, and
class projects in a particularly explosive combination.®
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What distinguishes political opposition today—racial or otherwise—is
its insistence on identifying itself and speaking for itself, its determined
demand for the transformation of the socia) structure, its refusal of the
“common sense” understandings which the hegemonic order imposes.
Nowhere is this refusal of “common sense” more needed, or more imper-
illed, than in our understanding of racism.

What Is Racism?

Since the ambiguous triumph of the civil rights movement in the mid-
1960s, clarity about what racism means has been eroding. The concept
entered the lexicon of “common sense” only in the 1960s. Before that,
although the term had surfaced occasionally,® the problem of racial injus-

. tice and inequality was generally understood in a more limited fashion, as

a matter of prejudiced attitudes or bigotry on the one hand,¥’ and dis-
criminatory practices on the other.*® Solutions, it was believed, would
therefore involve the overcoming of such attitudes, the achievement of

tolerance, the acceptance of “f “brotherhood,” etc., and the passage of laws

which prohibited dlscrxmmanon with respect to access to public accom-

modatlons, jobs, educatlon etc. The early civil rlghts movement explic- -

iily reflected such views. In its espousal of integration and its quest for a
“beloved community” it sought to overcome racial prejudice. In its litigation

activities and agitation for civil rights legislation it sought to challenge

discriminatory practices.

The Tater 1960s, however, signalled a sharp break with this vision. The
emergence of the slogan “black power” {and soon after, of “brown power,”
“red power,” and “yellow power”}, the wave of riots that swept the urban
ghettos from 1964 to 1968, and the founding of radical movement orga-
nizations of nationalist and Marxist orientation, coincided with the recog-
nition that racial inequality and injustice had much deeper roots—~They

were not simply the product of prejudice, nor was discrimination only a
matter of intentionally informed action. Rather, , prejudice was an almost

unavoidable outcome of patterns of socialization wh which were “bred in the

bone, ‘affecting not only whites but even minorities themselves.49 Dis-

mnanon far from mamfestmg ltself only (or even principally} through

society, the product of centuries of systematic exclus1on, explorcanon, and'
~disregard of racially defined minorities.s It was this combination of rela-

thl‘]ShlpS—pI’C]udlCC, dlscnmmatlon, and 1nst1tut1onal inequality—which

defined the concept of racism at the end of the 1960s.
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Such a synthesis was better able to confront the political realities of the
period. Its emphasis on the structural dimensions of racism allowed it to
address the intransigence which racial injustice and inequality continued to
exhibit, even after discrimination had supposedly been outlawed® and big-
oted expression stigmatized. But such an approach also had clear limita-
tions. As Robert Miles has argued, it tended to “inflate” the concept of
racism to a point at which it lost precision.’? If the “institutional” com-
ponent of racism were so pervasive and deeply rooted, it became difficult
to see how the democratization of U.S. society could be achieved, and
difficult to explain what progress had been made. The result was a level-
ling critique which denied any distinction between the Jim Crow era (or
even the whole longue durée of racial dictatorship since the conquest) and
the present. Similarly, if the prejudice component of racism were so deeply
inbred, it became difficult to account for the evident hybridity and inter-
penetration that characterizes civil society in the U.S., as evidenced by the
shaping of popular culture, Janguage, and style, for example. The result of
the “inflation” of the concept of racism was thus a deep pessimism about
any efforts to overcome racial barriers, in the workplace, the community,

or any other sphere of lived experience. An overly comprehensive view of

racism, then, potentially served as a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Yet the alternative view—which surfaced with a vengeance in the 1970s—
urging a return to the conception of racism held before the movement’s
“radical turn,” was equally inadequate. This was the neoconservative per-
spective, which deliberately restricted its attention to injury done to the
individual as opposed to the group, and to advocacy of a color-blind racial
policy.%3 Such an approach reduced race to ethnicity,’ and almost entirely
neglected the continuing organization of social inequality and oppression
along racial lines. Worse yet, it tended to rationalize racial injustice as a
supposedly natural outcome of group attributes in competition.

The distinct, and contested, meanings of racism which have been
advanced over the past three decades have contributed to an overall crisis
of meaning for the concept today. Today, the absence of a clear “com-
mon sense” understanding of what racism means has become a significant
obstacTe to efforts aimed at challen’gmgvlt Bob Blauner has noted that in
classroom discussions of racism, vﬂﬁf; and non-white students tend to talk
past one another. Whites tend t6 locate racism in color consciousness and
find its absence color-blindness. In so doing, they see “the affirmation of
difference and racial identity among racially defined minority students as
racist. Non-white students, by contrast, see racism as a system of power,
and correspondingly argue that blacks, for cxample, cannot be racist because
they lack power. Blauner concludes that there are two “languagcs of race,
one in which members of racial minorities, especially blacks, see the cen-
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trality of race in history and everyday experience, and another in which
whites see race as “a peripheral, nonessential reality.”*¢

Given this crisis of meaning, and in the absence of any “common sense™
understanding, does the concept of racism retain any validity? If so, what
view of racism should we adopt? Is a more coherent theoretical approach
possible? We believe it is.

We employ racial formation theory to reformulate the concept of racism.
Our approach recognizes that racism, like race, has changed over time. It
is obvious that the attitudes, practices, and institutions of the epochs of
slavery, say, or of Jim Crow, no longer exist today. Employing a similar
logic, it is reasonable to question whether concepts of racism which devel-
oped in the early days of the post—civil rights era, when the limitations of
both moderate reform and militant racial radicalism of various types had
not yet been encountered, remain adequate to explain circumstances and
conflicts a quarter-century later.

Racial formation theory allows us to, differentiate between race and
racism. The two concepts should not be used interchangeably. We have
“argued that race has no fixed meaning, but is constructed and transformed
soc1oh1stonmng political Erd]eéfs, through the neces-

sary and ineluctable link between the structural and cultural dimensions of
race in the U.S. This emphasis on projects allows us to refocus our under-
standing of racism as well, for racism can now be seen as characterizing
some, but not all, racial projects.

A racial project can be defined as racist if and only if it creates or repro-
duces structures of domination based on  essentialist™? categories of race. Such
a definition recognizes the importance of locating racism within a fluid
and contested history of racially based social structures and discourses.
Thus there can be no timeless and absolute standard for what constitutes
racism, for social structures change and discourses are subject to reartic-
ulation. Qur definition therefore focuses instead on the “work” essential-
ism does for domination, and the “need” domination displays to essentialize
the subordinated.

Further, it is important to distinguish racial awareness from racial essen-
tialism, To attribute merits, allocate values or resources to, and/or repre-
sent individuals or groups on the basis of racial identity should not be
considered racist in and of itself. Such projects may in fact be quite benign.

Consider the following examples: first, the statement, “Many Asian
Americans are highly entrepreneurial”; second, the organization of an asso-
ciation of, say, black accountants.

The first racial project, in our view, signifies or represents a racial cat-
egory (“Asian Americans”) and locates that representation within the social
structure of the contemporary U.S. (in regard to business, class issues,
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socialization, etc.). The second racial project is organizational or social
structural, and therefore must engage in racial signification. Black accoun-
tants, the organizers might maintain, have certain common experiences,
can offer each other certain support, etc. Neither of these racial projects
is essentialist, and neither can fairly be labelled racist. Of course, racial
representations may be biased or misinterpret their subjects, just as racially
based organizational efforts may be unfair or unjustifiably exclusive. If
such were the case, if for instance in our first example the statement in
question were “Asian Americans are naturally entrepreneurial,” this would
by our criterion be racist. Similarly, if the effort to organize black accoun-
tants had as its rationale the raiding of clients from white accountants, it
would by our criterion be racist as well.

Similarly, to allocate values or resources—let us say, academic scholar-
ships—on the basis of racial categories is not racist. Scholarships are
awarded on a preferential basis to Rotarians, children of insurance com-
pany employees, and residents of the Pittsburgh metropolitan area. Why
then should they not also be offered, in particular cases, to Chicanos or
Native Americans?

In order to identify a social project as racist, WW
demonstrate a link between essentialist representations of race and social

structures of domination. Such a link might be revealed in efforts to pro-
tect dominant interests, framed in racial terms, from democratizing racial
initiatives.*® But it might also consist of efforts simply to reverse the roles
of racially dominant and racially subordinate.’ There is nothmg mher—
ently white about racism.®

Obviously a key problem with essentialism is its denial, or flattening,
of differences within a particular racially defined group. Members of sub-
ordinate racial groups, when faced with racist practices such as exclusion
or discrimination, are frequently forced to band together in order to defend
their interests {if not, in some instances, their very lives). Such “strategic
essentialism” should not, however, be simply equated with the essentialism
practiced by dominant groups, nor should it prevent the interrogation of
internal group differences.®! -

Without question, any abstract com:ept of racism is severely put to the
test by the untidy world of reality. Ta"}l,}ustrate our discussion, we analyze
the following examples, chosen from Currenc racial issues because of their
complexity and the rancorous debates they have engendered:

s Is the allocation of employment opportunities through programs
restricted to racially defined minorities, so-called “preferential treat-
ment” or affirmative action policies, racist? Do such policies practice

“racism in reverse”? We think not, with certain qualifications. Although
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such programs necessarily employ racial criteria in assessing eligibility,
they do not generally essentialize race, because they seek to overcome
specific socially and historically constructed inequalities.5 Criteria of
effectiveness and feasibility, therefore, must be considered in evaluat-
ing such programs. They must balance egalitarian and context-specific
objectives, such as academic potential or job-related qualifications. It
should be acknowledged that such programs often do have deleterious
consequences for whites who are not personally the source of the dis-
criminatory practices the programs seek to overcome. In this case,
compensatory measures should be enacted to vitiate the charge of
“reverse discrimination.”® -,

+ Is all racism the same, or is there a distinction berween white and
non-white versions of racism? We have little patience with the argu-
ment that racism is solely a white problem, or even a “white dis-
case.”®* The idea that non-whites cannof act in a racist manner, since
they do not possess “power,” is another variant of this formulation.5

For many years now, racism has operated in a more complex fash-
ion than this, sometimes taking such forms as self-hatred or self-
aggrandizement at the expense of more vulnerable members of racially
subordinate groups.® Whites can at times be the victims of racism—
by other whites or non-whites—as is the case with anti-Jewish and
anti-Arab prejudice. Furthermore, unless one is prepared to argue
that there has been no transformation of the U.S. racial order over the
years, and that racism consequently has remained unchanged—an
essentialist position par excellence—it is difficult to contend that
racially defined minorities have attained no power or influence, espe-
cially in recent years. ]

Having said this, we still do not consider that all racism is the same.
This is because of the crucial importance we place in situating various
“racisms” within the dominant hegemonic discourse about race. We
have little doubt that the rantings of a Louis Farrakhan or Leonard
Jeffries—to pick two currently demonized black ideologues—meet the
criteria we have set out for judging a discourse to be racist. But if we
compare Jeffries, for example, with a white racist such as Tom Metzger
of the White Aryan Resistance, we find the latter’s racial project to
be far more menacing than the former’s. Metzger’s views are far more
easily associated with an essentializing (and once very powerful)
legacy:  that of white supremacy and racial dictatorship in the U.S.,
and fascism in the world at large. Jeffries’s project has far fewer exam-
ples with which to associate: no more than some ancient African
empires and the (usually far less bigoted) radical phase of the black
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power movement.®” Thus black supremacy may be an instance of
racism, just as its advocacy may be offensive, but it can Earalu-
_stitute the threat that white supremacy has represent:d in the U.S,,

/%~ nor can it be so easily absorbed and rearticulated in the dommant
| ﬂhegemomc discourse on race as white supremacy can. All racisms, all

racist political projects, are not the same.

* Is the redrawing——or gerrymandering—of adjacent electoral districts
to incorporate large numbers of racially defined minority voters in
one, and largely white voters in the other, racist? Do such policies
amount to_“segregation” of the electorate? Certainly this alternative
is preferable to the pre—Voting Rights Act practice of simply denying
racial minorities the franchise. But does it achieve the Act’s purpose
of fostering electoral equality across and within racial lines? In our view
such practices, in which the post-1990 redistricting process engaged
rather widely—are vulnerable to charges of essentialism. They often
operate through “racial lumping,” tend to freeze rather than over-
come racial inequalities, and frequently subvert or defuse political
processes through which racially defined groups could otherwise nego-
tiate their differences and interests. They worsen rather than ame-
liorate the denial of effective representation to those whom they could
not effectively redistrict—since no redrawing of electoral boundaries
is perfect, those who get stuck on the “wrong side” of the line are
particularly disempowered. Thus we think such policies merit the
designation of “tokenism”—a relatlvely mild form of racism—which
they have received.®®

Parallel to the debates on the concept of race, recent academic and polit-
ical controversies about the nature of racism have centered on whether it
is primarily an ideological or structural phenomenon. Proponents of the for-
mer position argue that racism is first and foremost a matter of beliefs and
attitudes, doctrines and discourse, which only then give rise to unequal
and unjust practices and structures.®? Advbcates of the latter view see racism

" as primarily a matter of economic stmtlﬁcatlon, residential segregation,
and other institutionalized forms of méqnahty which then give rise to ide-
ologies of privilege.”®

From the standpoint of racial formation, these debates are fundamentally
misguided. They frame the problem of racism in a rigid “either-or” man-
ner. We bcheve it is cruc1al to dlsrupt the fixity of these positions by simul-

and that social structures give rise to beliefs. Racial ideology and social
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structure, therefore, mutually shape the nature of racism in a complex,

dialectical, and overdetermined manner.

Even those racist projects which at first glance appear chiefly ideologi-
cal turn out upon closer examination to have significant institutional and
social structural dimensions. For example, what we have called “far right”
projects appear at first glance to be centrally ideological. They are rooted
in biologistic doctrine, after all. The same seems to hold for certain con-
servative black nationalist projects which have deep commitments to biol-
ogism.”! But the unending stream of racist assaults initiated by the far right,
the apparently increasing presence of skinheads in high schools, the pro-
liferation of neo-Nazi computer bulletin boards, and the appearance of
racist talk shows on cable access channels, all suggest that the organizational
manifestations of the far right racial projects exist and will endure.”? Per-
haps less threatening but still quite worrisome is the diffusion of doctrines
of black superiority through some ({though by no means all) university-
based African American Studies departments and student organizations,
surely a serious institutional or structural development.

By contrast, even those racisms which at first glance appear to be chiefly
structural upon closer examination reveal a deeply ideological component.
For example, since the racial right abandoned its explicit advocacy of seg-
regation, it has not seemed to uphold—in the main—an ideologically racist
project, but more primarily a structurally racist one. Yet this very trans-
formation required tremendous efforts of ideological production. It
demanded the rearticulation of civil rights doctrines of equality in suitably
conservative form, and indeed the defense of continuing large-scale racial
inequality as an outcome preferable to (what its advocates have seen as)
the threat to democracy that affirmative action, busing, and large-scale
“race-specific” social spending would entail.”® Even more tellingly, this pro-
ject took shape through a deeply manipulative coding of subtextual appeals
to white racism, notably in a series of political campaigns for high office
which have occurred over recent decades. The retreat of social policy from
any practical commitment to racial justice, and the relentless reproduction
and divulgation of this theme at the level of everyday life—where whites
are now “fed up” with all the “special treatment” received by non-whites,
etc.~—constitutes the hegemonic racial project at this time. It therefore
exhibits an unabashed structural racism all the more brazen because on
the ideological or signification level, it adheres to a principle of “treating
everyone alike.”

In summary, the racism of today is no longer a virtual monolith, as
was the racism of yore. Today, racial hegemony is “messy.” The com-
plexity of the present situation is the product of a vast historical legacy
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of structural inequality and invidious racial representation, which has
been confronted during the post~-World War 1I period with an opposi-
tion more serious and effective than any it had faced before. As we will
survey in the chapters to follow, the result is a deeply ambiguous and
contradictory spectrum of racial projects, unremittingly conflictual racial
politics, and confused and ambivalent racial identities of all sorts. We
begin this discussion by addressing racial politics and the state.
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