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Racial Formation

Michael. Omi and Howard Winant

What is Race?

There is a continuous temptation to think of race as an essence, as
something fixed, concrete, and objective. And there is also an opposite
temptation: to imagine race as a mere illusion, a purely ideological
construct which some ideal nonracist social order would eliminate.
It is necessary to challenge both these positions, to disrupt and reframe
the rigid and bipolar manner in which they are posed and debated,
and to transcend the presumably irreconcilable relationship between
them.

The effort must be made to understand race as an unstable and
“decentered” complex of social meanings constantly being transformed
by political struggle. With this in mind, let us propose a definition: race
Is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by
referring to different types of human bodies. Although the concept of race
invokes biologically based human characteristics (so-called “pheno-
types”), selection of these particular human features for purposes of
racial signification is always and necessarily a social and historical
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 dif-

- ferentiate among human groups along racial lines reveal themselves,
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upon serious examination, to be at best imprecise, and at worst coms =

pletely arbitrary.

If the concept of race is so nebulous, can we not dispense with it? t,‘an-_"' }

we not “do without” race, at least in the “enlightened” present? This 3

question has been posed often, and with greater frequency in recent 8
years.” An affirmative answer would of course present obvious practi-
cal difficulties: it is rather difficult to jettison widely held beliefs, beliefs 5

which moreover are central to everyone's identity and understanding of
the social world. So the attempt to banish the concept as an archaism I

at best counterintuitive. 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 is &

uncertainties and contradictions, the concept of race continues to play

a fundamental role in structuring and representing the social world. The
task for theory is to explain this situation. It is to avoid both the utopian : o
framework which sees race as an illusion we can somehow “ getbeyond,”

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 perspectives 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. Our
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 in which human bodies and social structures are rep-
resented and organized. Next we link racial formation to the evolution

of hegemony, the way in which society is organized and ruled. Suchan

approach, we believe, can facilitate understanding of a whole range of
contemporary controversies and dilemmas involving race, including the

nature of racism, the relationship of race to other forms of differences, =}
inequalities, and oppression such as sexism and nationalism, and the

dilemmas of racial identity today.
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From a racial formation perspective, race is a matter of both social

structure and cultural representation. Too often, the attempt is made to
~ understand race simply or primarily in terms of only one of these two

analytical dimensions.* For example, efforts to explain racial inequality

- @sapurely social structural phenomenon are unable to account for the
_ rigins, patterning, and transformation of racial difference.

Conversely, many examinations of racial difference — understood as
amatter of cultural attributes d 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 simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of
racial dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along
particular racial lines. Racial projects connect what race means in a
particular discursive practice and the ways in which both social struc-
tures 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 formation process.

Racial formation as a macro-level social process

1o interpret the meaning of race is to frame it social structurally. Consider,
for example, this statement by Charles 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 196 5. We may
argue about the appropriate limits of government intervention in trying
to enforce the ideal, but at least it should be possible to identify the ideal:
Race isnot 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
i not a morally valid basis upon which to treat people “differently from
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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 specilic 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 legiti-
mately require, recommend, or award different status according to race.
This example can be classified as a particular type of racial project in
the present-day US — a “neoconservative” one.

Conversely, to recognize the racial dimension in social structure is (o
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 themselves
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
responsibilities in this area. It cannot suddenly declare itself “color-
blind” without in fact perpetuating the same type of differential, racist
treatment.” Thus, race continues to signily 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 US - a
“liberal” one.

To be sure, such political labels as “neoconservative” or “liberal”
cannot fully capture the complexity of racial projects, for these are
always multiply determined, politically contested, and deeply shaped
by their historical context. Thus, encapsulated within the neoconserva-
tive example cited here are certain egalitarian commitments which
derive from a previous 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 con-
ception of the meaning of equality. Similarly, in the liberal example,
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Justice Marshall recognizes that the contemporary state, which was
formerly the architect of segregation and the chief enforcer of racial
difference, has a tendency to reproduce those patterns of inequality
in & new guise. Thus he admonishes it (in dissent, significantly) to
fulfill its responsibilities to uphold a robust conception of equality.
These particular instances, then, demonstrate how racial projects
are always concretely framed, and thus are always contested and
unstable. The social structures they uphold or attack, and the re-
presentations 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
1o 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 familiar examples. In fact, we can identify racial pro-
fects 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
ol everyday experience. Third, the concept of racial projects can be
applied across historical time, to identify racial formation dynamics in
the past. [. . .]

To summarize the argument so far: the theory of racial formation
suggests that society is suffused with racial projects, large and small,
to which all are subjected. This racial “subjection” is quintessentially
ideological. Everybody learns some combination, some version, of the
rules of racial classification, and of her own racial identity, often
without obvious teaching or conscious inculcation. Thus are we
inserted in a comprehensively racialized social structure. Race becomes
“common sense” — a way of comprehending, explaining, and acting in
the world. A vast web of racial projects mediates between the discursive
orrepresentational 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.
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-"-"chtatnrship, Democracy, Hegemony

Under such circumstances, it is not possible to represent race dh‘-\‘ '
cursively without simultaneously locating it, explicitly or implicitly, ing
social structural (and historical) context. Nor is it possible to organim-
maintain, or transform social structures without simultaneously engag-
ing, once more either explicitly or implicitly, in racial signification.
Racial formation, therefore, is a kind of synthesis, an outcome, of the
interaction of racial projects on a society-wide level. These projects are,
of course, vastly different in scope and effect. They include large-scale
public action, state activities, and interpretations of racial conditions it U
artistic, journalistic, or academic fora,’ as well as the seemingly inﬁntle_‘
number of racial judgments and practices we carry out at the level of 3
individual experience. g

Since racial formation is always historically situated, our under-"-
standing of the significance of race, and of the way race structures
society, has changed enormously over time. The processes of racial for Al
mation we encounter today, the racial projects large and small which

structure US society in so many ways, are merely the present-day out-
comes of a complex historical evolution. [...]

A .J, For most of its existence both as European colony and as an 1nde;;esng-
. ' dent nation, the US was a racial dictatorship. From 1607 to 1865 — :
f tl:pars— most nonwhites were firmly eliminated from the sphere. of po 1—f
':' j“-.Il.{:s.m After the Civil War there was the brief egali.tarlan exper%ment 1?
f‘?llﬁconstruction which terminated ignominiously in 1877. In 1(Iisdwa. f;
e followed almost a century of legally sanctioned segregation an henla;
w ol the vote, nearly absolute in the South and rnuc.h of tf.le Sout wesli
-. L -. less effective in the North and far West, but formidable in any case.
o These barriers fell only in the mid-1960s, a mere. quar.ter-centurg agcii
o Nor did the successes of the black movement and its allies me.an td aI‘; at
pbstacles to their political participation had now been abohshp . : ab—
"~ terns of racial inequality have proven, unfortunately, to be quite stub-
» ersistent.
bmi? ?: dinriportant, therefore, to recognize that in many respic;s,
~ raclal dictatorship is the norm against which all US politics muls e
" measured. The centuries of racial dictatorship l'lave bad three .Very aiﬁe
.mnsequences: first, they defined “American” identity gs whlte(,1 E.ls = (i
negation of racialized “otherness” — at first largellzy Af}"lcan ar} lnt ng
" enous, later Latin American and Asian as WE.EH. ' This negatlon 0 f
. shape in both law and custom, in public institutions and in foFms (l)
iy cultural representation. It became the archetype of l}‘egemor},lc I‘l.l(i
| in the US. It was the successor to the conquest as the “master” racia
pmslzzgnd, racial dictatorship organized (albeit s:)metime's ip an 1rflco-
~ herent and contradictory fashion) the “color line” rendering It-th? I1:11(11-
i damental division in US society. The dictatorship e.labo‘rat(.ad, articula (13 ,
and drove racial divisions not only through lnStltu.thIlS, bu.t a sof
through psyches, extending up to our own time the racial obsessions o
d slavery periods. '
tthChOi?(;l.uerS;c?:l dictatgrihip consolidated the oppositional rac1alll
consciousness and organization originally framed by mar‘oon?ge
and slave revolts, by indigenous resistance, and b;\;‘] nf_:ltl('),na ﬁms
of various sorts. Just as the conquest created the n‘atlve V\cf1 f;e
once there had been Pequot, Iroquois, or Tutelo, .so too it createb e
“black” where once there had been Asante or Ovimbundu, Yoruba or

Bakongo.

From Science to Politics

As a result of prior efforts and struggles, we have now reached _'i
the point of fairly general agreement that race is not a biologically

given but rather a socially constructed way of differentiating human B
beings. While a tremendous achievement, the transcendence of
biologistic conceptions of race does not provide any reprieve from
the dilemmas of racial injustice and contlict, nor from controversies .
over the significance of race in the present. Views of race as socially
constructed simply recognize the fact that these conflicts and con-
troversies are now more properly framed on the terrain of politics, 21
By privileging politics in the analysis which follows we do not mean 4
to suggest that race has been displaced as a concern of scientific in-
quiry, or that struggles over cultural representation are no longer
important. We do argue, however, that race is now a preeminently
political phenomenon. Such an assertion invites examination of the

evolving role of racial politics in the US. This is the subject to which we
now turn.
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The transition from a racial dictatorship to a racial democracy has
been a slow, painful, and contentious one: it remains far from complete,
Arecognition of the abiding presence of racial dictatorship, we contend,
is crucial for the development of a theory of racial formation in the US.
It is also crucial to the task of relating racial formation to the broader
context 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
gender — 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 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 by a combination of coercion and
consent. Although rule can be obtained by force, 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 legit-
imation 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 argued that in order to
consolidate their hegemony, ruling groups must elaborate and maintain
a popular system of ideas and practices — through education, the media,
religion, folk wisdom, etc. — which he called “common sense.” It is
through its production and its adherence to this “common sense,” this
ideology (in the broadest sense of the term), that a society gives 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 violent introduction of a nmew form of rule whose relationship
with those it subjugated was almost entirely coercive. In the US, the
origins of racial division, and of racial signification and identity forma-
tion, lie in a system of rule which was extremely dictatorial. The mass
murders and expulsions of indigenous people, and the enslavement of
Alricans, 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
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heart of racial dictatorship, for the effort to possess the oppresspr’s
tools — religion and philosophy in this case — was crucial to emancipa-

tion (the effort to possess oneself). As Ralph Ellison reminds us,

“The slaves often took the essence of the aristocratic ideal (as they took
. »1l6 A
Christianity) with far more seriousness than their masters.”*® In their

. language, in their religion with its focus on the Exodus theme and on

Jesus's tribulations, in their music with its figuring of suffeljing, re-
sistance, perseverance, and transcendence, in their interrogaFlon of a
political philosophy which sought perpetually to rationalize their
bondage in a supposedly “free” society, the slaves incorporated elernent‘s
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 coer-
cion. Of course, before this assertion can be accepted, it must be qua‘h-
fied in important ways. By no means has the US estab'lished r‘amal
democracy at the end of the century, and by no means is coe.rcmn a
thing of the past. But the sheer complexity of the racial questions US
society confronts today, the welter of competing racial projects and con-
tradictory racial experiences which Americans undergo, suggests tf.lat
hegemony is a useful and appropriate term with which to characterize
contemporary racial rule.

Our key theoretical notion of racial projects helps to extenfl and
broaden the question of rule. Projects are the building blocks not just of
racial formation, but of hegemony in general. Hegemony operates by
simultaneously structuring and signifying. As in the case of racia.l oppo-
sition, gender- or class-based conflict today links structural ir?eqmty. and
injustice on the one hand, and identifies and represents its subjects
on the other. The success of modern-day feminism, for example, has
depended on its ability to reinterpret gender as a matter of both injus-
tice and identity/difference. .

Today, political opposition necessarily takes shape on the terrain
of hegemony. For from ruling principally through exclusion and coer-
cion (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
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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 all consist of a field of projects whose common
feature is their linkage of social structure and signification.

Going beyond this, it is crucial to emphasize that race, class, and
gender 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 determinations have been illus-
trated by Patricia Hill Collins’s survey and theoretical 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 racial-
ization of domestic and service work.'” In many respects, race is gen-
dered and gender is racialized. In institutional and everyday life, any
clear demarcation of specific forms of oppression and difference is con-
stantly being disrupted.

There are no clear boundaries 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.*

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 social 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
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entered the lexicon of “common sense” only in the 1960s. Before that,
although the term had surfaced occasionally,?’ the problem of racial
injustice and inequality was generally understood in a more limited
fashion, as a matter of prejudiced attitudes or bigotry on the one hand,*
and discriminatory practices on the other.?” Solutions, it was believed,
would therefore involve the overcoming of such attitudes, the achieve-
ment of tolerance, the acceptance of “brotherhood,” etc., and the
passage of laws which prohibited discrimination with respect to access
to public accommodations, jobs, education, etc. The early civil rights
movement explicitly 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 legisla-
tion it sought to challenge discriminatory practices.

The later 1960s, however, signaled 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 organizations of nationalist and Marxist orientation, coin-
cided with the recognition 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 socializa-
tion which were “bred in the bone,” affecting not only whites but even
minorities themselves.** Discrimination, far from manifesting itself only
{or even principally) through individual actions or conscious policies,
was a structural feature of US society, the product of centuries of
systematic exclusion, exploitation, and disregard of racially defined
minorities.”> It was this combination of relationships — prejudice, dis-
crimination, and institutional inequality — which defined the concept of
racism at the end of the 1960s.

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 con-
tinued to exhibit, even after discrimination had supposedly been out-

lawed*® and bigoted expression stigmatized. But such an approach also
g p

had clear limitations. As Robert Miles has argued, it tended to “inflate”
the concept of racism to a point at which it lost precision.?” I the “insti-
tutional” component of racism were so pervasive and deeply rooted, it
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became difficult to see how the democratization of US society could hg
achieved, and difficult to explain what progress had been made. The
result was a leveling critique which denied any distinction between the i
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 interpenetration that characterizes civil societyin

the US, as evidenced by the shaping of popular culture, language, 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 i

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 neo-
conservative perspective, 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.”® Such an approach reduced race to eth-
nicity,” 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.3°

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
“common sense” understanding of what racism means has become a
significant obstacle to efforts aimed at challenging it. Bob Blauner has
noted that in classroom discussions of racism, white and nonwhite
students tend to talk past one another. Whites tend to locate racism in
color consciousness and find its absence color-blindness. In so doing,
they see the alfirmation of difference and racial identity among racially
defined minority students as racist. Nonwhite students, by contrast, see
racism as a system of power, and correspondingly argue that blacks,
for example, cannot be racist because they lack power. Blauner con-
cludes that there are two “languages” of race, one in which members of
racial minorities, especially blacks, see the centrality of race in history
and everyday experience, and another in which whites see race as “a
peripheral, nonessential reality,”*!
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. 13
Given this crisis of meaning, and in the absence of any “common

~ sense” understanding, does the concept of racism retain any validity? If

%0, what view of racism should we adopt? Is a more coherent theoreti-

cal 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 chagged
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 c<_m:
cepts of racism which developed in the early days of the pos.tjcwll
rights era, when the limitations of both moderate reform and militant
racial radicalism of various types had not yet been encountered, re-
main 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 construct'ed and trans-
formed sociohistorically through competing political pl‘O]eCtS,. through
the necessary and ineluctable link between the structural and cultural
dimensions of race in the US. This emphasis on projects allows us to
refocus our understanding of racism as well, for racism can now be seen
as characterizing some, but not all, racial projects.

Aracial project can be defined as racist if and only if it creat.es or repro-
duces structures of domination based on essentialist®* categories of ’mc.e.
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 rearticulation. Our definition therefore focuses insteaq on .the
‘work” essentialism does for domination, and the “need” domination
displays to essentialize the subordinated. '

Further, it is important to distinguish racial awareness from racial
essentialism. To attribute merits, allocate values or resources to, and/or
represent individuals or groups on the basis of racial identity should n.ot
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
association of, say, black accountants.
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-A.

social structure of the contemporary US (in regard to business class
issues, socialization, etc.). P
social structural, and therefore must engage in racial signification. Black
accountants, the organizers might maintain, have certain cnmmon.f
experiences, can offer each other certain support, etc. Neither of these
racial projects is essentialist, and neither can fairly be labeled racistc =8
Of course, racial representations may be biased or misinterpret their

subjects, just as racially based organizationa] efforts may be unfairgp =
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 accountants had as its rationale the raiding

of clients from white accountants, it would by our criterion be racist i
as well. '

Similarly,

to allocate values or resources — let us say, academic schok
arships — on the basis of racial categories is not racist. Scholarships '
are awarded on a preferential basis to Rotarians, children of insurance -3
company employees, and residents of the Pittsburgh metropolitan
area. Why then should they not also be offered, in particular cases, to.
Chicanos or Native Americansy |
In order to identify a social project as racist, one must in our view
demonstrate a link between essentialist representations of race and &
social structures of domination. Such a link might be revealed in efforts J
to protect dominant interests, framed in racial terms, from democratiz j)
ing racial initiatives.’® But it might also consist of efforts simply to
reverse the roles of racially dominant and racially subordinate.? There
is nothing inherently white about racism. 3 it
Obviously a key problem with essentialism is its denial, or flatten- k
ing, of differences within a particular racially defined group. Mem-
bers of subordinate 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.**

i

i
1
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Without question, any abstract concept of racism is severely put to

~ the test by the untidy world of reality. To illustrate our discussion,

we analyze the following examples, chosen from current racial issues

- beeause ol their complexity and the rancorous debates they have
- engendered:

+ Is the allocation of employment opportunities t“hrough p.rogranis
restricted to racially defined minorities, so-called preferer.lt'lal treat-
ment” or affirmative action policies, racist? Do su'ch pollf:les prac-
tice “racism in reverse”? We think not, with ceFtam. qu.ah'ﬁcatlons.
Although such programs necessarily employ ralea'l criteria 11:) assess-
ing eligibility, they do not generally eSSGI.ltIalI.ZC race, ecaltlsg
they seck to overcome specific socially and hl'St(.)I.‘lCEllly cofnstruc eSt
inequalities.®” Criteria of effectiveness and feasibility, there oie,lmu
be considered in evaluating such programs. They must' a atnce
egalitarian and context-specific objectives, such as acade(rinl; ;;0 e?h
tial or job-related qualifications. It should be acknowledgfe t ahsu n
programs often do have deleterious con.seq.uences for wl}ltes E/;Il 0 io_
not personally the source of the discriminatory practices (;1 p B
grams seek to overcome. In this case, compens-ato.ry .rnealsur(zss 8s ou
be enacted to vitiate the charge of “reverse dlscr}mlnatlon. .

* Is all racism the same, or is there a distinction l?etween' Whg,e
and nonwhite versions of racism? We have little patience W{Fh ;.te
argument that racism is solely a white problem, f)r even f':l whi (i
disease.”* The idea that ncnwhites cannot act in a I.‘aCISt mz;r‘l
ner, since they do not possess “power,” is another variant of this

s 40

rorg(l)‘;litll;);ly years now, racism has operated in a more comglex
fashion than this, sometimes taking such forms as self-hatll;e 01;
sel-aggrandizement at the expense of more V'ulnerable mer.nt'ers 0f
racially subordinate groups.** Whites can at t.lmes be the vic h1ms 1?

racism — by other whites or nonwhites — as is the case.W1t an 1(;
Jewish and anti-Arab prejudice. Furthermore, u'nless one is prepar.e 1
to argue that there has been no transformation of the US r:—:.tmad
order over the years, and that racism consequently.h.as ljemallili

unchanged — an essentialist position par excellence.— it is difficult to
contend that racially defined minorities have attained no power or

influence, especially in recent years.
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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 "j
race. We have little doubt that the rantings of a Louis Farrakhan
or Leonard Jeffries — to pick two currently demonized black ideo- e
logues — 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 formers,
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 US, and fascism in the world at large. Jeffriess
project has far fewer examples with which to associate: no more
than some ancient African empires and the (usually far less =
bigoted) radical phase of the black power movement.*? Thus black _' A
supremacy may be an instance of racism, just as its advocacy may '
be offensive, but it can hardly constitute the threat that white

supremacy has represented in the US, nor can it be so easily absorbed

and rearticulated in the dominant hegemonic discourse on race ag
white supremacy can. All racisms, all racist political projects, are not

the same. [. . .]

Paraliel to the debates on the concept of race, recent academic
and political controversies about the nature of racism have centered

on whether it is primarily an ideological or structural phenomenon,

Proponents of the former 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 struc-
tures. Advocates of the latter view see racism as primarily a matter
of economic stratification, residential segregation, and other institu-

tionalized forms of inequality which then give rise to ideologies of : _- .

privilege.

[...] We believe it is crucial to disrupt the fixity of these positions by
simultaneously arguing that ideological beliefs have structural conse-
quences, and that social structures give rise to beliefs. Racial ideology
and social 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 ideo-
logical turn out upon closer examination to have significant institu-
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tional and social structural dimensions. For example, what we have
~ aalled “far right” projects appear at first glance to be centrally ideologi-
gl They are rooted in biologistic doctrine, after all. The same seems to
-~ hold for certain conservative black nationalist projects which have deep
commitments to biologism.** But the unending stream of racist assaults
_ Initiated by the far right, the apparently increasing presence of skin-
. heads in high schools, the proliferation of neo-Nazi computer bulletin

boards, and the appearance of racist talk shows on cable access chan-

~ nels, all suggest that the organizational manifestations of the far right
* acial projects exist and will endure.*[. . .]
. By contrast, even those racisms which at first glance appear to be

chiefly structural upon closer examination reveal a deeply ideological
" gomponent. For example, since the racial right abandoned its explicit
- advocacy of segregation, it has not seemed to uphold — in the main — an
= ddeologically racist project, but more primarily a structurally racist one.
- Yet this very transformation required tremendous efforts of ideological

production. It demanded the rearticulation of civil rights doctrines of

v equality in suitably conservative form, and indeed the defense of con-
. linuing 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* [. . ]

- © Insummary, 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

of structural inequality and invidious racial representation, which has
been confronted during the post-World War II period with an opposition

- more serious and effective than any it had faced before. [. . .]

Notes

1 Thisis not to suggest that gender is a biological category while race is not.
Gender, like race, is a social construct. However, the biological division of
humans into sexes — two at least, and possibly intermediate ones as well —
is not in dispute. This provides a basis for argument over gender divisions
—how “natural,” etc. — which does not exist with regard to race. To ground
an argument for the “natural” existence of race, one must resort to
philosophical anthropology.
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2 “The truth is that there are no races, there is nothing in the world that

10
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can do all we ask race to do for us. . . . The evil that is done is done by the
concept, and by easy — yet impossible — assumptions as to its application,” ;..
(Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of [
Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 19 92).) Appiah's eloquent and
learned book fails, in our view, to dispense with the race concept, despite
its anguished attempt to do so; this indeed is the source of its author’s =
anguish. We agree with him as to the nonobjective character of race. bul
fail to see how this recognition justifies its abandonment. This argummll_::
is developed below:.
We understand essentialism as belief in real, true human, essences, existing
outside or impervious to social and historical context. We draw this definition,
with some small modifications, from Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking
Feminism, Nature, & Difference (New York: Routledge, 1989), p. xi. =
Michael Omi and Howard Winant, “On the Theoretical Status of the
Concept of Race," in Warren Crichlow and Cameron McCarthy {uds.}.':'* 1
Race, Identity, and Representation in Education {New York: Routledge, 1993},
Charles Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980 (New
York: Basic Books, 1984), p. 223.
Justice Thurgood Marshall, dissenting in City of Richmond v.
Co., 488 US 469 (1989). .
See, for example, Derrick Bell, “Remembrances of Racism Past: Gelting
Past the Civil Rights Decline,” in Herbert Hill and James E. Jones, Jr (eds.),
Race in America: The Struggle for Equality (Madison: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1993), pp. 75-6; Gertrude Ezorsky, Racism and Justice:
The Case for Affirmative Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991},
pp. 109-11; David Kairys, With Liberty and Justice for Some: A Critique :
of the Conservative Supreme Court (New York: The New Press, 1993},
pp. 138-41. - B~
Howard Winant has developed a tentative “map” of the system of racial
hegemony in the US circa 1990, which focuses on the spectrum of racial
projects running from the political right to the political left. See Winant,
“Where Culture Meets Structure; Race in the 1990s," in idem, Racial Cont=
ditions: Politics, Theory, Comparisons (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 140
Press, 1994). i
We are not unaware, for example, that publishing this work is in itsell @ A
racial project. '
Japanese, for example, could not become naturalized citizens until
passage of the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act. It took over 160 years, since
the passage of the Law of 1790, to allow all “races” to be eligible for =
naturalization. -

J. A Croson

Especially when we recall that until around 1960, the majority of blacks,
the largest racially defined minority group, lived in the South.

Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992); Richard Drinnon,
Facing West: The Metaphysics of Indian-Hating and Empire-Building (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980); Michael Paul Rogin,
Fathers and Children: Andrew Jackson and the Subjugation of the American
Indian (New York: Knopf, 1975).

This term refers to the practice, widespread throughout the Americas,
whereby runaway slaves formed communities in remote areas, such
as swamps, mountains, or forests, often in alliance with dispossessed
indigenous peoples.

Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, edited and trans-
lated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: Interna-
tional Publishers, 1971), p. 182.

Anne Showstack Sassoon, Gramsci's Politics, 2nd ed. (London: Hutchin-
son, 1987); Sue Golding, Gramsci's Democratic Theory: Contributions to
Post-Liberal Democracy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992).
Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act (New York: New American Library, 1966),
p. Xiv.

Chanta] Mouffe makes a related argument in “Radical Democracy:
Modern or Postmodern?” in Andrew Ross (ed.), Universal Abandon: The
Politics of Postmodernism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1988).

Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and
the Politics of Empowerment (New York and London: Routledge, 1991).
Evelyn Nakano Glenn, “From Servitude to Service Work: Historical Conti-
nuities in the Racial Division of Paid Reproductive Labor,” Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture & Society, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Autumn 1992).

Toni Morrison (ed.), Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita
Hill, Clarence Thomas, and the Construction of Social Reality (New York:
Pantheon, 1992).

For example, in Magnus Hirschfeld's prescient book, Racism (London:
Victor Gollancz, 1938).

This was the framework employed in the crucial study of Myrdal and his
associates; see Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem
and Modern Democracy, 20th Anniversary Edition (New York: Harper and
Row, 1962 [1944]). See also the articles by Thomas F. Pettigrew and
George Frederickson in Pettigrew et al., Prejudice: Selections from The
Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups (Cambridge, MA: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1982).
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23 On discrimination, see Fredericksonin i
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bid.In a i =
itly sought to modity the framework of the Myrdr;lesiiﬁ; S;{?{)Z‘;?; hME:f .. -
'recognized that prejudice and discrimination need 1‘10t Coinci‘de an :
indeed could combine in a variety of ways. See Merton, "Discrirnin'a )
and the American Creed,” in R, M. Mclver (ed.), Discrimination and Natio 4
Welfare (New York: Harper and Row, 1949), .
Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Cambridge, MA: Addison 3
Wesley, 1954) remains a classic work in the field; see Yalso I'-’hllon;e
Essed, Understanding Everyday Racism: An Interdisciplinary Theory .
(Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1991). A good overview of black atﬁtu:"
to'warfl bl?ck identities is provided in William E. Cross, Jr, Shades of Black
1;;2;}:1% ;l;)f‘lfncamAmencan Identity (Philadelphia; Temple Universliy ..__,'.
Stcll?ely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton first popularized the notion :
of %nstitutional" forms of discrimination in Black Power: The Politics of Libx i
eration in America (New York: Vintage, 1967), although the basic cum-'cpf‘" :
c.ertainly predated that work, Indeed, President Lyndon Johnson made ‘i" E
similar argument in his 1965 speech at Howard University: 2

)

But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of cen-
turies by saying: Now you are free to g0 where you want, do
desire, and choose the leaders you please. ' v
You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by |:.I e
chains and liberate him (sic), bring him up to the starting line of a e o
race and then say, “You are free (o compete with all the others,” and 3
still justly believe that you have been completely fair, ‘ 3
TI?I%S it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. Al @
our citizens must have the opportunity to walk through those gates. 8
This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil 7 "
rights. We seek not just freedom but opportunity — not just legal - ’“‘_.
equity but human ability — not just equality as a right but equality .:E'\ t
as a fact and as a result. (Lyndon B. Johnson, “To Fulfill These [
Rights,” reprinted in Lee Rainwater and William I. Yancey, The .:'

Moynihan Report and the Politics of Controversy (Cambridge, MA:MIT = &
Press, 1967, p. 125).) 3

as you

tI‘his speech, delivered at Howard University on June 4, 1965, was written 3
in part by Daniel Patrick Moynihan. A more systematic treatment of the
institutional racism approach is David T Wellman, Portraits of White : ' i
Racism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977). y s

FFF)II'l the' vantage point of the 1990s, it is possible to question whether dis-* I-'I. 38
crimination was ever effectively outlawed, The federal retreat from the R I

agenda of integration began almost immediately after the passage of civil

rights legislation, and has culminated today in a series of Supreme Court

decisions making violation of these laws almost impossible to prove. See

Ezorsky, Racism and Justice; Kairys, With Liberty and Justice for Some. As we

write, the Supreme Court has further restricted antidiscrimination laws

in the case of St. Mary's Honor Center v. Hicks. See Linda Greenhouse,

“Justices Increase Workers' Burden in Job-Bias Cases,” The New York Times,

June 26,1993, p. 1.

Robert Miles, Racism (New York and London: Routledge, 1989), esp. ch. 2.

The locus classicus of this position is Nathan Glazer, Affirmative Discrimi-

nation: Ethnic Inequality and Public Policy, 2nd ed. (New York: Basic Books,

1978); for more recent formulations, see Murray, Losing Ground; Arthur
M. Schlesinger, The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural
Society (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992).

See chapter 1.

Thomas Sowell, for example, has argued that one's “human capital”
is to a large extent culturally determined. Therefore the state cannot create
a false equality which runs counter to the magnitude and persistence of
cultural differences. Such attempts at social engineering are likely to
produce negative and unintended results: “If social processes are trans-
mitting real differences — in productivity, reliability, cleanliness, sobriety,
peacefulness [!] — then attempts to impose politically a very different set
of beliefs will necessarily backfire” (Thomas Sowell, The Economics and
Politics of Race: An International Perspective (New York: Quill, 1983),
p. 252).

Bob Blauner “Racism, Race, and Ethnicity: Some Reflections on the
Language of Race” (unpublished manuscript, 1991).

Essentialism, it will be recalled, is understood as belief in real, true
human essences, existing outside or impervious to social and historical
context,

An example would be the “singling out” of members of racially defined
minority groups for harsh treatment by authorities, as when police harass
and beat randomly chosen ghetto youth, a practice they do not pursue
with white suburban youth.

For example, the biologistic theories found in Michael Anderson Bradley,
The Iceman Inheritance: Prehistoric Sources of Western Man's Racism, Sexism,
and Aggression (Toronto: Dorset, 1978), and in Frances Cress Welsing, The
Isis (Yssis) Papers (Chicago: Third World Press, 1991).

“These remarks should not be interpreted as simply an effort to move the
gaze of African-American studies to a different site. I do not want to alter
one hierarchy in order to institute another. It is true that I do not want to
encourage those totalizing approaches to African-American scholarship
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which have no drive other than the exchange of dominations ~ dominant
Eurocentric scholarship replaced by dominant Afrocentric scholarship
More interesting is what makes intellectual domination possible; how
knowledge is transformed from invasion and conquest to revelation and i
choice; what ignites and informs the literary imagination, and what lorces
help establish the parameters of criticism.” (Toni Morrison, Playing in
Dark, p. 8; emphasis original.) .-
Lisa Lowe states: “The concept of ‘strategic essentialism’ suggests hat
it is possible to utilize specific signifiers of ethnic identity, such as Asian
American, for the purpose of contesting and disrupting the discourses that
exclude Asian Americans, while simultaneously revealing the internal
contradictions and slippages of Asian Americans so as to insure that such
essentialisms will not be reproduced and proliferated by the very appara-
tuses we seek to disempower.” Lisa Lowe, “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, v
Multiplicity: Marking Asian American Differences,” Diaspora, Vol. 1,
No. 1 (Spring 1991), p. 39. 5
This view supports Supreme Court decisions taken in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, for example in Griggs v. Duke Power, 401 US 424 (1971). We
agree with Kairys that only “[For that brief period in our history, it could:
accurately be said that governmental discrimination was prohibited by
law” (Kairys, With Liberty and Justice For Some, p. 144).
This analysis draws on Ezorsky, Racism and Justice. '
See, for example, Judy H. Katz, White Awareness: Handbook for anti-Racism :
Training (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 19 78). E
The formula “racism equals prejudice plus power” is frequently invoked by
our students to argue that only whites can be racist. We have been able
to uncover little written analysis to support this view (apart from Katz =
ibid., p. 10), but consider that it is itself an example of the essentializing

but instead constitutes a relational field. The minority student who boldly
asserts in class that minorities cannot be racist is surely not entirely puw-" -
erless. In all but the most absolutist of regimes, resistance to rule its'eu__ £
implies power. :
To pick but one example among many: writing before the successes of the:
civil rights movement, E. Franklin Frazier bitterly castigated the collabo-
ration of black elites with white supremacy. See Frazier, Black Bourgeoisies
The Rise of a New Middle Class in the United States (New York: The Free Press,
1957). -
Interestingly, what they share most centrally seems to be their anfi-
semitism. 1

Racial teachings of the Nation of Islam, for example, maintain that whites
are the product of a failed experiment by a mad scientist.

Elinor Langer, “The American Neo-Nazi Movement Today,” The Nation,
July 16/23, 1990.

Such arguments can be found in Nathan Glazer, Affirmative Discrimination,
Charles Murray, Losing Ground, and Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The
Disuniting of America, among others.




