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From the Social Construction of
Race to the Abolition of Whiteness

N

A telling joke that has made the rounds among African American schol-
ars comments on the distance between academic trends in writing on
race and life in the ‘real world’. ‘I have noticed’, the joke laments, ‘that
my rescarch demonstrating that race is merely a social and ideological
construction helps little in getting taxis to pick me up late at night.’ The
humor here is sufficiently ironic that the joke does not signal a rejection
of the idea that the social construction of race is worth talking and writ-
ing about, but jt does focus attention on the fact that race may be more
easily demystified on paper than disarmed in everyday life.

The problem raised by the ‘taxi joke’ is a part of the broader question-
ing of recent critical scholaiship on the grounds that. its professed at-
tempts to be popular and political have not yielded results that have
proven useful in stemming the tide of reaction in the US. Asnong the
most sweeping critics of the ‘new scholarship’, there is a tendency to re-
gard its lack of immediate political impact as proof that not only postmod-
ernist studies, hut also scholarly works emphasizing race and gender, are
at best frivolously apolitical and at worst. obscenely. hypocritical in their
radicalism. Such attacks demand an answer, both because they at times
score effectively in criticisms of the hyper-academicized jargon filling re-
cent writing and because radical intellectuals should want to be held to a
standard of political engagement. It would be easy to show that the critics
of the new scholarship themselves often lack any coherent politics beyond
a vague populism or a longing for a kind of Marxism that is unlikely to
survive in a world in which women and people of color increasingly form
the core of both the working class and the left. Similarly, it would be easy
to argue that it is unfair to expect a small number of university teachers to
influence ‘the habits of America’s cabdrivers. What is harder, but neces-
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sary, is for those of us who believe that recent scholarship does make some
modest contribution to radical change to be far more specific about how
this is so-and about the political implications of our work.

In taking up this challenge, I want to focus here particularly on the
political implications of the idea that race is given meaning through the
agency of human beings in concrete historical and social contexts, and is
not a biological or natural category. The development of this insight con-
stitutes a major achievement of recent scholarship and one broadly estab-
lished across disciplinary lines. Students might learn this lesson in biology
through the writings of Stephen Jay Gould or Donna Haraway; in history
via Alexander Saxton’s and Edmund Morgan’s penetrating stdies or Bar-
bara Fields’s seminal essays; in sociology from Richard Williams; in litera-
ture courses from the works of ‘Toni Morrison or IHazel Carby; in
women’s studies from bell hooks or Vron Ware; in religious studies from
Cornel West; or in African American studies by reading Sterling Stuckey’s
indispensable Sleve Culture. Poststructuralist theory has enriched the
work of some of these scholars and more fully informed the studies by
Lric Lott, Colétte Gullaumin, and Coco Fusco, all of which open impor-
tant dimensions in the ‘denaturing’ of race.

Stmdents who come to understand that race is given meaning within

_ human society rather than within DNA codes are thus ofter) putting to-

.

gether what they have learned in a number of areas. It often takes a geod
while for the insight to click. Even among left-inclined students, the idea
that race is natural is so ingrained that there is an assumption that liberal
and even radical education must be trying to teach that race is not very
important, but nonetheless is a material reality. When students do ‘get it’,
they are often tremendously enthusiastic. Seeing race as a category con-
stantly being struggled over and remade, they sense that the possibilities
of political action in particular and human agency in general are vastly
larger than they had thought. They reflect on:the manner in which struc-
nires of social oppression have contributed to the tragic ways that race has
been given meaning. They often come to indict those structures. To the
limited, but important, extent to which these things happen, one small
corner of the extravagant Reader’s Digest/New Republic nightinares regard-
ing what goes on in ‘politically correct’ American higher education is hap-
pily made flesh.

But as important_ as this transformation is, it sometimes proves more
satisfying as a guide to making a way through seminars than through the
rest of the day. As the joke that begins this chapter suggests, for all its
insubstantiality race is a very powerful ideology. If students hope that the
potency of race will give way simply because they can offer a strong intel-
lectual demystification of the concept, they will quickly be disappointed.
More important, the insight that race is socially constructed is so sweep-
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ing that by itself it implies few specific political conclusions. In the ab-
sence of a large student movement or class movement in which they
might test directions to proceed from general insight to specific actions,
students whose eyes have been opened concerning race may turn up_in
the Clinton campaign, with its emphasis on bringing all Amnericans to-
gether. They may end up in small socialist sects, whose general acceptance
of race as a natural category is balanced by an eager insistence that race is
also manipulated and given prominence by employers and politicians
secking to divide workers — an insistence that makes for an argument that
sounds like a thorough demystification of race based on the understanding
of class. On campus, students who have been enlightened regarding race
may be found agitating for the expansion of African American studies,
because they appreciate the ways that racial ideology has conditioned his-
tory and daily life. Conversely, they may argue that anything race-specific
is illusory and dangerous. Or those challenging the existence of race as a
natural category may argue a hodge-podge of political positions,
Newsweek's special section on the Los Angeles rebellions of 1992, for ex-
ample, takes the enlightened view that the ‘very concept of race’ may be
‘a relic’, which is ‘scientifically spurious’ since ‘there is no such thing as
“black™, and ‘white ... does not define a race.” The article then more or
less randomly offers a thioroughly familiar and confused set of remedies
for the urban crisis, emphasizing tax incentives to business, workfare, free
enterprise zones, self-help, family values and beefed up police forces.

Obviously, no amount of writing by radical intellectuals can stand in
for a freedom movement in which ideas can be tested. But it nonetheless
is incumbent on those of us who have argued that seeing race as socially
constructed is a vital intellectual breakthrough to suggest where we think
that breakthrough may lead politically. This introduction begins with a
short travelogue of examples from England and Africa. This section is
designed to show that the idea that race is socially constructed bhroadly
‘works’, by helping powerfully to clarify important issues, but that it does
not, by itself, settle the question of what political direction to take in
matters of race and class. Returning to the US, the chapter critiques at-
tempts to minimize emphasis on allegedly ‘divisive’ on ‘illusory’ racial is-
sues in American political struggles. It argues that the central political
implication arising from the insight that race is socially constructed is the
specific need to attack whiteness as a destructive ideology ratlier than to
attack the concept of race abstractly. While acknowledging a tragic past
and significant roadblocks to the creation of working class nonwhiteness,
the essay concludes that consciousness of whiteness also contains elements
of a critique of that consciousness and that we should encourage the
growth of a politics based on hopeful signs of a popular giving up on
whiteness. :
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Transatlantic Notes on the Social Construction of Race

It is not possible to travel far without encountering vivid evidence that
race is a socially constructed ideology rather than a biologically deter-
mined category. In Ghana's Ashanti Region, where this is being written,
we are greeted on the streets by children who chant, ‘Oburoni koko
mankye.’ Lnglish-speaking Ashantis often translate this as ‘Red white
man, good morning.’ Similarly, oburoni wawn, the term for used Western
clothing, is charmingly translated as ‘the white men, they have died.’
However, oburoni derives from Aburokyere, the Akan word for ‘from
across the waters’, and is thus not the equivalent of Euro-American us-
ages of white. The many Chinese, Koreans and Japanese now in Ghana
are generally also termed oburoni, But in discussing translation Ashantis
will point out that this is not just because they are ‘from across the sea’
but because they ‘are white’ — that is, they are perceived as looking and
acting like Europeans and Americans. African American visitors present
an intriguing case because they literally have crossed the waters to reach
Ashanti. In most cases today only the fairest of such visitors would be
called oburoni. But in the recent past there apparently was some tendency
to apply the term to them according to its original derivation, Thus it is
intriguing in a number of ways that British listeners to Malcolm X talks

“in Ghana on his celebrated pilgrimage to Mecca tell me that Ghanaians

expressed surprise to them that an oburoni could say such things. Indeed
one listener recalls hearing Malcolin described as a white man with
astonishing ideas. Whatever strong elements of playfulness run through
such characterizations, they ought to alert us to the complexity and the
reality of the social construction of race. -

Other wansatlantic experiences demonstrate the ways the socidl con-
struction’of race enters politics. In 1984, when we lived in the London
borough of Brent, imwmigrants and descendants of immigrants of many
nationalities often called themselves ‘Blacks’, because that ‘racial’ category
came close to becoming what A. Sivanandan’s brilliant work has charac-
terized as a ‘political colour’ of the oppressed. Asian Indians, Pakistanis,
Malaysians, Turks, Chinese, Bangladeshis, Arabs and even Cypriots and
some Irish so identified themselves. While on a movement-approved
speaking tour in South Africa in 1989, we noted how consistently oppo-"
nents of apartheid exposed the government-created ‘mixed race’ category
of coloureds as an ideological creation, by always taking care to use the

+ term ‘so-called coloureds’. Many among the ‘so-called coloured® popula-

tion insisted that they were in fact Africans. On the same visit to South
Aftica, the son of an African laborer in the Cape Town harbor told a story
that further wonderfully illustrates how race js a created, and recreated,
ideology. ‘WHITES ONLY’ signs, according to the father, appeared histori-
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cally on the Cape Town waterfront only after literally minded white us
seamen avoided ‘EUROPEANS ONLY facilities, .

. Each of these examples is valuable i showing that the insight that race
Is socially constructed is apt and important. But they are also useful in

might be applied politically. If extended, or probed, each example raises jts
own problems. For instance, we need to reflect on'the fact that since the
early 1980s the initiatives towards building a pan-Black identity among
the British oppressed have been stalled and even dismantled, amidst a
sharp resurgence of ethnic particularism. How should political activists,
armed with the knowledge that race is a mutable, ideological category,
evaluate this change? Was it the inevitable result of trying to build resis-
tance based on the ‘illusion’ of ‘political colour'? Is ethnic particularisin, a
more historic if not more ‘real’ identity, bound to outlast an invented
tradition -of common Blackness? Or, as Sivanandan forcefully maintains
was the real possibility of unifying the exploited around the class- and,'
race-based consciousness of ‘political colour’ subverted by deliberate state
polit.:y and by opportunism among ethnic leaders?

Similar problems attend the South African example. In my early (alks
the're, I eagerly attempted to extend the phrase ‘so-called coloured” to alf
racial constructions, and spoke of ‘so-called whites’ and ‘so-called Blacks’,
As a way to force consideration of the fact that these were also historically
created cafegories this was perhaps a justifiable strategy. As a contribution

apposite. The best militants there were arguing for thorough programs of
affirmative action in the schools, the movement structures and the larger
society, holding that the Way to nonracialisin includes a consideration of
race. I offered a formulation that could comfort those who thought that a
nonracial future could be created by dismissing race-based politics and
even discussion of race as unnecessary and counterproductive, Powerful as
it is, the insight that race js socially constructed does not magically inform
us with strategies for overcoming race-class oppression,

The twist on the Ghanajan example only appears to be more mundane,
As we walk in Kumasi, especially in neighborhoods we have ot been i
bef:ore', res_idents'sometimes cheerfully shout, in English, ‘Hey, you are
white!” This struck me as being a puzzling, as well as 4 spectacular, exam-
Ple of non sequitur until I realized that you almost never see white’s walk-
Ing more than a short distance there, The full thought was, ‘Hey, you are
white and out walking around?” or ‘Hey, you are white and oughl,t to have
a carl’ While the comment seemed purely ‘about color’ or ‘about race’, it
was in fa?t about a behavior that made color worth commentifig up(;n.
Thu§, while race is ideologically constructed, it is constructed from real,
predictable, repeated patterns of life, Indeed, as Barbara Fields and Walter
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Rodney point out, it is this commection to reality that gives race such a
powerful ideological appeal. Whites are not biologically programmed to
have a’car or motorbike, but in Ghana they seldom lack one, and this
makes race seem very much to matter in a hot, hilly, dusty place where
walking is work. To announce that what ‘really’ predicts vehicle ownership
are income, ties to multinational corporations and roles in organized relicf
operations, missionary projects or academic research would hardly dis-
solve the perceived connections of car and color. As Rodney’s magnificent
History of Guyanese Working People observes, perceptions of the world in
terms of race have thrived because they have ‘seemed reasonably consis-
tent with aspects of people’s life experiences’. Race is thus both unreal and
a seeming reality. Its demystification cannot be accomplished by even an
airtight intellectual case, but only by hard and immensely complicated
cultural and political struggle.

Why Keep Talking about Race?

The stateside evidence that race is socially constructed, ideologically
powerful and fraught with complexity is more familiar but equally com-
pelling. Eléctorally, as Thomas and Mary Edsall and others-have shown,
whiteness has become, to use Sivanandan’s phrase, a ‘political colour’‘that
binds a disparate New Right coalition together and allows it to attract
enough votes from fearful and embittered middle class and working class
whites to rule. From the completion of mid-1960s civil rights legislation
through 1992, only one Democrat occupied the. White House, and he
after a particularly astute how to the importance of ‘ethnic purity’. From
benign neglect’ to Willie Horton, even the lukewarm Democratic com-
mitment to civil rights has left the party so vulnerable to suspicions of
being ‘soft on race’ that its leadership has engaged for eight years in a
more-or-less open search for an unassailably white candidate in what has
been called a Southern strategy but is better understood as a suburban
one.

Whiteness exercises such political force despite its thorough discredit-
ing as a ‘cultural color’, despite its having become the fair game f’f
standup comics who reflect on the vacuity of ‘white culture’ in a nation in
which so much that is new, stirring, excellent and genuinely popular — in
music, fashion, oratory, dance, vernacular speech, sport and increasingly
in literature, film, and nonfiction writing —'comes from African American,
Asian American and Latino communities. We face, in short, a mad and
maddening situation in which the appeals of whiteness are at their most
pitifully meager and the effectiveness of appeals to whiteness — from
Howard Beach to Simi Valley to the ballot boxes — are at a terrible height.
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The great American writer Ralph Ellison saw it coming over a decade
ago, and framed a question which goes to the heart of modern US politics
and culture with merciless precision: ~

What, by the way, is one to make of a white youngster wha, with a transistor
radio, screaming a Stevie Wonder tune, glued to his ear, shouts racial epithets
at black youngsters trying to swim at a public beach ~ and this in the name of
the ethnic sanctity of what has been declared a neighborhood turf?

Unable to answer this question and understandably tired after a long
period of racially based reactionary rule, there is every temptation for us
to move from the insight that race is an ideological construct to the con-
clusion that its high time to denounce it as both snare and delusion and
to return to a populist politics of economic reform, Dwelling on race, or

" advocating ‘race-specific’ remedies, is on this view suspected as counter-

productive and even malicious. Thus Barbara Fields’s staunchly materialist
New Left Review article on the origins of US racism ends with an
astonishingly idealist castigation of a mother who asks her four-year-old if
a playmate is ‘black’ and then laughs when the child answers that he is
‘brown’. “The young woman’ benevolent laughter was for the innocence
of youth too soon corrupted’, Fields writes, ‘but for all its benevolence,
her laughter hastened the corruption.’ Fields argues that the woman, and
radical intellectuals who emphasize race as a ‘ragic flaw’ in the US, give
reality to race. She rather harshly suggests that in so doing they are like
the Ku Klux Klan ‘and the white murderers of the Black teenager Yusef
Hawkins. Others hold that we should refrain from the discussion of racial
issues on the practical grounds that only economic issues can generate
electoral success. The concrete proposals vary widely as to what should be
emphasized instead of race. Fields proposes the interesting, but constitu-
tionally fanciful, strategy of affirmative action based on class, while for
William Julius Wilson and the many influential policy thinkers around the
liberal journal American Prospect, the issues capable of disarming race are
those in which the white middle class has a direct interest, especially jobs
and health care. L

Such strategies closely fit the chastened and disspirited mood of con-
temporary American liberalism, and they have some mass appeal among
African American voters ready for anything but Reaganism (and albeit on
low turnouts and with little alternative, therefore generally supportive of
Bill Clinton’s candidacy). Nonetheless, in my view initiatives avoiding dis-
cussion of race have little chance of success, even on their own limited
terms. The absence of a liberal labor vote — both because so few workers
are now orgam'%cd and because a majority of those in white households

containing a union member have voted for Reaggn and Bush over the last
! : 7
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three elections ~ makes prospects for an ongoing mildly progressive,
class-based alliance inauspicious. Nor can Democrats be much more thor-
ough at shutting up about racial justice than they already have been in

recent campaigns. Clinton’s reticence in offering comment on the Los

Angeles rebellions is standard operating procedure (excepting thejack.?on
campaigns) regarding race for post-1972 Democratic presidential politics,
not a new departure. The strategy of ignoring race has in that sense been
well and truly wied.

For that matter, neither do the Republicans engage in inuch open dis-
cussion of race. They couch their appeals for a ‘white vote’ in terms of
welfare reform, neighborhood schools, toughness on crime and ‘illegiti-
mate’ births. In the 1991 Mississippi governor’s race, the rightwing Re-
publican victor, Kirk Fordice, ended an antiwelfare campaign commercial
with a still photograph of a Black woman and her baby. He literally in-
vited white Mississippians to vote against African American people, but
did so without directly discussing race. In the wake of the Los Angeles
rebellion of 1992, Bush’s most vital soundbite ran, ‘For anyone who cares
about our young people it is painful that in 1960 the percentage of births
to unwed mothers was 5 percent — and now it is 27 percent.’ As the Lon-
don Observer’s US correspendent Andrew Stephen keenly observed, “To
the millions of Americans who saw the all-important soundbite, what he
was really saying was “I'm talking about blacks, of course.” Even the cele-
brated Willie Horton ad of the 1988 Bush campaign did not say anything
about race. During the 1992 campaign Dan Quayle managed to play on
hostilities toward Black welfare mothers by talking: about, of all things,
white sitcom character Murphy Brown. Serious attention to race is al-
ready absent from US politics, and it is the right that benefits.

But might the positive content of economic reform programs wean
white voters away from race-based politics, opening the way for experi-
ence jn campaigns that cross racial lines to nurture the insight that race
ought not divide working people? Such a strategy has undergirded much
of the white American left’s approach to race and class over the last cen-
tury and more. Unions in particular have seemed such a promising venue
for the gradual teaching of white workers that their real economic inter-
ests coincided with those of African Americans that endangering their or-
ganization by ‘premature’ assaults on racism has been seen as running
counter to the interests of not only class justice but also of racial equality.

To the extent that we argue that whiteness and various kinds of ‘white
cthnicity’ are reactions to alienation, an interesting modern case for this
long-established strategy of overcoming white supremacy via an emphasis
on class can be made. We may emphasize, as my Wages of Whiteness does,
the role of powerlessness at work in opening people to settling for the
fiction that they ate ‘white workers’. Or we may follow Frederic Jameson’
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‘Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture’ in suessing the ways alienation
produced by bureaucratic structures and commercialized culture helps to
undergird ersatz ethnicity among whites. In either case, it would secem
that participation in authentic struggles against oppression and powerless-
ness could be a useful antidote to whiteness. When, for example, a ‘white
rights’ supporter of David Duke’s 1991 gubernatorial bid in Louisiana
stopped her litany of ‘blacks on welfare’ myths (‘“They get new cars every
year ...’) in an interview with USA Today, she added, “The state won't take
care of me.’ Perhaps if there were a large, militant movement for decent
health care, that woman might join it, press demands on the state, Bain a_
sense of power and, in the course of struggle alongside the Black poor,
question the myths she new recites.

It would be hard to imagine a successful assault on white supremacy
that did not include millions of such small miracles, and that did not in-
clude a rallying around pressing class grievances. But far more problem-
atic is the tendency to assume that a rediscovered emphasis on economic
issues clarifies all, or even most, questions of political strategy where
either race or class is concerned. The historical record of antiracist
achigvements of coalitions for economic reform is quite modest. From the
National Labor Union through the Populists to the CIO, whatever we
wish might have been and whatever their other accomplishments, such
cealitions did not dramatically deliver the goods where racial justice was
concerned” Nor does the record show that common struggles necessarily
‘teach’ common humanity lastingly. ‘The "Tom Watson wing of the Popu-
lists spectacularly learned the lesson of Black—white unity and more spec-
tacularly forgot it. The experience of defeat - and there is no guarantee
that class movements will win - particularly led to recrudescence of white
supremacy. The dying convention of the National Labor Union respect-
fully entertained proposals by the Southern racist intellectual Hinton
Rowan Helper to forcibly remove Blacks from the US, while the Knights
of Labor, so brilliantly egalitarian at its height, actually came in its declin-
ing days to approve a resolution to colonize African Americans in order to
help *white labor’. Why there are prospects for a better outcone in a new
effort at economic-oriented reform that minimizes immediate emphasis
on racial justice remains unclear, especially given that the sibstance of the -
tepid reforms on offer from neoliberals who spearhead the call for eco-
nomic-based strategies is hardly the stuff great transformations of con-
sciousness are made from. ’

Advocates of increasing the weight placed on economic reformist ap-
peals and of continuing the silence surrounding race sometimes have in-
ternalized a kind of Marxism that wants to emphasize the objective reality
of class relationships as against the ideology of race. I have no quarrel
with that distinction, but in applying it we need to avoid imagining that
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workers objectively view the world through their class experience in one
part of their brain and subjectively through the distorting filter of race in
another. At the level of consciousness, class is anything but a faithful re-
flection of objective reality. Moreover, the subjective way in which white
workers perceive and define class is thoroughly shaped in the US by their
whiteness. Two recent studies of contemporary New Jersey workers make
this rather airy point concrete. In David Halle’s excellent sociological
study of chemical workers there, white male workers identify themselves
as ‘working men’ and as ‘middle class’. They tend to see their white
neighbors as being like them in class terms whether or not those neigh-
bors are wage workers, They see Black workers in jobs like theirs — work-
ers more likely than the white neighbors to share AFL-CIO membership
with the white chemical workers — as different in class terms, as ‘loafers’
and ‘intruders’. Even more striking is Katherine Newman’ recent study
of industrial decline, based on interviews with white former factory work-
ers whose plant has closed in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Many of the workers
process this stark class experience by arguing that the employer was
forced to leave because it was impossible to turn profits while being
forced to employ Blacks and Hispanics. A movement that seeks to out-
flank a David Duke simply by popularizing the kind of unemployment
and healthcare plans that would benefit the hard-hit whites who form a
large part of his constituency runs head-on into the problem that many of
the white poor, including not a few on relief, cast the welfare state as a
scheme to benefit ‘those people’. As an influential study quoted by the
Edsalls puts it, for a key sector of the white electorate ‘virtually all pro-
gressive symbols and themes have been redefined in racial and pejorative
terms.’ In such situations, one could as easily argue that attacking racism
in a precondition for class-based reform as that class-based reform is a
precondition for attacking racism.

Nearly half a cenwury ago, C.L.R. James critiqued traditional lefc
strategy on race and class by writing, “Black and White, Unite and Fight”
is unimpeachable in principle. ... But it is often misleading and sometimes
even offensive in the face of the infinitely varied, tumultuous, passionate
and often murderous reality of race relations in the United States.’ Many
of those advocating single-minded emphasis on common economic griev-
ances today might shy away from words like ‘Fight’, from the mention of
race in their slogans and even from slogans altogether. But we should still
share James's unease with any political strategy that supposes that class
grievances in the US can be addressed without full attention to race.

The British theorist Terry Eagleton has held that gender and nation,
like class, are socially constructed identities based on an alienation that
‘cancel[s] the particularity of an individual life into collective anonymity.’
But he has refused to follow ‘some contemporary poststructuralist theory’
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in concluding that we should therefore suppose that we can ‘go around’
any of these identities rather than go ‘all the way through’ them. He has
argued practically that ‘because the truth remains that women are op-
pressed as women — that sich categories, ontologically empty though they
may be, continue to exert an implacable force’ - we must struggle over
(and talk about) gender. We must pursue a political strategy ‘caught up in
the very metaphysical categories it hopes finally to abolish.’ T would sug-
gest that race is another such ‘ontologically empty’ and ‘metaphysical’
category that we must confront to abolish. Many leftists and liberals
would perhaps grant the truth of at least parts of this critique of econo-
mism, but would still argue that, like it or not, ‘race-specific’ politics have
in practice simply been discredited as unworkable. In making a serious
effort to lacate ‘the lef wing of the possible’, they point to demographic
realities and white voting patterns and emphasize the dangers of minori-

ties ‘going it alone’ by continuing to organize around particularistic griev-

ances. Indeed the Edsalls and other recent writers who champion
economistic strategies do so not out of a dismissal of the importance of
white supremacy but ~ like the great early exemplar of such strategies,
Bayard Rustin - out of 1 very grim appreciation of racism’ influence, In
an important public exchange with Democratic North Caroling politician
Harvey Gantt, the victim of Jesse Helms's race-baiting in a recent Senate
election, the populist historian Lawrence Goodwyn argues for economic
reform as the only viable Democratic strategy because he doesn’t ‘see any
other way to cope with the racism of the American electorate’.

In opposing such economism, we must be humble enough to admit
that it has triumiphed as a strategy against reaction because existing alter-
natives to it have proven less than attractive. A liberaljsm based on half-
hearted pursuit of affirmative action has not proven more popular than a
liberalism based on half-hearted pursuit of job creation and health insur-
ance. Attempts to combine and transcend the two approaches within a
Rainbow Coalition have largely stalled. Initiatives to unite workers
around revolutionary, rather than reformist, econemic demands have had
far less mass resonance than the appeals of a David Duke. In trying to stop
a Duke, or a George Bush, opponents of reaction gravitate towards eco-
nomic reformism almost by default. Supporting the pale populism of Ed-
die Edwards in Louisiana or Bill Clinton nationally is not so much the
politics of lesser evil as one of last resort.

But as understandable as such ‘last résortism’ is, it remains a dead end.
The strategy generally fails, even on its own terms, by not keeping the
Helmses, Bushes and Reagans from victory (nor even keeping Duke from
winning a majority of the ‘white vote’), Moré seriously, the caution and
the fear of open discussioii of race bred by constant attention to the im-
mediate electorally ‘possible’ blinds us to the real tensions within white
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supremacy. It Jeaves us unable to appreciate the ways in which a sharp
questioning of whiteness within American culture opens the opportunity

to win people to far more effective opposition to both race and class op-

pression. To take advantage of such possibilities requires that we not only
continue to talk about race but that we pay attention to the most ne-
glected aspects of race in America, the questions of why people think they
are white and of whether they might quit thinking so.

Towards a Withering Away of Whitencss

When residents of the US talk about race, they too often talk only about
African Americans, Native Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Asian
Americans., If whites come into the discussion, it is only because they
have ‘attitudes’ towards nonwhites. Whites are assumed not to ‘have
race’, though they might be racists. Many of the most critical advances of

recent scholarship on the social construction of race have come precisely

because writers have challenged the assumption that we only nced to
explain why people come to be considered Black, Asian, Native Ameri-
can or Hispanic and not attend to what Theodore Allen has marvelously
termed the ‘invention of the white race’. Coco Fusco sums up this cen-
tral insight and its political import, writing, ‘Racial identities are not
only Black, Latino, Asian, Native American and so on; they are also
white. “To ignore white ethnicity is to redouble its hegemony by natural-
izing it.’

To make its fullest possible contribution to the growth of a new society,
activism that draws on ideas regarding the social construction of race must
focus its political energies on exposing, demystifying and demeaning the

=

apart as an American social phenomenon. “The crisis of leadership in the
white community is remarkable - and terrifying -’ Baldwin began, ‘be-
cause there is, in fact, no white comtnunity.’ It is not merely that white-
ness is oppressive and false; it is that whiteness is nothing but oppressive
and false. We speak of African American culture and community, and
rightly so. Indeed the making of disparate African ethnic groups into an
African American people, so lucidly described by Sterling Stuckey, is a
genuine story of an American melting pot. In her passionate attacks on
both the concept of an African American race and that of a white race,
Barbara Ficlds characterizes African Americans as a ‘nation’. Whites are
clearly not that. ‘There is an American culture, but it is thoroughly ‘mu-*
latto’, to borrow Albert Murray’ fine description. If there is a Southern
culture, it’is still more thoroughly mulatto than the broader American
one. There are Irish American songs, Italian American neighborhoods,
Slavic American traditions, German American villages, and so on. But
such specific ethnic cultiires always stand in danger of being swallowed by
the lie of whiteness. Whiteness describes, from Little Big Horn to Simi
Valley, not a culture but precisely the absence of culture. It is the empty
and thercfore terrifying attempt to build an identity based on what one
isn’t and on whom one can hold back.

Almost no left initiatives have challenged white workers to critique,
much less to abandon, whiteness. Baldwins wonderful comment in the
film The Price of the Ticket, that ‘As long as you think you're white, there’s
no hope for you', seems more poetic than political to radicals who have so
long confined their struggles to encouraging whites to unite with Blacks,
and who have found it difficult to disarm racism, much less to think of
abolishing whiteness. But a highly poetic politics is exactly what is re-
quired in a situation in which workers who identify themselves as white

particular ideology of whiteness, rather than on calling into question the
concept of race generally. In defending this position, three points deserve
claboration. The first is that, while neither whiteness nor Blackness is a
scientific (or natural) racial category, the former is infinitely more false,
and precisely because of that falsity, more dangerous, than the latter. The
second is that in attacking the notion that whiteness and Blackness are
‘the same’, we specifically undermine what has becone, via the notion of
‘reverse racism’, a major prop underpinning the popular refusal among
whites to face both racism and themselves. ‘The last is that whiteness is
now a particularly brittle and fragile forin of social identity and that it can
be fought. '

By far the most penetrating modern analysis of whiteness comes in the
unlikely form of an essay of a mere two pages in a ‘lifestyle’ magazine.

are bound to retreat from genuine class unity and meaningful antiracism.
In a fascinating 1974 essay, outlining the preconditions for the emergence
of united labor struggles, the great London-based theorist A. Sivanandan
defied usual formulations of the relationship between race and class, writ-
ing that ‘in recovering its sense of oppression, both, from technological
alienation and [from] a white-oriented culture [the white working class
must] arrive at a consciousness of racial oppression.’ On this view, the
rejection of racial oppression by white workers must arise not just out of
common participation in class, or even antiracist, struggles alongside
Blacks, but also out of a critique of the empty culture of whiteness itself,
Rejection of whiteness is then part of a process that gives rise to both
attacks on racism and to the very recovery of ‘sense of oppression’ among
white workers. .
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Writing in Essence in 1984, James Baldwin reflected ‘On Being “White”
and Other Lies’ and immediately put his finger on what sets whiteness
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If it does not involve a critique of whiteness, the questioning of racism
often proves shallow and limited, Indeed, at this horrifying juncture in
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TOWARDS THE ABOLITION OIF WHITENESS

race relations, most whites describe themselves as ‘not 1:ac.ists’. Iiven
David Duke packages white supremacy as a National Association for the
Advanceiment of White People, allowing supporters to feel that, as one of
them told USA Today, they are only doing the ‘same thix_lg' as B.lacks m.the
NAACP. Even open Klan members now at times describe tlfeu‘ organiza-
tioxis ‘not racist’. In St Louis, young whites call Blacks ‘mgge:r on the
‘nonracist’ ground that they are describing lzehavior, not gex,leu?s. ‘Black
guys are nice and polite’, they reason, ‘bl.lt niggers are pests. It_ls easy to
regard such rationales as rank hypocrisy, especnally. in Davnfl Duke's
mouth, but we should also face the fact that many whlt'es [‘;en,ulilf.ly feel
absolved from being what they would call ‘bigots’ or ra_cnsts‘ . o n}ost
white stdents these terms imply being an ‘extremist’, being ‘violent’ or
being ‘worse than average’. Most students are sure that they are none of
those. . .

The destructive term ‘reverse racism’ grows out of this assurance
among whites that they have transcended race. They are sure that.they see
the world based on merit, while multiculturalists, affirmative action offi-
cers, Native American fishermen, Black nationalists _and pomty-hea.ded
liberals ‘bring in race’. An analysis that simply demystifies all conceptions
of race without concentrating on critiquing whiteness runs the risk of re-
inforcing such widely and sincerely held notions. e

The whole struggle against the concept of ‘reverse racism’ is in fact
terribly difficult when we fail to question whiteness an.d instead stay on
the terrain of politics as usual. Conse_rvauvgs creepily quote Martin
Luther King, obscuring the fact that he himself was an ac!vocnte of affirm-
ative action, as they hold that they are the true believers in raceless stand-
ards based on the ‘content of one’s character’. We try to argue from
history to an audience not especially inclined towards t.he longer v1ew..We
hold that racisin implies the systematic power to dominate and that since
people of color lack such power, reverse racism is not a useful tem;; 'lI_‘hls
perfectly valid point falls on deaf ears to the exteut‘lhat the firmest believ-
ers in the reality of ‘reverse racism’ are often precisely th.o§e whites most
convinced of their own powerlessness. Our last despairing comments
often begin with ‘But you refuse to see. ...’ L o

But those feeling victimized by ‘reverse. racism’ do see. They see(m )Pst’
the way, with just the blindnesses, that their assurance that they are wh:;e
(but not racist) and have ‘white’ interests demands tha.t they see. In the
Simi Valley trial they saw Rodney King, down -an(-l bel.ng kicked, but. as
one juror put it, somehow still in ‘confrol’ of th? situation and me.nac1]u.g

the white police. When Bill Clinton Sl[.;l'l:\“e(l his whiteness by usmsg is
appearance before the Rainbow Coalition to at‘tack the ra}ppe; lstlel
Souljah, he hoped to appcal to the way many wl.nte‘s see. Or perhaps he
just sees that way. He railed against Sister Souljah’s comment that it is
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unremarkable that Black youth in South Central Los Angeles who attack
and kill each other all year, would consider doing the same to whites for a
week. Souljahs comment itself is no more than an exercise in introductory
sociology, but Clinton offered a soundbite comparing Sister Souljah to

David Duke. His demand that listeners imagine that the situation were °

reversed and that Duke made a statement like Souljah’s was on one level
absolutely perfect nonsense. What would the ‘reverse’ be? Would Duke
-go to Simi Valley or Beverly Hills, and say that it is unremarkable that
whites who attack each other all year would attack Blacks for a week? The
situation hasn’t a reverse. Police do not single out whites for racial harass-
ment and brutality. Hundreds of white youths are not killed in crack wars
and gangbanging. Only whites could take Clinton’s comment seriously.
And they do.

. But the Sister Souljah in¢ident also ought to alert us to the fact that we

need not just capitulate to whiteness, The Rainbow Coalition, hefore .

which Clinton spoke, mobilized tens of thousands of whites not only
around jts social democratic politics but around the idea that the fight
against Reaganism should include people of color as central constituencies
and as leaders. The Rainbow’s most striking success in moving young
white workers to act on the perception that the fighting style of the Black
freedom movement was more appropriate to their plight than anything in
‘white’ politics — its mobilizing of Midwestern autoworkers in impressive
1988 rallies — did not, it is true, always translate into votes. The Rainbow’s
disorganization, lack of democracy and timidity combined with the con-
tinuing power of race-thinking among whites to limit the extént to which
white workers entered politics as nonwhites, but the possibility that they
could do so within an organization agitating on both class and race issues
was clearly present.

We may suspect, moreover, that many white young people strongly
appreciate hiphop artists like Sister Souljah far more than they do Bill
Clinton. The tremendous popularity of hiphop music arid style among
white youth has been written off as a fascination with violence and sexism
amnong very young white suburban males; but the attraction is much
broader than that. Rappers with varying messages appeal to male and fe-
male middle class and working class whites from grade school to adult-
hood. Unlike rock, which brought whites to African American music but
quickly diluted the Black influence and threw up white performers as the
most celebrated stars, hiphop is embraced by whites without any sharp
tendency to expropriate it. In this it more nearly parallels white working
class attraction to soul music in the 1960s and 1970s (and still, see — by all
means —~ The Commitments) and perhaps to reggae. Hiphop offers white
youth not only the spontaneity, experimentation, humor, danger, sexuality,
physical movement and rebellion absent from what passes as white culture
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but it also offers an explicit, often harsh, critique of whiteness,

Of course it would be ridiculous to claim that every white hiphop fan
is finding a way out of whiteness, let alone of racism. There will be no
simple fix for the white problem in America and it is well to emphasize
limits as well as possibilities. "The ‘guido’ subculture in Italian American
New York City, well desctibed in the recent writings of Donald Ticarico,
stands- as an ambiguous example of both those possibilities and limits.
Guidos have much adopted hiphop and asserted a distinctive Italian
American identity as against white American ‘wannabes’, They refer to
themselves as ‘Guineas’, turning that anti-Italian, anti-Black slur into a
badge of honor. But the break with whiteness and racism on New York’s
streets is less than complete, As Tricarico  nicely understates it, in many
ways Guidos ‘resist identification with Black youth’ and ‘bite the hand
that feeds them style’.

Historically, the use of an (often distorted) inage of African American
life to express criticisms of ‘white culture’, or longings for a different way
of life, has hardly been an antidote to racism. The minstrel show ex-
pressed such longings beneath blackface while still holding African
Americans in contempt in a perfect illustration of Herman Melville’ wise
observation that ‘... envy and antipathy, passions irreconcilable in reason,
nevertheless may spring conjoined ... in one birth.’ In some ways the
greater the longing has been, the greater the need to reassert whiteness
and white supremacy. Nor, as Norman Mailer showed, largely unwit-
tingly, in “The White Negro, has the use of African American culture to
critique whiteness come without superficiality, fatuity and paternalisim.
Loss of whiteness can have the beauty it does in a filn like John Waters’s
Hairspray or the vapidity and arrogance it does in a film like Sou! Man.
And these extremes exist not just among, but within, individual whites.
Finally, there is a sense in which whites cannot fully renounce whiteness
cven if they want to. The Italian American heroine (in many ways, I think)
of Spike Lee’s Jungle Fever is as exemplary a race traitor as any seen on the
big screen within memory: but when the police comne, she is still white.

Even given all these problems, we cannot afford to ignore the political
implications of the mass questioning of whiteness as a trend and 1 possi-
bility in the US. In a variety of settings, including even the Duke cam-,
paign, whites are confessing their confusion about whether it is really
worth the effort to be white. We need to say that it is not worth it and
that many of us do not want to do it. Initiatives against a Duke, or a Bush,

" should not only be class-oriented and antiracist, but also in a sense explic-

itly antiwhite, with a central focus on exposing how whiteness is used to
make whites settle for hopelessness in politics and misery in everyday life.
When a Clinton panders to whiteness, we should not let him off the hook
on the grounds that his commnents are only arguably ‘racist’ as currently
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defined. Our opposition should focus on contrasting the bankruptey of
white politics with the possibilities of nonwhiteness. We should point out
not just that whites and people of color often have common economic
interests but that people of color currently act on those interests far more
consistently ~ in politics, at the workplace, and increasingly in commu-
nity-based environmental struggles —~ precisely because they are not bur-
dened by whiteness. We should transform ‘reverse racism’ from a curse to
an injunction (Reverse racisml!), campaigning for expanded affirmative ac-
tion on the grounds of both justice and the need to remove the privileges
that tragically reproduce whiteness. Coalitions for economic reform need
t be considered not only as vehicles for class mobilization and for the
disarming ©f racism but also as places where whites learn that people of
color currently mnake more close connections between class and commu-
nity than whites do and therefore of course assume a’central place in in-
surgent movements. If even MTV realizes that there is a mass audience
for the critique of whiteness, we cannot fail to attempt to rally, and to
learn from, a constituency committed to its abolition,

NOTE: This article is based on a keynote address given during Socialist

Week at Towa State University in the fall of 1992 before the presidential
election of that year. ’
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