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Preface

This book began with a paper I prepared some years ago
that bore the rather formidable title “How will we explain
race in the twenty-~rst century?” and that I presented in
lecture form to graciously responsive audiences at Mem-
phis State University and as the Herbert G. Gutman Me-
morial lecturer at the City University of New York. I am
grateful to Kenneth Goings at Memphis State and Judith
Mara Gutman at CUNY for providing those opportunities
to try out and develop my ideas. In time I thought better of
the title, fearing that audiences might expect me to deliver
a de~nitive answer rather than just another set of hard
questions. My question about the future was in fact a
heuristic device re_ecting the historian’s faith that under-
standing the past is essential in preparing for the future.
Thus when I had an opportunity to deliver a revised ver-
sion of the paper in 1997, ~rst to the Race and the Repro-
duction of Racial Ideologies Workshop at the University
of Chicago and then to a conference, Racializing Class and
Classifying Race, hosted by Oxford University, I changed
the title to its present noninterrogative form. I am grateful
to the auditors and readers in both venues for their sharp
and probing questions.

These experiences made it clear that the many themes
and problems raised in my talk and in followup questions



could not be adequately covered in a single lecture. An in-
vitation from Henry Louis Gates Jr. and his colleagues at
the W. E. B. Du Bois Institute at Harvard University to
deliver a series of three lectures presented a welcome op-
portunity to expand upon those themes and questions.
Even so, the material constantly threatened to burst the
acceptable time limits for a reasonable-length talk. Conse-
quently, although the themes are the same, this book dif-
fers in many respects from the lectures: it not only in-
cludes more material but also responds to challenging
questions from the audience.

This work has bene~ted immensely from questions
and commentary from various readers. My wife Leora
Auslander has given me innumerable helpful suggestions,
a few of which are acknowledged in the notes, and gener-
ally encouraged me to think that this was not a fool’s er-
rand. My sincere thanks to friends and colleagues, Julie
Saville, Rebecca J. Scott, and Jean-Claude Zancarini, who
took time from their own work to help me with mine.
Equally crucial to the development of this book have been
the many students in my undergraduate and graduate
classes on race and racism, ~rst at the University of Michi-
gan and lately at the University of Chicago. The skepticism
of the undergraduates toward professorial pronounce-
ments has been salutary, while the impact of the work of
the graduates is indicated by my numerous citations of
their dissertations and forthcoming books. Aida Donald,
my editor at Harvard University Press, facilitated the rapid
transition from lectures to a book. Ann Hawthorne, my
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manuscript editor, gently and ~rmly helped me turn “lec-
ture-speak” into readable prose.

I have received time and space to work on this project
through generous support from the Center for Advanced
Study in the Behavioral Sciences in Stanford, California,
where I began this project, and the John F. Kennedy-
Institut für Nordamerikastudien at the Freie Universität
in Berlin, where I completed it. I am especially grateful to
the latter institution’s director, Knud Krakau, and to Pro-
fessor Willi Paul Adams for their gracious hospitality and
assistance at a critical juncture. My academic leaves have
been supported ~nancially by the University of Chicago’s
Social Science Division and History Department. Finally,
over the years I have received important research assis-
tance from current and former students, Steve Essig,
Laurie Green, and Hannah Rosen.

The year that bracketed the culmination of this pro-
ject also marked the birth of my third daughter and the
death of my father. Much of this book is about the crucial
transformation occurring during my father’s life and
times; undoubtedly much of what I know and say has
been shaped by his re_ections on those times. My daugh-
ter’s birth, practically on the eve of this new century,
deepened and intensi~ed the concerns that underlay
those re_ections, given my growing awareness that the fu-
ture I write about will be hers.

Berlin
May 2000
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A
t the dawn of the twentieth century, W. E. B. Du Bois
made a prediction that remains astonishing in its per-
ceptiveness and relevance: “The problem of the twen-

tieth century,” he wrote, “is the problem of the color-
line,—the relations of the darker to the lighter races of
men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the
sea.”1 And indeed issues of group difference—and espe-
cially racialized differences—have informed most of the
major con_icts of the century.

Du Bois’s prophecy was necessarily based largely on
the nineteenth-century world in which he was born and
came of age—a world of colonialism and imperialism,
crude labor exploitation, the rise of virulent racist ideolo-
gies, and lynching. But within that scenario Du Bois also
discerned newer forces, in particular a virtually unchal-
lenged materialism and its desiccation of the human spirit.
One of the main themes of his 1903 book, Souls of Black
Folk, was a challenge to the emerging monopoly-capitalist
world order that sought to make material self-interest the
primary value of human existence. His prophecy, then,
was grounded in his analysis of his past and keen observa-
tion of his present.

One might well ask, at the beginning of the twenty-
~rst century, whether we could do as well. Given our un-
derstanding of the world in which we have come of age
and our reading of our future on the basis of our present
existence, what kind of role can we predict that race will
play in that future? And if we are unable to offer such an
analysis, what does that very inability suggest about our



con~dence in that future? What does it suggest about our
ability to plot a course of resistance and reformation?
What is our ability to imagine solutions?

Will the concepts and tools we have developed for un-
derstanding the racism of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries be adequate for the twenty-~rst? Should we even
expect them to be? I think not; and here I will attempt to
offer both reasons why not and some suggestions about
the issues and factors we must consider if we are to re-
frame our analyses of racial phenomena in such a way as
to make them more adequately re_ect the future world(s)
we are in the process of making.

Why is the way we are accustomed to thinking about race and
racism inadequate to the evolving world? In popular and
academic discourse, racism is conventionally understood
to refer to the hostility one group feels toward another on
the basis of the alleged biological and/or cultural inferior-
ity of that other. Among its manifestations are exploi-
tation of the labor and/or property of that other (as in
slavery and colonialism), exclusion of that other from
participation in public life and institutions (as in segrega-
tion and disfranchisement), and massive physical violence
against that other (as in lynching). There is no doubt that
all these phenomena continue to characterize relations
among racialized groups in America and elsewhere. I
would argue, however, that such phenomena do not cap-
ture all aspects of the contemporary situation and, more

4 The Problem of Race in the Twenty-~rst Century



importantly, may miss signi~cant changes under way.
There are new anomalies, new ambiguities, and a new am-
bivalence in contemporary life that our standard de~ni-
tions of race and racism simply cannot account for, and
which even render them somewhat anachronistic.2

To begin with one of the more familiar and recent of
these anomalies, we had in America just recently a situa-
tion wherein a black man, Colin Powell, could be seri-
ously and credibly considered as a viable Republican chal-
lenger for the presidency. The point here is not whether
he might have won or not—there is plenty of room for
skepticism about that3—but rather that the very idea of
his successfully contesting the presidential election was
not received with overwhelming scorn or patronizing
sounds as had been the case just a decade before, when
Jesse Jackson ~rst ran for the Democratic nomination. In-
stead, mere speculation about a Powell candidacy was met
with plans by monied men to raise the considerable funds
needed to wage a successful presidential campaign.4

On one level, this development could—perhaps even
does—represent real change in both white attitudes and
the racial climate of this country. But what is most inter-
esting about the Powell phenomenon is its anomalous re-
lationship to the conditions of life and the life chances of
most black people. Indeed, even while speculation about
whether a black former military of~cer of the highest rank
would run for president was most intense, other members
of that same military brutally murdered a black couple in
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North Carolina. We learned later that these murders were
part of a ritual initiation into one of the neo-Nazi cells or-
ganized on many military bases.5 The arbitrariness, the
randomness, the casualness of this snuf~ng out of black
life evokes memories of the high tide of lynching in the
1890s; it suggests racial regression, not progress.

One response to this anomaly might be simply to dis-
miss the phenomenon of Powell’s potential electability as
president as chimerical, to say—as many blacks indeed
do—that nothing has changed. I believe that view is as
wrong and shortsighted as thinking that the millennium
of racial peace is just around the corner. What are not to
be missed in this scenario are its contradictions and inco-
herence; like a cracked mirror portraying a fragmented
image, “all odds and evens.” What we need to explain are
why and how Powell’s credibility as a presidential can-
didate and the North Carolina murders can coexist. The
simultaneous idealization of Colin Powell and demoniza-
tion of blacks as a whole (especially the politically moti-
vated demonization of large numbers of black women as
“welfare queens” by members of Powell’s own party) is
replicated in much of our everyday world.

Re_ect for a moment on an admittedly ~ctional—
though fact-based—scenario. What if the rock music star
Michael Jackson, at the height of his popularity a few
years ago, had visited one of the all-white neighborhoods
of New York City or Chicago? He almost certainly would
have been met by screaming, wild mobs of white youths.
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They would have been screaming their adoration of him
and his music. If they had torn his clothing, the objective
would have been to get a valuable trophy from a living
icon of American popular culture. Fast-forward to a few
weeks later. A black man answering an ad offering a car
for sale or a young black male on his bicycle ventures into
that same neighborhood. The crowd that welcomed Mi-
chael Jackson gathers again. It is screaming. But this time,
it screams for blood.6

We don’t have to look far for more such narratives of
contradiction and incoherence in contemporary racial
phenomena. I cite these two—one from the world of high
politics and one from the everyday world of popular cul-
ture—merely to suggest the broad terrain of the problem-
atic I wish to address. We need to begin rethinking our
explanations of race, because such phenomena raise pro-
found questions about how we are to recognize racism
and the racial, about what kinds of transformations are
currently under way in the racial regime we inhabit, and
thus about how we are to fashion a response.

Recognizing Race and Racism

Much contemporary commentary on race and racism
seems directed at containing these concepts within fairly
narrow and clearly recognizable frames. Indeed, some of
these analyses appear more concerned to limit the scope
of available legal remedies by narrowly (and anachronisti-
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cally) de~ning what can legitimately be called “racially
motivated.” Others are well-intentioned efforts by careful
scholars trying to get a clear “~x” on the object of study;
for them, admitting all manner of invidious acts of dis-
tinction under a racial designation risks losing focus and
analytic ef~cacy.7 However, it is clear that a great number
of palpably race-related phenomena in contemporary life
cannot be comprehended within de~nitions that seek to
sustain such sharp distinctions.

Perhaps part of the problem in contemporary analyses
of race is that they address their subject head-on: that is,
they begin by attempting to de~ne the concept and to cat-
alogue its substantive content. This approach encounters
problems at both ends of the analytic spectrum. De~ning
racism in terms of the old idea of biological inferiority, for
example, leaves unaddressed a lot of patently racist prac-
tices in contemporary life. Moreover, we quickly discover
in such a catalogue that some of the same ideas and tropes
have circulated through racist discourse from time imme-
morial, a fact that leaves us just a short step away from
conceiving racism as a timeless or innate human quality.
On the other hand, such a catalogue necessarily entails
trying to corral or contain a concept that by its very nature
is parasitic and chameleonlike.

In the following pages I hope to show not only that
such ambiguous boundaries and seeming atemporality
have characterized race and the racial for a very long
time—perhaps even since its inception—but also that
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these very features explain much of its staying power.
This undertaking requires that we ~rst reexamine a few of
the key concepts or terms—race and racism, culture and
ethnicity—used in most discussions of race and on which
many such discussions inevitably founder. Though much
used, these terms are not always deployed in quite the
same way. In each case we tend to assume that we know
“it” when we see it. But often the boundaries between the
concepts get fuzzier the closer we approach them. Part of
the ambiguity of the conception of racism is traceable,
certainly, to the ambiguities in the basic language we
deploy.

The ~ring line of this discursive struggle for many of
us who teach courses on race is our ~rst class meeting
every year. And there the stakes are enormous, because I
~nd each generation of students increasingly pessimistic
about the prospects for progress on the question of race. It
is pessimism, I am convinced, that arises not from some
growing conservatism but from how they conceptualize
the racial problematic itself.

Typically I begin that ~rst class by asking for def-
initions of some of the basic concepts we will engage
throughout the course, the most obvious and primary
being that of race itself. Much contemporary scholarship
begins with the premise that race is a socially constructed
entity.8 Although in many ways that characterization is
correct, perhaps the most striking features of contempo-
rary discourse on race—whether in popular or academic
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circles—are how little of that “academic wisdom” has
penetrated discussions outside the university and how
quickly academics themselves fall back into the older hab-
its of thought. Part of the reason for this may well be that
the discourse of “social constructedness” has an air of un-
reality about it that may limit its in_uence. It may be that
our own general failure to probe beyond the mantra of so-
cial constructedness, to ask what that really might mean
in shaping lived experience, bears some responsibility for
the shallowness both of the conception itself and of its re-
pudiation in ordinary discourse.

Certainly this state of affairs was re_ected in my classes
when I ~rst started teaching courses on the subject more
than a decade ago. The typical answers I received to the
basic question—what is race?—entailed to some extent or
other the notion of biology, of physical difference. The
task of the discussion thus became one of deconstructing
that idea, of showing that it doesn’t really work. I would
patiently point out that although biological features—
whether de~ned in phenotypic or genetic terms—may be
the markers of race, they cannot and do not do the actual
work of racial differentiation and distinction. I am classi-
~ed as black because my skin is dark; in fact my skin is
sometimes (especially after a brief stint in sunny regions)
almost dark brown, but for most of the year—especially
since I have lived and worked in Chicago—it is a rather
ashy brown. But there is within my extended family—on
my paternal grandmother’s side—a branch of the family
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many of whose members are indistinguishable from what
is usually de~ned as a “white” phenotype, thanks to the
lusts of a Virginia slavemaster. How came they to be classi-
~ed as black? A classi~cation based on color alone does not
account for one part of my family, then, even if I concede
that it roughly ~xes me in the phenotypic order of things.

It is here that the other prong of the biological de~ni-
tion of race is invoked: genetics. Races are de~ned as shar-
ing a common gene pool, one that predisposes them to cer-
tain physical tendencies like hair and eye color and body
type. Such a de~nition has the aura of scienti~c objectivity
and solidity; it comports with much of our common
knowledge about our bodies. After all, we know that even
the predisposition to certain diseases and medical condi-
tions, like sickle cell, Tay-Sachs, or lactose intolerance, can
be traced racially. But even here biology has dif~culty
doing the work generally required of it in racial discourse.
It needs help. “Race” spills over its boundaries. Common
gene pools arise and are sustained in the ~rst place because
of the endogamous mating practices of a given population,
which are in turn the consequence of geographic isolation,
social or political restrictions on mating outside the group,
and so forth. In short, gene pools don’t decide by them-
selves that they “share” something.

Thus a racial category—often presented as given and
constitutive—is instead itself dependent on myriad other
variables. Moreover, those variables, the forces that sus-
tain it, are social, not biological; and when those forces
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weaken or break down—as in population migrations,
interracial social contacts, or changes in laws and social
practices—the biological basis for race is also weakened or
breaks down. One episode of interracial mating puts in
doubt the whole edi~ce of racial differentiation—as hap-
pened to the family of my paternal grandmother, the
Waltons. After that slavemaster’s one night of pleasure, it
took all the king’s horses and all the king’s men to make
the Waltons black. Biology could not be relied upon to do
the job anymore. It took antimiscegenation laws, census
takers, a vigilant state Bureau of Vital Statistics that aggres-
sively enforced racial boundaries in issuing birth certif-
icates and marriage licenses,9 job discrimination, separate
school systems, and . . . if all else failed, bloodhounds and
lynch mobs. All that to keep the white-skinned Waltons . . .
black.

With that personal anecdote I was able to convey with
concreteness and immediacy the principal arguments
made in an impressive and growing academic literature
on this subject. And if I was lucky I could convince my
students to look more skeptically on the arguments not
only of the less enlightened but also of a lot of smart histo-
rians and social scientists who inadvertently slip into ar-
guing that there is a biological basis for racism, even as
they generally accept the idea of the social construction of
race.10

In recent years I’ve had fewer opportunities to tell that
little family story, because my students are much less
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likely to say that race is biologically determined, or at least
to say so out loud. Even if they don’t know the academic
lingo, they know that “race” is “socially constructed.”
They know that it arises from social conventions, from
agreed-upon ~ctions that paper over complexities like
those I have just described. These are ~ctions not in the
sense of being unreal or untrue, but in the sense of being
an agreed-upon set of understandings that may be de-
ployed both by those within the designated group as well
as by those outside it. After all, it also suited the Waltons’
purposes to embrace their racial designation as black.
Blackness was in many ways “home”—it connected them
to a particular community, to institutions, to a culture
and an identity. For different reasons and motives, then,
“the ~ction” to this day is sustained on both sides of the
racial divide. On which side of that racial divide one fell
was biologically arbitrary, but no less real. Of course, we
understand all this without really or fully internalizing it. I
am black because I am descended from black people—
notwithstanding the fact that some of them were actually
white. However much we acknowledge the ~ction, traces
of the old biological idea linger.11

But even as we speak the new language of social con-
struction and displace biology from its historically privi-
leged place in de~nitions of race, we tend to substitute
another ambiguous and fraught concept—culture. This
substitution—which has characterized much racial think-
ing in the past half-century—is related to another that
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Etienne Balibar remarked on some years ago; there is, he
observed, a “new racism” abroad, “a racism without
races,” in which culture takes on the function previously
ful~lled by biology. “It is a racism whose dominant theme
is not biological heredity but the insurmountability of
cultural differences, a racism which, at ~rst sight, does not
postulate the superiority of certain groups or peoples
in relation to others but ‘only’ the harmfulness of abolish-
ing frontiers, the incompatibility of life-styles and tradi-
tions.”12

Though generally persuasive, Balibar may have over-
stated the case, misreading to some extent a kind of discur-
sive sleight of hand. It is clear that through the “culture”
concept biology in fact often reasserts itself. Conceptually
culture sustains an aura of voluntarism and mutability
that biology forecloses, but in the practical discourse of or-
dinary folk it carries much the same signi~cation. Indeed,
today, more often than not, we use “race” and “culture” as
synonyms. We say “black culture,” for example, when we
really mean to designate African Americans as a group
subject to racialized de~nitions and discipline. We speak
of fostering multicultural curriculums and institutions,
when we really mean achieving more representation of
people of African-American, Latino, or Asian descent and
experiences.

But like race, culture carries a conceptual weight it
can’t quite sustain. For while it is true that each of these
groups has one or more cultures that differ from the
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mainstream in some respect, most also share and partici-
pate quite extensively in the larger culture. All we need to
do is to go to another country, or even to the country of
our putative cultural origins, to realize this in an instant.
African Americans in Ghana or Nigeria or Korean Ameri-
cans in South Korea will quickly discover—and be told
quite forcefully, perhaps even during the cab ride from
the airport—that they are very American.

Part of the problem here lies in an imprecision of our
concepts of culture that is quite similar to the fuzziness of
our conceptions of race. In our everyday practice—as dis-
tinct from academic discourse—we recognize culture in
different cuisines, styles of dress, language styles, music,
and even values, but de~ning culture is much more compli-
cated—even for those who earn their living doing just that.
Anthropology fell on hard times as a coherent discipline in
large part because its practitioners became increasingly
uncertain as to just what culture is.13 Is it institutions, be-
haviors, or ideas that constitute a culture? Perhaps it is all
of these, articulated in some complex pattern.

Even without waiting for the anthropologists to sort
that all out, it is clear that we cannot think of culture as
simply a set of voluntaristic social practices that we easily
opt into or out of. Indeed, some of the most useful work
on culture for our purposes has been done by those who
keep in view its material base while emphasizing its fun-
damentally contingent nature.14 Culture is symbols and
meanings, but there are also powerful institutional ar-
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rangements and structures that shape the ways we negoti-
ate our daily routines. Today we live in an advanced capi-
talist, market economy that dictates a particular array of
behaviors and attitudes and worldview. We drive cars,
watch TV, and are bombarded with similar advertise-
ments and music. Our physical and iconographic envi-
ronments frame a common psychic template on which we
develop our understandings of ourselves, of the world,
and of how the world works. Whatever their putative ra-
cial or ethnic identity, the inhabitants of Western late-
capitalist societies confront powerful forces that dictate
allegiance to the same fundamental culture, notwith-
standing variations on or even occasional opposition to
its main themes. Thus the culture concept abuts “the so-
cial” and “the ideological,” which produces its own ambi-
guities, leaving it no more capable of doing the work race
requires than biology.

And, of course, the shift from biology to culture has
opened another can of worms for de~ning the concept of
race. Many analysts attempt to draw a distinction between
an “ethnic” and a “racial” identity and in the process
imply (or assert) that there is a kind of “naturalness,” a so-
cially and culturally grounded quality to ethnicity that is
somehow missing from race. Implicitly, and sometimes
explicitly, this distinction appears to arise from the as-
sumption that race is biological and thus suspect, while
ethnicity is cultural and thus valid. Otherwise careful
scholars seem to place implicit quotation marks around
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race but not around ethnicity. All this not only tends to
con~ne racial phenomena to a narrower terrain but may
also seem to lend greater legitimacy and rationality to eth-
nically motivated con_icts.15

This distinction between ethnicity and race is curious,
given the similar etymologies and histories of the terms.
Although “race” is an older term than “ethnicity,” both
have had tortuous, mutable, sometimes overlapping his-
tories. “Ethnicity” is in fact a term coined within my life-
time, if not yours.16 “Ethnic” is much older, but it also
carried a different meaning from the one it usually takes
on in contemporary discourse. In fact its etymology drips
with irony: a Greek translation of a Hebrew word—goyim,
the plural for foreign nations or peoples. For Jews it re-
ferred to Gentiles, non-Jews, the Other. Later it sustained
this connotation even in the mouths of Christians, as it
came to designate the non-Christian, the heathen, the
pagan, the primitive.17 By this route “ethnology” and
“ethnography” came in the mid-nineteenth century to
designate the study of primitive peoples. In fact, by the
nineteenth century the term “ethnic” is found in both
English and French dictionaries coupled with “race” as
one of its synonyms. And of course to this day it remains
coupled with race as if an interchangeable part of a single
unit—as in “race and ethnicity.” But ethnological history
and discursive practice aside, ethnic is also used as some-
thing different from race. Race is something blacks have;
ethnicity belongs to whites.
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A number of scholars have exposed the mistaken no-
tion that ethnicity is a social given rather than a social con-
struction, rendering the putative distinctions between
ethnicity and race fuzzier still.18 Some are now busily doc-
umenting James Baldwin’s prescient if acidic observation
in an article in Essence a number of years ago: ethnicities,
including whiteness itself, had to be created, had literally to
be made up in the new social environment of America.19

Historicizing Race and Racism

Both race and culture, then, share ambiguous boundaries,
and both race and ethnicity are socially constructed iden-
tities. Once we have recognized this we immediately con-
front the fact that both must also be historically contin-
gent. And if they are historical, then their further analysis
requires mapping the relations of power, the patterns of
contestation and struggle out of which such social con-
structions emerged.20 There is no question, then, of de-
~ning race and racism (or, for that matter, ethnicity) and
following them as unchanging entities through time. It is
rather a question of seeing how historical forces shape and
change the meanings of these terms over time and space.

Of course, such an approach runs against the persistent
image of racism as autonomous from time and place, an
idea that is an even more tenacious trope in racial discourse
than the stubborn biological idea. There are two seemingly
contradictory but interrelated pieces to this: that racism is
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an anachronistic hangover from some primitive past, and
that racism is indeed timeless. To pose the question of the
origins of racism, therefore, is to invite utterly ahistorical
responses. I was told recently at an international histori-
cal conference—and by a well-respected, rather famous
historian—that racism essentially had no history. Human
beings have always drawn invidious distinctions among
themselves, he said, and always would. End of story.21

If we take that perspective on the subject, we not only
cannot locate a temporal beginning point for racism, but
its origins in a causal sense are also rendered ahistorical.
The causes of racism come to be located in the seemingly
natural, universal tendencies of the human species to draw
group boundaries, to de~ne who’s inside and who’s out-
side those boundaries, to treat the outsider, the stranger
differently from those who are somehow “kin.” So, racism,
like sin and the poor, has always been and always will be.

But even as we move beyond notions of primordiality
and innateness (what we might consider relatively unin-
formed, unre_ective views of the matter), the failure to
historicize the problem of race lingers on, even in some of
the best work on the subject. But if race is socially and his-
torically constructed, then racism must be reconstructed
as social regimes change and histories unfold. Much less
attention has been devoted to this problem in racial stud-
ies.22 It is a problem linked to the dif~culty we have ex-
plaining racism’s seeming intractability—or, perhaps to
put the matter more accurately, its reproduction. The
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question, then, is what enables racism to reproduce itself
even after the historical conditions that initially gave it life
have disappeared? And if we are to sustain an argument
about its essential mutability, its historically contingent
nature, how do we explain the seemingly endless repeti-
tions of certain stereotypes (they are oversexed), dogmas
(they won’t work), and images (the lazy, chicken-stealing
Sambos).

Part of the solution is to adopt a conception of histori-
cal transformation, in which we recognize that a new his-
torical construct is never entirely new and the old is never
entirely supplanted by the new. Rather the new is grafted
onto the old. Thus racism, too, is never entirely new.
Shards and fragments of its past incarnations are embed-
ded in the new. Or, if we switch metaphors to an archaeo-
logical image, the new is sedimented onto the old, which
occasionally seeps or bursts through. Our problem then,
is to ~gure out how this happens and to take its measure.23

The relevant measures re_ect neither a temporal an-
tiquity nor a causal innateness. If we are to make sense of
racial phenomena in our own era, we must recognize its
temporal modernity and its links with essentially modern
phenomena, processes, and institutions.

Social Formations and Racial Regimes

Two decades have passed since Stuart Hall urged that in
our attempts to make sense of racial phenomena we “must
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deal with the historical speci~city of race in the modern
world.”24 That injunction encourages us to follow through
on the implications of the current academic consensus
that race and racism are socially constructed. The idea that
race is socially constructed implies also that it can and
must be constructed differently at different historical mo-
ments and in different social contexts. And one of the im-
plications of taking seriously this historicity of race—that
there are historically speci~c “racisms” and not a singular
ahistorical racism—is the analytic necessity of exploring
how racial phenomena articulate with other social phe-
nomena.25 As Hall put it: “one cannot explain racism in
abstraction from other social relations.”26

Implicit in this approach is the conviction that neither
race nor racism can live independently of its social envi-
ronments, the times and spaces it inhabits. By nature a
changeling, it attaches itself to and draws sustenance from
other social phenomena and from racist discourse itself,
like one of those insidious monsters in late-night science-
~ction movies. The historian is left to examine the carcass
it once inhabited before moving on to another social body,
while the sociologist busily constructs diagnostic ques-
tionnaires after the disease has already mutated.

In invoking these images I confess to being wholly
mischievous but only half in jest. Racial phenomena and
their meaning do change with time, with history, and with
the conceptual and institutional spaces that history un-
folds. More speci~cally they are responsive to major shifts
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in a political economy and to the cultural systems allied
with that political economy. Thus Du Bois could readily
see in the 1930s that the ~ght against racism must deploy
differently in the era of monopoly capital and the con-
sumer revolution of the early twentieth century than it
had in the world of his youth and coming of age.27 We
must likewise recognize a similar mutation in the global-
ized economy and even more complex consumption re-
gime at the beginning of the twenty-~rst century.

Starting from these premises, I will argue that the
meaning of race and the nature of racism articulate with
(perhaps even are de~ned by) the given social formation
of a particular historical moment. By “social formation” I
mean all the interrelated structures of economic, political,
and social power, as well as the systems of signi~cation
(that is, cultural systems) that give rise to and/or re_ect
those structures. Thus in my use of the term I am borrow-
ing some aspects of what Pierre Bourdieu has called a
habitus.28 For ultimately I wish to focus on a set of linked
social relations that are neither wholly determined nor
wholly voluntarist. For example, the democratic revolu-
tions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
gave rise not simply to new political structures and rela-
tions, but to economic, social, and cultural relations and
phenomena that in turn made possible and necessary new
social relations between men and other men, between
men and women, between parents and children. It is not
necessary to think of such systems as total, closed, com-
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plete, or uncontested to understand their pervasive
power. It follows, I will argue, that race relations, to the
extent that they ~gure in the political economy of a given
social formation, tend to follow the logic of that forma-
tion.

In order to provide a basis for exploring what is differ-
ent about the racial regime of our own day, and possibly
of our immediate future, in the following pages I will elab-
orate three such systems or social formations, their habi-
tus, and the racial regimes associated with them. For lack
of better nomenclature, I call these the pre-Fordist re-
gime, the Fordist regime, and the post-Fordist regime.29

The Fordist regime takes its name from Henry Ford’s De-
troit assembly line and spans the period from the early
twentieth century to the recession and debt crisis of the
early 1970s (sometimes dated even more speci~cally to
the oil shock of 1973 or to the abandonment of the
Bretton Woods global ~nancial system in 1972).30 This is,
of course, our recent history, the era that most directly
shaped our present world. The post-Fordist era is the one
that we now inhabit and wish to explain; it began in the
1970s and stretches into an indeterminate future. The
word “post” signals its ambiguity: different from what
preceded it, but not yet fully formed or knowable.

The period preceding the Fordist regime is not at all
ambiguous but simply sprawling and unwieldy. Begin-
ning in the sixteenth century and ending sometime be-
tween the 1890s and the First World War, it is the period
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in which much of our current understanding of race and
racism is grounded. But drawing our conceptions of race
and racism from this very different historical era in our ef-
forts to explain the racial phenomena of our own time can
mislead us about how racism works and the sources of re-
sistance to it.

Of course, many scholars have given voice to these or
similar concepts and worked them through in various
ways. What is often missing in these analyses, however
(and I include my own previous work in this criticism), is a
historical perspective of suf~cient breadth to contextualize
adequately the many protean insights developed. Our one
consolation about this failing is that we are in good com-
pany. Even Du Bois, whom we might well call the dean of
modern race studies, fell prey to this limitation. His fa-
mous prophecy—“the problem of the twentieth century is
the problem of the color-line”—which began an essay on
the Freedmen’s Bureau and its role in mediating the transi-
tion from slavery to freedom after the Civil War, grew out
of re_ections on his past and present, but at the time Du
Bois did not follow up his prophetic insight with a system-
atic analysis of its import. On the other hand, by framing
his prophecy with a close study of the past, Du Bois pio-
neered an approach that we might do well to emulate. The
question about how racial phenomena will be con~gured
in the future is also a question about where we have been
and where we are.
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I
have suggested that the tropes of racism are fairly con-
stant whereas the repertoire of racist practices is all too
mutable. Recognizing the relative plasticity of race and

racism as concepts and their parasitic and chameleonlike
qualities as practice, I have also suggested that we might
do better not to try to de~ne or catalogue their content.
Rather, our task might be instead to ask what work race
does. In this I am consciously following up on Stuart
Hall’s insight, some two decades old now, that race is “the
modality in which class is ‘lived,’ the medium through
which class relations are experienced, the form in which it
is appropriated and ‘fought through.’ ”1 If one pushes
that insight beyond the race-class dynamic per se, there is
the clear implication that other forms of our social rela-
tions also have work for race to do.

Perhaps in the word “work” we can convey the dyna-
mism and contingency of phenomena that other descrip-
tors might render _at and ahistorical. In doing its “work”
race articulates with (in the sense of relating to) and
sometimes articulates for (in the sense of speaking for)
other social phenomena, like class, gender, and national-
ity. And through that articulation—in all its forms—it
often achieves social effects that mask its own presence, or
the presence of other forces, like class. Sometimes trans-
forming other social categories, sometimes itself trans-
formed by them, race can seem either to be all or not to be
present at all.2

Race is ideological, but, being embedded in political
economies that are quite historically speci~c, it cannot



long survive changes in the material base from which it
draws sustenance. Such changes necessarily portend
changes in how, as Hall phrases it, the modality of race is
lived, is struggled through. Accordingly, my ~rst main task
will be to trace the origins and development of race and
racism within one historically speci~c political-economic
regime, and to show how in the course of that development
it both shaped and was shaped by another major emergent
social phenomenon—the modern nation-state. Race artic-
ulates with the terms on both sides of that hyphen. The
struggle for state power and the deployment of that power
to racial ends is perhaps the most familiar of these con-
nections. The less familiar story, perhaps, is how race ar-
ticulates with nation, both in drawing the boundaries of
national identity and in the closely related but slightly dif-
ferent task of national formation. In each of these domains
race has a profound resonance with changes under way in
our own era, suggesting that it is neither an irrational
anachronism nor near the end of the work it can do.

The Pre-Fordist Regime

The pre-Fordist regime is the most unwieldy of the eras in
this longue-durée history of racial phenomena. Though
ungainly it encompasses the beginning and ending of a
fundamental social-historical transformation with which
race is linked: modern forms of politics, economy, social
life, culture, and consciousness unfolded in this era. Race
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and racism as we know them also took shape in this pe-
riod, as did critical social forms and identities with which
they would be forever linked. In both its timing and its
associations, therefore, race is a thoroughly modern phe-
nomenon, indelibly linked to the evolution of modern in-
stitutions, modern sensibilities, and a modern conscious-
ness.3

Race is linked to modernity ~rst in the fact that ra-
cializing institutions—like the slave plantation—are thor-
oughly modern in form and function; in the fact that
racial thought shares with other modern forms of knowl-
edge a “disenchantment” of the world; and ~nally, in the
fact that modernity produces social and psychic condi-
tions for which racial knowledge appears to offer a solu-
tion.

Modernity, of course, is another much-debated con-
cept, with disputes as to its content and precise temporal
boundaries. But these disputes need not detain us here. It
is clear enough that there were transformations in how
humans thought, lived, and negotiated their place in the
world—the intellectual, the economic, the political—that
can be persuasively grouped under the rubric “moder-
nity.” No doubt the incongruous timing of these different
modalities of modernity gives rise to some of its con-
ceptual ambiguity; arguably the intellectual transforma-
tion came earliest, the political latest, and the economic
spanned the whole period.4 Suf~ce it to say that each of
these modalities contributed to fundamental changes in
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worldview; and I mean quite literally—changes in how
the world was viewed.

The modern era, one marked by an intensi~cation of
physical and social contacts on a global scale, necessitated
a different way of seeing the most mundane aspects of ev-
eryday living. In the sixteenth century the world enlarged
and grew in~nitely more complex. At this long remove we
can scarcely begin to imagine what it must have meant for
peoples long in relative isolation to have come into sud-
den, and over time extraordinarily intimate, relations with
other worlds.5

Economically, the modern world as we know it grew
out of European exploration and geographic expansion
and was consolidated with the expansion of capitalist so-
cial relations in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Scholars like W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James,
and Eric Williams have shown from various angles of vi-
sion that the histories of European capitalist expansion,
which is so crucial to the development of the modern
world and modernity, cannot be fully understood without
acknowledgment of the central role of Africans, and speci-
~cally of Africans in the Americas.6 Du Bois suggested that
the African slave trade established the ~rst truly global
markets of exchange. Eric Williams drew our attention to
the credit markets and ~nancial infrastructures that devel-
oped with that trade. And C. L. R. James was among the
~rst to suggest how intimately European politics, revolu-
tions, and even the idea of freedom itself were bound up
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with slavery in the Americas and sometimes even—as in
the Haitian Revolution in the 1790s—with slaves’ revolu-
tionary initiatives.7

In recent years others have built on that scholarship to
describe a formative era in which political, economic, and
cultural linkages were forged principally among Europe,
Africa, and the Americas; three regions that formed a
space at once physical and conceptual—an Atlantic world.
In sum, we now appreciate the degree to which transatlan-
tic slavery and the slave trade marked one of those historic
ruptures in human relations that rede~ned the very con-
ditions of possibility for production and consumption,
forms of labor mobilization, the shape of revolution and
reaction, as well as fundamental notions of personal and
political identity.8 We have come to see how Europe was
remade through these contacts as surely as were the in-
digenous civilizations it encountered in Africa, America,
and Asia. Slave-grown sugar, cotton, and tobacco changed
how Europeans fed and clothed themselves, and even how
they worked and spent their leisure time.9

Finally, the global linkages within that world, ~rst
fashioned through slavery and the slave trade, were
reconstructed and modi~ed with slave emancipation
and the evolution of postemancipation labor regimes,
with colonial and anticolonial social developments, and
with twentieth-century liberation movements.10 And, of
course, race and racism were thus remade with each of
these moments of transformation.
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My point here is not that people did not harbor preju-
dices against each other before the sixteenth century, hate
each other before, even kill each other for reasons of group
differences that often took on a racial character.11 What
was new was that racialized labor forces became crucial to
the mobilization of productive forces on a world scale.
Even in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
as slave regimes were destroyed or receded, the global
con~gurations they had wrought continued to frame ide-
ologies of work and citizenship, systems of labor mobili-
zation and exploitation, and diverse claims for partici-
pation in the modern world.12 Moreover, other regions
were brought within this system through the recruitment
of contract laborers from India and China, which com-
pleted the systems’ global reach.

In many ways, then, this pre-Fordist era pre~gured
many aspects of the post-Fordist era, discussed later, in
that these global systems promoted broad similarities in
the ways in which people chose or were forced to live their
lives. One cannot understand issues of identity and differ-
ence, therefore, absent that political-economic context.

But the modernity of race was not de~ned only by the
critically important role that racialized labor regimes
played in the emergent political economies of the Atlantic
world. In brief, the “work” race did should not be con-
_ated with the work blacks did. Race articulated with the
very project of modernity, a project whose essence was to
make sense of a world in which humankind was both the
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object of knowledge and the ultimate author of knowl-
edge.13 And, by all accounts, these twin moves toward
secular authority and the secularization of knowledge
were enabling for racist ideologies.14 It is no accident that
the image of the grand classi~ers, like Linnaeus, is
stamped on the birth of the modern temperament. In-
deed, classi~cation and inductive reasoning are among
the dominant themes of modernity. Perhaps it is no acci-
dent either that this occurred as Europeans came into
more intimate contact with the peoples of Africa and the
Americas.15 And it is certainly no accident that this age of
discovery was characterized by the construction of elabo-
rate hierarchical systems of human and animal classi~ca-
tion in which Africans—already slave labor in the New
World—always ended up at the bottom of the chart.

But, being at root ideological, racism is also itself a
kind of knowledge. And as a number of commentators
have observed, an important part of its work is to make
the world intelligible. The tendency and power of race,
David Goldberg reminds us, is “to ~x social subjects in
place and time.”16 This was a power aptly suited to the
swirling changes of an expansionist Europe. Similarly,
modern racism would be codi~ed and mature in the pe-
riod of democratic revolutions that swept the Atlantic
world in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries.17 Race made sense of worlds that, in the midst of
anxious change, were otherwise opaque, unpredictable,
and inchoate. In time race could “cover over the increas-
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ing anonymity of mass social relations in the modern
world.”18

But if the project of modernity begins by valorizing ra-
tionality, it ends with a thoroughgoing “rationalization”
of systems of human organization, human labor, and all
other manner of human social relations. Rationality and
rationalization constitute power, the power to dominate.
The twofold domination of the natural world and of the
self are central themes of modernity from its earliest mo-
ments in the sixteenth century to debates over the wisdom
of genetically engineering new plant, animal, or even
human life at the turn of the twenty-~rst century.19 And as
that debate suggests, an essential ~rst step on that path was
that a secular worldview had gained primacy in everyday
affairs. Clearly, the modern intellect and modern temper-
ament resulted in much that was progressive and improv-
ing in the human condition, spiritually (religious tolera-
tion, for example) as well as materially (not only jet planes
but lower infant mortality, for instance). But just as clearly
modernity has had its dark side, which the catastrophe of
the Nazi horror has led many thinkers to probe.20

I will not take on here the question of whether mo-
dernity inevitably led to totalitarian domination or even
the many implications of the fact that the racist horror of
the Holocaust is the disquieting centerpiece of twentieth-
century history. Rather, our purpose is to explore the
linkage between race and modernizing state systems. In
ten lectures delivered at the Collège de France in the fall of
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1976, Michel Foucault suggested that what modernizing
states in general and the Nazi horror in particular have in
common is the will to power over their internal popula-
tions, or what he calls “biopower.” This power takes con-
crete form in politics with the regulation of the reproduc-
tion of the nation in all its multiple dimensions, thereby
structurally embedding racist tendencies in every modern
state. By the end of the nineteenth century, Foucault ar-
gues, a kind of state racism had emerged, rooted in the
biopolitics of the state apparatus that had gradually ac-
crued over the previous century. This biopolitics was
rooted in the modern state’s concern with policing the bi-
ological ~tness of its population. Thus health and disease,
fertility and declining birth rates, progress and degeneracy
formed the binaries of a new racialized discourse, one in
which the state sought to defend society against its own
inferior members.21 Inchoate and incomplete though they
may be, Foucault’s ideas might help us frame one of the
crucial linkages between modernity and racism—in mate-
rialist as well as idealist terms.22

Aspects of Foucault’s paradigm conform to the essen-
tial racial dynamic of American slavery, reminding us
again of how essentially “modern” American slave planta-
tions were.23 Plantations were models of the modern vir-
tues of rationality and rationalization. Many plantation
ledgers display calculations of work routines and nurture
as meticulously as those of Frederick Taylor, whose codi-
cils of scienti~c management of industrial workers in the
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early twentieth century are taken by many analysts as
markers of modern rationalization. Planters gave intense
attention to processes that disciplined and normalized a
bounded population, some of which clearly resemble
those Foucault attributes to the modern state. There were
careful records and statistical analyses of work processes,
cold calculations of the ef~cient application of discipline,
and detailed attention to the births, deaths, morbidity, fe-
cundity, and natal care that determined the reproduction
of the slave population and thus the plantation’s pro~ts.24

In some cases such calculations led to the decision that it
was cheaper to work a slave to death and buy new replace-
ments from Africa than to provide the nutrition and care
that would promote biological reproduction of the labor
force. That this was not just a matter of the morality of in-
dividual planters but was rooted in the social environ-
ment and political economy of New World slavery as such
is suggested by the novelty of biological reproduction of
North American slave labor forces: only the slave popula-
tion in Britain’s North American colonies and the nine-
teenth-century United States managed consistently to re-
produce itself.25 Slavery in the Americas was nothing if
not an example of biopower—the management of lives so
that, in Foucault’s cryptic summary, the privileged would
be made to live while the unvalued would be allowed to die
(“pouvoir de ‘faire’ vivre et de ‘laisser’ mourir”).26

After slavery was abolished in the nineteenth century
the planters’ exercise of biopower was to some extent
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assumed by state systems. While contemporary states rely
largely on the market to move masses of labor from places
of labor surplus to places of labor shortage, some
nineteenth-century states linked to plantation economies
mobilized such movements directly. Shortly after slavery
ended, hundreds of thousands of East Indians, Chinese,
and free African laborers were relocated under inden-
tured contracts from the Eastern Hemisphere to planta-
tions and mines in the Americas. The arrangements for
these bound laborers replicated many of the features of
the earlier slave trade; a fact not lost on many contempo-
rary observers.27 The planters’ preference for young males
(often mere boys) who would be immediately available as
~eld laborers upset the gender balance much as in the
early years of the Atlantic slave trade. A major difference,
however, was that the simple replacement of the labor
force with new recruits was never supplanted by a policy
of encouraging biological reproduction, as was the case in
some slave systems.

The centrality of reproduction to the long-term viabil-
ity of plantation systems in the Americas suggests why the
disciplining of black women’s bodies and sexuality loomed
so large in the discourse and practice of American slavery.
Racial and labor regimes were mutually dependent. With
bound labor gradually becoming the exclusive burden of
blacks, blackness became increasingly associated with slav-
ery.28 Consequently, the produce of black women’s bodies
was crucial to sustaining the produce of the ~elds, espe-
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cially after the legal overseas slave trade was ended in 1807.
These institutional structures in turn shaped the ideologi-
cal and affective features of the racial system that emerged.
For example, interracial sex might produce offspring
whose status had to be resolved so as not to confound the
racial rationale for slavery. Consequently, sexual repro-
duction by black men and white women—which was ac-
cepted with a fair degree of equanimity in the seventeenth
century—acquired a different signi~cance and came to be
treated differently in law from that between white men and
black women. First, in contrast with later decades, interra-
cial sexual relations in the seventeenth century seem to
have become a public problem only when children were
the result. Second, in a social order in which the relations
among whites were increasingly dependent on limiting
servile labor to blacks only, the status of interracial off-
spring was more than a mere matter of sexual competition.
Since children inherited the condition of their mothers,
the offspring of a white male and a black female slave re-
mained the property of the mother’s owner, while the chil-
dren of a white woman and a black male slave were legally
free. Thus this fundamental asymmetry in gender and
racial relations—later taken for granted as somehow “nat-
ural” and psychologically innate—actually evolved at a
speci~c historical conjuncture.29

By focusing our attention on the link between repro-
duction and racial systems, therefore, Foucault encour-
ages us to examine one of the historical and structural
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links between racial systems of very different eras as well
as one of the ways in which history is gendered.30 Ra-
cialized social systems and racial discourse have been ani-
mated by the mutual interaction of reproduction with
labor and civil status from the beginnings of the slave era
until the present day, when the image of black women as
idle workers but active reproducers has shaped so much
of the political discourse and politics of the late twentieth
century.31 In the ~rst instance, reproduction was con-
trolled and added to the planter’s wealth; in the latter, re-
production is uncontrolled and ostensibly depletes the
state’s disbursements. In the ~rst instance, the woman’s
sexuality is feared but secretly procured; in the second, it
is feared and maligned. “She’s a damn good breeder”
takes on very different meanings in the two eras, not the
least of which is that in the ~rst a slave woman had an out-
side chance of receiving prenatal care from an enlight-
ened, self-interested planter.

The relevance of all this for understanding the work
that race does is that it illuminates some of the ideas that
thread through contemporary racial discourse, as well as
how ideas, images, and discourse can be rooted in struc-
tural, historical realities. For while it is true that race can
be an empty vessel waiting to be ~lled with historically
speci~c stuff, it is also sedimented with associations en-
crusted from earlier struggles. With these historical accre-
tions our political discourse has become so thoroughly
saturated with racialized references that phrases become
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“enriched” with hidden meanings, and words become
double entendres that resonate differently among differ-
ent racial communities. Thus can the infamous Willie
Horton commercial of George Bush’s 1992 presidential
campaign persuade some that it is simply about preserv-
ing law and order, while for many others it is saturated
with a discourse about the black-beast-rapist-on-the-
loose used a century earlier to justify lynching. It is very
likely that a similarly historically sedimented racialized
image of uncontrolled reproduction, illicit sexuality, and
status inconsistency saturates the infamous epithet “wel-
fare queen.”

Foucault’s central idea, however, is the link between
modern racism and the emergence of the modern state.
With an eye on the rationalizing racial project of the
Third Reich, Foucault generalizes its underlying premise
to all modern state systems. By the early twentieth century
it is the state that monopolizes biopower, a power consti-
tuted by knowledge and administrative control, a power
by which life and lives are managed. In the name of prog-
ress and survival the state has the potential to promote
and sanitize decisions of life and death, of morbidity and
reproduction of the species. We shall return to this prem-
ise when we examine certain aspects of the transition to
the Fordist and post-Fordist racial regimes, but before
doing so it might be helpful to trace the complex relations
between race and the nation-state from a longer-term
perspective.
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Race, Nationality,

and National Formation

As Columbus completed preparations for sailing off to
the yet-to-be-discovered (by Europeans) New World, he
penned a message to Ferdinand and Isabella congratulat-
ing them in passing on the recent military defeat of the
Moors and the expulsion of the Jews. With the defeat of
the Moors they reclaimed—and in reality constituted for
the ~rst time—a Spanish nation; with the purge of the
Jews they ostensibly made it culturally one as well. With
this message, therefore, Columbus linked race, temporally
and materially, not only with one of the constitutive proj-
ects of modernity—the making of the nation—but also
with his own imminent voyages of discovery and coloni-
zation. Thus the project of nation-building, the onset of
imperial expansion, and a campaign of racial exclusion
appear to be not only simultaneous but interrelated.

It might be argued, of course, that such an interpreta-
tion is anachronistic, because the Jewish expulsion was
motivated by religion rather than by race and early mod-
ern Spain was by no means a prototypical nation-state.
But 1492 can be taken as a protean moment in the evolu-
tion of race and nation that would in due course give
them their modern forms; it would be equally anachro-
nistic to expect such phenomena to be fully formed at
birth. As J. H. Elliott, an eminent historian of imperial
Spain, has put it: “The conquest of Grenada and the ex-
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pulsion of the Jews had laid the foundations for a unitary
state in the only sense in which that was possible in the
circumstances of the late ~fteenth century.”32 Indeed, pu-
rity of faith, Elliott notes, did the work of nationalism in
this moment of Spanish national integration. One might
add that in that same moment racism also took its only vi-
able form: initially religion did the work of race; later race
would work through religion. Within a very short time,
therefore, as the Inquisition targeted the converted Jews
of Castile, purity of faith was transmuted into “purity of
blood.” It was no longer religious beliefs but biological
descent that determined one’s claim to membership in
the nation.33 Unsurprisingly, the “racial” implications of
purity of blood were clearest and manifested earliest in
that hothouse of racial formation, the Americas, where
African and Indian mestizo populations needed to be
controlled and excluded from just claims on the state and
economy.34

It seems hardly coincidental that modern nation-
states evolved in the same era as racialized labor systems.
The making of the modern nation-state, the fashioning of
national consciousness, the fostering of racialized labor
systems in the Americas, and the fashioning of racial iden-
tities were roughly contemporaneous and interrelated.
Conceptually and materially nation-states in the modern
sense of the term were born of sixteenth-century explora-
tion and colonization. The thrust outward across the At-
lantic and subsequently to the East required new forms of
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resource mobilization—to launch ships of exploration, to
put armies in the ~eld, to mobilize and transport thou-
sands of slave laborers. Such mobilizations both required
and prompted national formations of a more modern
form.

But the structural link between race and nation was
complemented by linkages that were more sociocultural
and psychic, of which Spain’s expulsion of Jews and Moors
was emblematic. “As concepts,” David Goldberg reminds
us, “race and nation are largely empty receptacles through
and in the names of which population groups may be
invented, interpreted, and imagined as communities or
societies.”35 Thus racial and national identities have been
intertwined and mutually imbricated throughout the
modern era. Complex and multivalent, their affective and
effective entanglement has endured to the present day.

Modern national identity would build on the emer-
gence of a new consciousness, Benedict Anderson sug-
gests; one that enabled ordinary people to imagine them-
selves linked to a secular national community rather than
to a sacred, hierarchical one.36 Its institutional embodi-
ment is to be found in printed books and newspapers as
much as on sailing ships.

But it might be argued as well that nation-states call
forth nationalism as a condition of their being and sur-
vival.37 For that nationalism to be effective it must present
itself as rooted in an immemorial past, as arising out of an
(oftentimes) mystical peoplehood that is merely made
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manifest, is—in the double meanings of the word—real-
ized by the creation of the nation-state. In other words,
the authority for the nation-state preexists the bounded,
sovereign entity that is brought into being. For this reason
the icons, stories, myths, heroes and heroines—in effect
much of what we group under the rubric of its cultural ex-
pression—comes to personify the nation’s coming into
being in the primordial past, but is crucial to sustaining it
in the present. This is one reason there are ~ghts over how
history is taught, and over what history is taught—that is,
what is the canon. Indeed, every revolutionary challenge
to an existing order must take on the ideological task of
rewriting the founding myths, must create new icons, new
representations of the national entity. And by the same
token, every ~ght over how the nation is to be de~ned is
also a ~ght over its cultural representation.38

Or, at least this is true with the modern nation-state.
Benedict Anderson suggests that one of the key differ-
ences between the premodern and the modern nation lies
in the fact that the former is organized and conceptual-
ized in vertical terms—both the power of the ruler and
the ties that bind the individual to the nation radiate out-
ward from the king or queen; while the latter is visualized
in horizontal terms—power (and sovereignty) spread out
evenly over a bounded territory, with individuals linked
to it and to one another not as the subjects of a crown but
as citizens, as members of a body politic.39

But what’s the substance of this belonging? What con-
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tent ~lls that abstract sense that individual A is a com-
patriot of individual B? Or, in Ernest Renan’s famous
late-nineteenth-century query: What is/makes a nation?
By Renan’s time, of course, the answer had been supplied,
or at least had evolved. Nationals were linked by a com-
mon culture. They could trace their genealogies through
language families. (And these linguistic groupings were
and still are conceptualized as families, like the branches
on a family tree, with geneticlike nodes in which one lin-
guistic pattern begets another.) Consequently language—
the cultural building block of nationality—could be and
was easily assimilated to de~ne racial belonging and to or-
dain racial boundaries. Thus the notion of an Aryan race
begins its career as a linguistic af~nity. Subsequently, this
and other linguistic groupings (the Germanic peoples and
the Anglo-Saxons, for example) are invoked to trace and
de~ne national lineages. Only later do they acquire racial
meanings. Through this legerdemain, linguistic roots im-
ply a racial destiny. Racial destiny comes to justify subor-
dination and rule over other, less favored “races.”40

A somewhat similar map and trajectory can be traced
through religion, it being a cultural as well as (or perhaps
more than) a spiritual concept. To say that one was a
Christian in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century At-
lantic world was to invoke not just a set of religious beliefs
but a script for living: acceptable behaviors, social values,
sexual and familial relations—even table manners. In fact,
for a brief moment in the seventeenth century, the line be-
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tween slavery and freedom was ~rst drawn between the
heathen and the Christian.41

As cultural elements, then, language and religion not
only signify or mark belonging; they are the media and
processes through which one is made to belong. National
cultures don’t simply exist; they have to be made. And
every new nation-in-the-making takes on a national proj-
ect of cultural reformation. Britain did it during Crom-
well’s reign, France after the French Revolution, followed
by America, China, and so forth. How one dressed, ate,
worshipped, or enjoyed leisure time were all fair game for
cultural reconstruction.42

It is from this phenomenon, perhaps, that Anderson
draws his distinction between nationalism as being open to
assimilating the outsider and racism as not. Perhaps. But
closer examination suggests that the differences between
racism and nationalism are not so simple or stark.43 For ex-
ample, the very process of incorporating the alien into citi-
zenship is designated—in several languages—as “natural-
ization.” The idea of literally being made “natural” by a
civic ritual is itself intriguing. But its signi~cance for our
purposes here is its passing similarity to rituals of puri~cat-
ion and inclusion in racial systems. Thus in medieval Spain
the Jew could convert to Catholicism and thus escape, for a
while, the burdens of the discrimination against Jews; in
fact many converted Jews came to hold high civil posts in
the Spanish bureaucracy. Later, however, this ceased to be
possible as the Inquisition pursued a mythic purity of
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blood. Then the very ambiguity of the converso identity,
born Jewish but acting Catholic, raised suspicion and fears
of corruption of the faith from within. Though couched in
religious discourse these are immemorial, archetypal racial
fears. Eventually they prompted repression and expulsion
of Jews altogether.44 Thus the passage from culture (reli-
gion) to biology (purity of blood) was not a dif~cult one.

In the Americas one ~nds similar tensions and debates
around the treatment of mulattos and mixed-blood peo-
ples in the Caribbean and Latin America. At times and
under certain circumstances, they came to occupy a social
status not unlike the Jewish and Muslim converts. They
were not classifed with blacks but as a separate caste, and
they ~lled the interstitial jobs—and some of high status—
that American frontier societies with small white settler
populations required. In the British West Indies there
were legal procedures—if one could pay for them—for
having oneself actually declared white by an act of the leg-
islature. In Jamaica in the 1830s the white planters hoped
that the brown population could be assimilated to the
white side of the racial divide so that they would form a
protective bulwark against the soon-to-be-emancipated
black slave majority.45 Usually such positions of privilege
were preserved for the mulattos and the near-whites, but
there were many instances of what the Brazilians called
“money lightening the skin,” in which wealthy but obvi-
ously black people were recognized as whites. And, of
course, closer to our own times, is the case of South Africa
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during the apartheid era: in order to reconcile apartheid
laws with its ambitions for fostering international trade,
the state granted the status of “honorary whites” to Japa-
nese businessmen—something no Asian born in South
Africa could hope to achieve.

This tension over assimilation-absorption, expul-
sion-extermination would resonate throughout the his-
tory of American racism, and with many different ra-
cialized groups (Indians, Asians, Mexicans, as well as
blacks). In the history of race in the Americas, one ~nds
racial categories varying over time and space. Indeed,
there has never been a singular de~nition of who was and
who was not white that stretches across the entire modern
era. Indeed, the determination of racial identity was a
constitutive part of the process of national formation.

The process is perhaps most obvious in the United
States, which not only fought a civil war over slavery but
consolidated its national identity in complex relation to
the racial composition of its inhabitants. During the two
decades before the Civil War, thousands of Irish and Ger-
man immigrants landed on its shores and settled its cities
and hinterland. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur’s question
of who and what is an American—which pre~gured
Renan’s formulation—was posed again and again as issues
of political alignment, labor, and consumption were de-
bated. In those debates, whether framed by congressional
arguments over slavery or by minstrel shows, class and na-
tional identities were, in Stuart Hall’s words, “lived” and
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“fought through” the modality of race.46 In the course of
that debate European immigrants would claim a “white-
ness” de~ned in part against the “blackness” of African-
American slaves.

Other nations in the American hemisphere—at simi-
larly critical moments of national formation and consoli-
dation—found it useful to “play the race card.” Conserva-
tive Cubans, frightened by the radical implications of their
own revolution in 1898 and determined to claim a share of
modernity urged discursive and practical policies to en-
sure a “white” future.47 In late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century Brazil “whitening” took the form of in-
viting in white European immigrants to dilute its huge
black majorities.48 Ironically, in North America the com-
patriots of some of the “whites” Brazil was recruiting—
Italians and Japanese—were ~nding their own claims to
that status put in question.49 These examples can be mul-
tiplied in many other locales—though admittedly with
different in_ections and historical speci~cities (Australia
being one that particularly comes to mind).

Perhaps a concrete case study—that of Mexican Americans in the
Southwest—will make clearer how often the boundaries
between race and nation are ambiguous, mutually consti-
tuting, and clearly mediated by class forces and factors,
namely the modernizing political economy of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Unlike any other group racialized in America, except
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the Indians, the Mexican-American experience is rooted
in military conquest and colonization. Indeed, military
conquest created the physical and conceptual space in
which the very category “Mexican American” took form.
In their history in the Southwest, especially in Texas, one
can follow a gradual, relatively transparent process in
which these conquered Mexicans became racialized.

Despite the ostensible protections negotiated in the
peace treaty with Mexico, Mexican landholders in the
Southwest were generally dispossessed of their land.
There were exceptions to this development, however, par-
ticularly in the ranching areas of south Texas. The Anglo
newcomers, ~nding that they could not simply supplant
the ruling Mexican elites there, sought to forge economic
and social alliances with them instead, in some cases even
to merge into the indigenous elite, or to place themselves
on top of the existing Mexican hierarchy. Intermarriage in
particular offered the relatively impoverished Anglos
access to land and power. It was in this sense, David
Montejano argues, that “the social bases for postwar gov-
ernance rested on the class character of the Mexican set-
tlements.”50

There were, however, other methods of achieving the
equivalent of kinship, or at least ~ctive kinship bonds
short of actual marriage contracts. Political and economic
alliances could be secured through the sponsorship of
baptisms or con~rmations. With these rituals the spon-
sors became compadres and comadres of the Anglos they
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hosted. For lower-status ranchero families who could not
aspire to match their daughters with the Anglo elite, the
compradrazgo ritual provided an alternative way of allying
their families with the new entrepreneurial and political
upper class. Anglo merchants and lawyers seized upon
this “quasi-religious institution” in order to secure recog-
nition, status, and protection. Meanwhile “the wealth and
power of the landed elite were generally left undisturbed,”
with these various forms of social intercourse acting to
bind the old and the new elites together.51

This arrangement between Anglos and Mexicans was
inherently unstable and temporary, however. The new
Anglo elites were mostly merchants and lawyers bent on
transforming the political economy of the Southwest
through increased trade and commercialization. They ini-
tiated a process that would be completed by other Anglos
who were less inclined to adopt Mexican culture or politi-
cal alliances with Mexicans. The latter group created a
market in land and with it a new basis for class relations,
all of which led to the demise of the old Mexican elite. By
1900 they were gone.52

The racialization of Mexicans proceeded in tandem
with these political-economic transformations. A Mexi-
can American’s “race” depended on a delicate class geog-
raphy and temporality: quite simply, the Mexican elites
were more likely to be treated white in the ranching areas
in the earlier period than in the commercial farming areas
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As an
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area moved through successive class orders—ranching,
commercial farming, and urban-industrial—the nature
of race relations changed. As Montejano succinctly puts
it: “Mexicans were more of a race in one place and less of a
race in another.” To which we might add, they were more
of a race at one time and less in another. For by the early
twentieth century, whatever his wealth or cultural preten-
sions, a Mexican in Texas was “simply a Mexican.”53

In many ways the experience of Mexicans in south
Texas was unique, different even from that of other Mexi-
canos in Colorado and California. Indeed, the social geog-
raphy of race was very different just a few hundred miles
to the north in central Texas, a region Neil Foley calls an
“ethnoracial middle ground.”54

In south central Texas, where the commercialization
and proletarianization of farm labor proceeded faster,
white farm owners replaced white and black sharecrop-
pers with Mexicans, whom they considered more docile.
In a race-class dynamic similar to that evolving in south
Texas, Mexicans were treated as nonwhite, even though
legally de~ned as white for some purposes. Thus even
though miscegenation laws forbade marriages between
blacks and whites, unions between African Americans and
Mexicans were not prosecuted.55

This tripartite racial terrain encouraged some mid-
dle-class Mexican Americans to distance themselves not
only from blacks but also from working-class Mexicans,
especially immigrants. Thus LULAC (League of United
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Latin American Citizens), founded by Mexican-American
veterans in 1929, embraced assimilation and restricted its
membership to English-speaking U.S. citizens. A LULAC
member who married “a Negress” was expelled. In El
Paso the group fought the U.S. Census Bureau’s decision
to reclassify them as “Mexican” rather than “white.”56

These reactionary responses reveal the tripartite link
between race, political economy, and nationality. A claim
to “whiteness”—originally established by the link to a
Mexican nation—was gradually effaced as Mexican set-
tlers were increasingly linked to lower-class labor. The
labor status in south central Texas was not mediated by
the existence of a landed elite, as in the South. As con-
quered elites, Mexican Americans claimed a national heri-
tage that made them honorary whites; but as immigrant
labor they were relegated to a status—both practically
and, increasingly, legally—of not white.

Critical features of the Mexican-American experience
were shared with other racial groups in the United States.
Every racial group was incorporated into the nation
through the processes either of expropriating its land or
exploiting its labor. In the course of that essentially politi-
cal-economic process, they were racialized, that is, made
into races. Also similar to the Mexican-American experi-
ence, nationality claims mediated or in_ected the meaning
of race for many of these groups, producing some of the
contrastive features of their life and destiny in America.

For many of these groups that common process of ra-
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cialized incorporation was shaped—and sometimes mod-
erated—by their capacity to claim an alternative national-
ity. Early on, Indians were de~ned—and from time to
time were actually treated—as nations within the nation.
Perhaps this treatment re_ected the anachronism of the
very different earlier resonances of race and nation con-
tinuing in the jurisprudence and law of a later period. In
any case, it was a common disposition in the era of Amer-
ica’s geographical expansion. For example, black residents
in some of the territories acquired from France and Spain
(Louisiana and parts of Alabama and Florida) could lay
claim to treaty rights, which gave them a different civil
status from other black Americans.57 As already noted,
Mexicans were de~ned as nationals by the terms of the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which gave them some lim-
ited defense against land seizures. At various times Asian
groups have made similar claims, as in the case of the
Japanese government’s successful intervention to prevent
San Francisco from segregating its compatriots in public
schools in 1906.

Of course, the effectiveness and resonance of such
claims depended very much on the relative power relation
of such nations in the international order—as in the case
of Japan, fresh from its triumph over Russia. The treaty
rights extended to blacks of French and Spanish origins
notwithstanding, to this day most African Americans
have lacked such claims to extranational connection and
protection. Being unable to lay claim to any given African
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nation produces a “nationlessness” that may explain the
contrary phenomenon wherein intense and persistent
Black Nationalist sentiments compete with equally in-
tense claims to an American patrimony.

Throughout the modern era, therefore, race, culture, and nation
have articulated in different ways at different historical
moments. Both race and nation were progeny of Euro-
pean expansion and the evolution of modern political
economies. Both were instrumental in forging boundaries
as older markers of identity and difference weakened or
dissolved, as a world evolved for which they were incapa-
ble of accounting. At various points in history race and
nation have done similar work and have often been mutu-
ally imbricated. These concepts have made seemingly in-
telligible an unfolding order of things, have often been the
balm for the socially dangerous anxieties of people facing
a rapidly changing social environment, a radically new
habitus.

Thus a linkage evident in embryonic form in the Span-
ish expulsion of Jews and Moors in the sixteenth century
has been shaping national formations, citizenship, and ra-
cial politics ever since. That there should have been this
long and complex interplay between race and nation in the
modern world is very suggestive for how we might under-
stand the work of race at the end of the twentieth century.
For how is this relationship trans~gured in the world we
currently inhabit, where racial regimes and nation-states
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are undergoing yet another season of rapid transforma-
tion? Those changes have suggested to some that “the end
of racism” is at hand. Perhaps. But before we unilaterally
disarm the antiracist forces, we should re_ect on the com-
plex history of race, trace its amazing capacity for repro-
ducing itself on radically different social bodies through-
out the modern era.

56 The Problem of Race in the Twenty-~rst Century



2
Race and Culture

in a Consumer Society





T
hus far I have attempted to demonstrate the histori-
cally contingent nature of race and racism in general,
and in particular their intimate articulation with ma-

jor processes that de~ned the development of the modern
world. Prominent among those processes was the develop-
ment of the modern nation-state and nationalism. All
these processes were grounded in the ~rst instance, how-
ever, in the political-economic transformations of moder-
nity. Underpinning those developments, I along with
many other scholars would insist, were the slave trade and
slavery in the Atlantic world. Political, cultural, and social
life on both sides of the Atlantic was ~rmly rooted in those
economic institutions and developments. For example,
the coffeehouses of seventeenth-century London, cele-
brated by Jürgen Habermas as sites for the formation of the
bourgeois democratic public sphere, were also sites for
making deals to insure slave cargoes traversing the Atlantic
from Africa to the Americas; Lloyds of London and
Barclays Bank originated in such sites. Thus were the val-
ues and practices of everyday life (drinking a cup of coffee)
invisibly linked to larger structures and processes.1

Indeed, long after slavery’s abolition in the Americas,
the structures it had put in place (the plantation system
and global labor recruitment) and the goods it had pro-
duced (sugar, coffee, cotton, tobacco) continued to shape
that world, in the large, structural aspects of existence as
in the small corners of everyday life. Many of the social af-
tereffects of slavery, and more importantly of the labor
systems that replaced it, stretched well into the twentieth



century, and indeed some continue to shape our social
environment today. But in much of the former Atlantic
system the racial terrain was entering a process of pro-
found transformation even as the last American slave sys-
tems—in Cuba and Brazil—were being dismantled.

As Du Bois observed in 1903, the problem of the
twentieth century would be race relations, but as he came
to appreciate scarcely two decades later, those relations
would not take the same form as racial phenomena of the
previous century. The changes in the meanings of race
and racism in the twentieth century—already fully evi-
dent by the end of its second decade—were profoundly
linked to the relative subordination of productive rela-
tions to consumption. This transformation in racial re-
gime was interpellated with the broader cultural develop-
ments that transformed Western industrial nations into
consumer societies. Such developments were especially
evident in America, where increasingly both the forma-
tion of the racial system and resistance to it moved out of
workshops and into spaces of consumption—into houses,
stores, movies, and sport.2

Having said so much, I must immediately enter a ca-
veat. As Adam Smith recognized long ago, production
and consumption are dialectically related: there can be no
production without a consumer, and there is nothing to
consume if there is no production. By the same token, any
prospective consumer needs income—in most cases, that
is, excluding theft—in order to consume, which necessar-
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ily raises the question of employment and one’s relation
to the productive side of life.

The fact remains, however, that African Americans
who began the century facing the problem of being a sub-
ordinated but essential part of the southern agricultural
labor force and an underpaid, emerging segment of north-
ern industrial labor, have ~nished the century facing a sta-
tistically greater chance than whites of being unemployed
or never-employed. Despite its unfortunate title, this was
the primary thesis, I believe, of William Julius Wilson’s
study, The Declining Signi~cance of Race, more than two
decades ago.3 Race had not declined in signi~cance, but it
had radically shifted the terrain on which it was most so-
cially relevant.

Although the substance and timing of this story get
more complicated when we include other racialized
groups and other parts of the world (colonialism compli-
cates the picture for Europe and much of the Southern
Hemisphere, for example), there is reason to think that
the basic trajectory is much the same: a labor market in-
creasingly segmented into three broad categories—one
with relatively stable professional or skilled service jobs,
one with increasingly shrinking industrial positions mo-
nopolized all the more tenaciously by a white labor aris-
tocracy, and one de~ned by a plethora of poorly paid and
decidedly unsteady light-manufacturing and unskilled
service jobs. Ironically, some of the latter at times verge on
approximating slave labor occupations of a bygone era—a
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condition found not only in East Asian sweatshops but in
East Los Angeles as well. To say that the terrain of racial
formation has shifted more from relations of production
to those of consumption, therefore, is by no means a
claim that the economy (in the traditional sense) no lon-
ger plays a role in shaping the meaning of race. The econ-
omy’s role, however, is now more indirect and mediated
through a consumer society. Here I want to sketch the his-
tory of that change and to suggest something about its im-
plications for understanding race and racism in our pres-
ent and future.

The Fordist Regime

The Fordist era takes its name from the industrial regime
identi~ed with Henry Ford, which is not to suggest either
that Ford was responsible for it or embodied all its features
or characteristics. It was, ~rst of all, a regime involving a
fundamental reorganization of both work processes and
the political-economic assumptions of capitalism. These
changes in political-economic assumptions and produc-
tive relations led in turn to major changes in consump-
tion, both qualitative and quantitative, and in the powers
and role of the state in everyday life.4 Collectively these
developments altered the ground on which racism took
shape, as well as the basis for resistance to it.

It is well known that Henry Ford’s minute division of
labor on his automotive assembly line permitted fantasti-
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cally greater quantities of goods to be produced at cheaper
prices. Equally important to the success of that system,
however, was his explicit attention to the fact that much
greater consumption by the working class was a necessary
precondition for sustained—or indeed ever-increasing—
production. Ford recognized, as did many others, that the
worker was a consumer as well as a producer; and in order
for the system as a whole to be viable, workers must have
wages adequate to buy the products they produced. Mass
production required mass consumption. And, over time,
the entire national economy came to depend on people’s
consuming not just what they needed, but more than they
needed, with need itself being rede~ned by modern psy-
chologically informed advertising.5

Enabling that level of consumption required not just
higher wages (the immediate growth of which was slight)
but the ready availability of credit and the willingness to
use it. Thus the 1920s witnessed a veritable explosion in
installment debt as loans for cars, household appliances,
and other durable goods mushroomed. Mass consump-
tion also meant mass debt. (Although Ford gave his name
to this system, he was in truth not its most thoroughgoing
advocate or thinker; he strongly opposed installment debt,
for example.) The change was not simply quantitative,
however; increasingly debt was provided through im-
personal, anonymous debt servers rather than via actual
merchants in face-to-face encounters. Indeed, automobile
companies led the way in fashioning new institutional
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mechanisms for supplying credit to a greatly expanded
public.6

The change in creditor-debtor relations is emblematic
of the fact that the Fordist political economy did not sim-
ply set in motion an interrelated mix of changes in how
labor and laborers were allocated to productive processes;
it also transformed the nature and meaning of consump-
tion and how the polity was constituted. More fundamen-
tally, it changed people’s habitus, that is, their lived envi-
ronment, the material basis for their thought, the ground
on which their fundamental relations with other people
took form. In short, the relations between people, their
goods, and their very sense of self—their everyday—were
profoundly reshaped. Within a generation—and across a
surprisingly broad social spectrum—the expectation, if
not the fact, of owning a car, a radio, household appli-
ances, and so on became prevalent and plausible, and thus
changed people’s perceptual if not immediately their ma-
terial environment. Although these changes were uneven
across race, class, and region, they were inexorable.

To say inexorable is not to say inevitable or automatic.
Since the 1930s the basic axiom of all government eco-
nomic policy has been to assure a “consuming public,”
one large enough and suf~ciently motivated to sustain
ever-increasing production through consumer spending.
Historian Meg Jacobs has shown how a group of liberal
businessmen (most prominently Boston’s own Edward
Filene—known for his gigantic retail store), progressive
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politicians (like Senator Robert F. Wagner of New York,
author of the National Labor Relations Act of 1935), and
reformist social scientists (like Leon Keyserling, a New
Deal adviser and member of the ~rst Council of Eco-
nomic Advisers) fostered an economic policy analysis em-
phasizing the need for government intervention to create
and sustain purchasing power.7

The slowness with which the South (and thus blacks,
who were still overwhelmingly resident in the South) ex-
perienced these transformations in consumption points
up the important and growing role of the state in shaping
the everyday life of its citizens and the fact that these
changes were politically contested. It was during the long
tenure of Franklin Roosevelt that Fordist advocates like
Edward Filene and Leon Keyserling gained access to the
power of the state and used it—unevenly and haltingly to
be sure—to extend the consumer society nationally. It
was the New Deal state that brought rural electri~cation
to the rural South. New Deal agricultural policies sped up
the process by which blacks were pushed out of southern
agriculture altogether, setting up the social basis—that is,
an urbanized proletariat—for future challenges to the ra-
cial system of that region.

Although state interventions of this kind are part of
what characterizes liberal Democratic political regimes,
what is most striking from a long-term perspective is their
pervasiveness. While speci~c policies and practices may
differ, the idea that the government is implicated in this
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chain of production-consumption has endured through
presidential administrations of varying political complex-
ions. You may remember President George Bush visiting a
supermarket in 1992 and buying a pair of socks in a vain
effort to regenerate the consumer con~dence and spend-
ing that might save his presidency. Humorous as the image
might be of Bush at the checkout counter, trying to save the
economy with his single pair of socks, it is emblematic of
the enduring, complex interconnections between con-
sumption, the economy, and the state that emerged in the
interwar period.

The close tabs that investors and government policy-
makers now keep on those key economic indicators—du-
rable-goods orders and new housing starts—is so routine a
part of our world that it may be dif~cult to imagine another
era. But it was during the Great Depression that the federal
government established the Home Owners’ Loan Cor-
poration to save homeowners from foreclosure by extend-
ing long-term, low-interest mortgages to urban home-
owners.8 Other housing legislation and institutions—not
only here but in other industrial democracies—laid the
basis for those closely watched economic indicators that
we are still watching in our morning papers. Indeed, it
could be argued that the individual choice of buying and
furnishing a house stands at the nexus of the entire modern
economic complex.

But the implications of this nexus are more than eco-
nomic. Lizabeth Cohen has described how, during the
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New Deal, white ethnic workers turned to the national
state for the ~rst time to solve everyday problems and de-
liver the American dream.9 In the postwar era housing
would loom larger still among those entitlements, involv-
ing both direct assistance with purchases and invisible
subsidies like tax deductions.

The story I have just described, of course, can be deliv-
ered with a different in_ection; it is part of the litany,
sometimes jeremiad, of conservative political commenta-
tors on what went wrong with America and the need to
crush the New Deal state. But the fact that these trans-
formations developed over a broad range of polities and
political ideologies—in this country and in Europe—
suggests a historical development on a scale that renders
such complaints merely nostalgic. Transformed relations
of the state with capital, labor, and consumption in the
Fordist era provided the basis for consolidation of a mul-
tinational capitalist world system.

The ownership of capitalist enterprises tended to be
corporate and publicly traded rather than entrepreneur-
ial, and their economic fates dominated the economic
fates of entire communities and regions. Notwithstanding
the ideological strictures of neoclassical economics, these
new realities also called forth (and often with the “self-
made” capitalist entrepreneur doing the calling) an un-
precedented level of state intervention in the economy,
not only as regulator of competition and conditions of
trade but as the de facto banker of last resort.10 At the na-
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tional level, Keynesian economic policies sought to regu-
late or ~ne-tune the ~t between production and con-
sumption, and welfare policies sought to soften the social
impact of the business cycle. At the international level,
multinational agreements regulated the _ow of goods,
services, and currencies. Such changes in both political-
economic regime and in lived experience—in habitus—
raises the question of what kind of racial regime they
might in turn give rise to.

Race in a Fordist Economy

We can perhaps make clearer the changes in racial regime
contingent on the new Fordist era political economy by
drawing out the contrast with the essential features of the
system that preceded it. Although I have been treating this
pre-Fordist era as one, there are obviously a lot of dif-
ferences between the period of slavery and the one im-
mediately following. Nonetheless, slavery and the post-
emancipation era share some broadly similar modalities
of racial relations, not least of which is that under both
systems, blacks came closer perhaps than they ever would
again to full employment. As Jesse Jackson is reported to
have said (with a sly smile one imagines): “During slavery,
everybody had a job.” With some justice, one might say
the same about the postemancipation era.

From the early nineteenth century to its ~nal decades,
at which point most slave systems had been replaced by
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postemancipation regimes of juridically free labor, the de-
mand for cheap, docile labor continued apace. I use “doc-
ile” in this instance not to characterize the laborers but the
conditions under which they labored. Wage labor, share-
cropping, indentured contracts were all calibrated to limit
freedom of movement and/or alternative employment,
generally through legal constraints rather than whips—
though whips would be wielded when laws were not up to
the task. In those places in the Americas where former
slaves could not be coerced back into the ~elds by eco-
nomic means or state regulations or violence, the state
sponsored or supported the importation of other ra-
cialized workers—usually from India or China and usu-
ally under some form of indenture or contract. All of
which complicated the labor regime by introducing a plu-
rality of races, and complicating as well the racial geogra-
phy of and race relations within the hemisphere. (Such
complications have only recently come under scrutiny in
the United States, as we slowly realize that “race” is not a
synonym for “black.”) Indeed, the state played an increas-
ingly aggressive and crucial role throughout this period,
but, unlike in the twentieth century, it usually represented
a much more distant force and a resource of last resort.

Thus both slave and postemancipation regimes were
contingent on, even dependent on, keeping blacks and
other racialized groups physically in their place—which,
in the United States, was largely at work in the agricultural
and extractive industries of the South and Southwest. Not
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surprisingly, the forms that blacks’ resistance to this re-
gime took was to escape “their place.” Slaves tried literal
escape; sharecroppers tried movement and migration. In
the United States, slaves lost themselves in southern and
northern cities; elsewhere they built great maroon colo-
nies—in the mountainous or jungle interiors of Jamaica,
Surinam, and Brazil, or in the swamps of Alabama, Loui-
siana, and North Carolina. After emancipation—in the
Americas and in Africa—they organized their communi-
ties politically, economically, and socially. They joined
civil protests, religious movements, and labor move-
ments. When all else failed, they migrated away—to the
American West, to the Caribbean, to Africa, to Europe,
but almost always to cities and towns.

None of these individual or small collective efforts to
escape “their place,” however, would have an effect equal
in either quantitative or qualitative scale to that occa-
sioned by the changes in political economy I have just de-
scribed. The Fordist political economy brought funda-
mental shifts in the very framework for race relations on a
vast geographic scale. The new mass-production, mass-
consumption regime’s voracious appetite for labor pro-
duced mass black migrations at unprecedented levels in
the early twentieth century: from South to North in the
United States, from colony to metropole in the British
and French West Indies, from country to city in southern
and western Africa. In brief, millions of colored peoples
on four continents were quite literally pulled or pushed
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out of “their place.” This migration meant that for the
~rst time in history the world’s black population—from
Cape Town to Detroit, from São Paulo to Dakar—would
soon be predominately urban rather than predominantly
rural. It followed as a consequence that in each location
one ~nds some counterpart of the story we are so familiar
with in the United States: the breakdown of the paternal-
istic modes of racial interaction that characterized both
slavery and sharecropping; a greater integration of blacks
into the national economy, and of black culture into na-
tional cultures; and, most important, the tendency for the
state to take a greater direct role in the regulation of race
relations.

There is irony, perhaps even a symbolic symmetry, in
the fact that the man who gave his name to this era was
also instrumental in recruiting African Americans into
that new economy in the United States. Henry Ford was a
segregationist and an anti-Semite, but he set out to hire
blacks for his plants, working through the Urban League
and prominent black ministers in Detroit. Outstripping
all other automakers, Ford’s aggressive recruitment gar-
nered about half of all blacks working in the auto industry
during the interwar period, peaking in the 1930s at 11
percent of the entire workforce at the infamous River
Rouge plant.11

Given Henry Ford’s demand that the recruits be “re-
spectable” blacks, the black churches became, in effect, his
employment agencies, screening their congregations for
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morally upright and reliable workers. A quid pro quo, of
course, was that these ministers’ own power in the black
community was greatly enhanced. The signi~cance of this
development for our purposes, however, is that at an early
date blacks became a not insigni~cant part of one of the
core industries of the new economy.12 Eventually these
workers would lead the movement of blacks into labor un-
ions, in particular into the United Auto Workers, a move
that would have complicated consequences for black civil
rights and liberation movements in the mid-twentieth
century. Sea change though this development was, how-
ever, it was not around employment or unionization that
the major racial con_icts of the following decades would
take shape. Rather it was housing—a key item in the mar-
ket basket of the new consumption regime—that became
one of the key sites of racial con_ict in that new economy.

Ten years after Ford’s recruitment began, Detroit faced
a growing problem of where to house its burgeoning popu-
lation. As is often the case, what whites experienced as a
problem was for blacks a crisis. The issue burst forth with
particular force in the fall of 1925, when a black doctor,
Henry Ossian Sweet, was charged with murder along with
his wife, son, and several friends. Upon moving into a here-
tofore all-white neighborhood, Sweet and his family found
themselves surrounded by a threatening mob. Having ex-
pected trouble the Sweets had come prepared, armed with
several guns and ammunition. During the altercation
someone in the house ~red into the crowd, killing one
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member of the mob and wounding another. Unable to de-
termine who actually ~red the shot, the state brought mur-
der charges against all the persons in the house. Clarence
Darrow, retained by the NAACP to defend the Sweets,
eventually secured an acquittal.13

The case became a cause célèbre in black communities
nationally. On the face of it, the Sweets confronted the ra-
cial terrors of old—the lynch mob and hostile of~cers of
the law. Thus the recent southern origins of many Detroit
whites and the recent resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan in
northern and southern cities were themes in much of the
coverage in the black press.14 But other, newer themes
emerged in both public and private discourse around this
trial that would resonate with the confrontations of the
decades to come rather than with those of the century
past.

In the Sweet case, blacks were being denied the right
not only to a house—a physical space to live—but to an
identity—as citizens in a polity, as persons in the process
of social self-realization. Not only would these themes be
woven through Darrow’s masterful (and very long) sum-
mation for the defense; they would resonate in contempo-
rary press coverage and in arguments and briefs of later
years. Darrow’s defense dwelled heavily on the evident
class difference between the upwardly mobile Sweets—he,
a Howard University M.D. who had received specialist
training in Paris and Vienna; she, a lady of cultured man-
ners and classical education—in contrast with the vulgar
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manners of the white mob and onlookers. Similarly,
NAACP press brie~ngs would emphasize the necessity for
blacks of culture and class mobility to ~nd housing out-
side the burgeoning ghettos created by the Great Migra-
tion.15

Years later, in a 1947 memorandum to President Tru-
man, Thurgood Marshall would sound similar themes
though somewhat differently articulated. Marshall’s
memo protested rules and procedures of federal agencies
like the Federal Housing Administration, which actually
supported segregated housing despite an overall govern-
ment policy ostensibly supporting integration. “Housing,
in our society today,” Marshall wrote, “is more than shel-
ter. It includes the whole environment in which the home
is maintained.” Thus segregation frustrated the national
policy “to provide for Americans a healthful home envi-
ronment, both physically and psychologically.”16

Increasingly then, a house and its neighborhood were
among those items of consumption by which people con-
stituted who they were. Consequently it became a site of ra-
cial contestation in the early twentieth century as the sheer
possibility of actually owning a home became more and
more available to middle- and working-class people—
black and white. For the “not-yet-white” ethnics who were
so often in the forefront of these violent protests, house
and neighborhood were part of their portfolio of white-
ness;17 thus their articulation of their opposition to black
neighbors in terms of a decline in property values.18 For the
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black middle class, the grievance was often articulated as
the unjust denial of their need to represent their material
and cultural achievement; if their emergence was strangled
stillborn in the ghettos, their very existence was in some
sense at risk.19

Thomas Sugrue’s work on the same city has shown
how this complex mix of racial and cultural meanings
continued into the postwar era: “homeownership,” he
writes, “was as much an identity as a ~nancial invest-
ment.” “Houses were symbolic extensions of the self, of
the family.”20 Sugrue explicates that observation by re-
vealing a process by which traditional values linking home
with patrimony got linked in turn to the new values of the
consumer society of the early twentieth century; home-
ownership became an outward sign of success, of probity
(in more objective language, creditworthiness), and of
having made it into the American middle class. By an in-
verse process, then, racial exclusion was con_ated with
the protection of these claims and parades under the ru-
bric “property values.”21 The meaning of the “value” al-
luded to here can work only at a metadiscursive level. By
that I mean that much like the contemporary stock mar-
ket, property values might in fact decline when blacks like
the Sweet family move into the neighborhood, but simply
because their neighbors sell their homes at a loss, ex-
pecting values to decline. The expectation ful~lls its own
prophecy.

As Sugrue suggests, with this legerdemain began a
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process whereby the racial geography of a city was mapped
and with it a fragile white racial identity was sustained.22

The facts that the “not-yet-white” ethnics were the most
likely to resist housing integration violently, and that these
became the heart of the politically conservative racial
backlash from the late 1960s on, underscore this point.23

Often the con_ict is discursively constructed so that
its racist character is disguised. Racism colonizes other
categories and concepts—like economic rationality and
justice, and notions of value and entitlement. Black ad-
vancement gets linked to big government and otherwise
relatively privileged whites (indeed privileged by that
same government) come to claim the “little guy” role and
march under the banner of populism. The political sa-
lience of this development can be readily seen in the polit-
ical careers of George Wallace and Ronald Reagan in the
United States, Margaret Thatcher and Jean-Marie Le Pen
in Europe. In a kind of cosmic, ideological “bait and
switch” the top dog becomes underdog.

Although production brought blacks to Detroit, then,
it was around consumption that issues of race were most
fervently and consistently joined. But consumption was
not—perhaps never has been—simply a matter of buying
and selling; it played powerfully on the formation of iden-
tity more generally and in these instances on racial iden-
tity in particular. Thus did housing, one of those closely
watched indicators of economic health in a Fordist econ-
omy, also become a signi~er of racial meaning.24
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Race on the Terrain of Culture

In a sense, then, housing serves as a bridge in this discus-
sion, taking us from political economy to culture. I sug-
gested earlier that culture has always borne a complex rela-
tion with race and racial phenomena—conceptually and
practically. But in the period we are discussing now, that
relationship intensi~es—qualitatively and quantitatively
—as culture itself becomes increasingly commodi~ed.

This was, for example, a period during which sporting
contests were organized and professionalized; and with
that change, events and vicarious experiences were bought
and sold like any other goods. Issues of racial association
and access were raised that had not even been thought of,
much less been relevant, before. Jack Johnson’s or Joe
Louis’ victories over white competitors in the boxing ring
or Jackie Robinson’s on the baseball diamond could have
broad social consequences—could, for example, affect
how both blacks and whites thought of themselves and
their relations to one another. This was possible, however,
only on the precondition that the organization and con-
sumption of such activities had taken on meanings for the
general populace that were more than mere play.

Although the roots of many of the themes I will ex-
plore here lie in nineteenth-century cultural forms, the
narrative of culture and race in the twentieth century has
many more complex layers. Some of these might best be il-
lustrated by boxing—a sport focused on two bodies rather
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than on a team, and on a singular moment, “the ~ght.” As
a consequence, perhaps, the ~ghters and the ~ght assume
qualities much like texts; indeed, before TV they were
most often experienced through texts and thus lend them-
selves to something like a textual analysis. Moreover, box-
ing is a sport that emerges into professional prominence
roughly contemporaneous with the Fordist era.

Almost simultaneous with Ford’s inauguration of the
new machine age in Detroit, Jack Johnson convulsed white
America by destroying “the White Hope,” Jim Jeffries,
appropriately enough on the Fourth of July 1910. Riots
erupted in more than ~fty cities (an outburst comparable
in size to what followed Martin Luther King’s assassination
in 1968, when scores of cities went up in _ames). On the
face of it, it seems that the society literally acted out its ra-
cial hatred and angst—giving graphic illustration to Clif-
ford Geertz’s idea that what seems to be “only a game” in a
given culture is often “more than a game.”25

But then perhaps the story is not so simple as all that: a
black man beats a white man; whites riot. Especially puz-
zling is the fact that this response to Johnson’s defense of
his title was very different from that to his having won the
title in the ~rst place. There had been little pre~ght cover-
age and no post~ght violence when Johnson defeated the
then champion Tommy Burns in Australia two years ear-
lier. Although the distant site of the match undoubtedly
played a role, Jill Dupont’s examination of the discourse
around the second ~ght has brought to the surface other,
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unexpected dimensions of the Johnson-Jeffries ~ght of
1910. In striking contrast with the John Henry legend of
black muscle struggling against a machine, the metaphor-
ical valence of this racial confrontation was reversed in the
commentaries before and after the ~ght. The imagery
woven around this ~ght identi~ed the white Jeffries with a
virile primitivity and the black Johnson with modernity.
Jeffries was portrayed as coming out of nature and the
wilderness: he was brute strength, a natural ~ghter. John-
son was of the city, a high, fast-living dandy. But despite
this oblique reference back to minstrelsy, he was also por-
trayed as a scienti~c boxer, as clever, skillful, machinelike.
In myriad ways, Dupont argues, Jeffries stood in at this
moment of intense socioeconomic change for a simple
and comforting past, while Johnson was the angst-ridden
future. Indeed, in some subtle ways Jeffries was the solid-
ity of production, while Johnson was a threatening over-
consumption.26

Of course, the more complex symbolism that formed
around Johnson the boxer was counterbalanced by other,
more traditional racial imagery. But that duality should
not distract attention from a pattern of representation in
which a racial image is appropriated for nonracial (or
should I say supraracial) ends. It was a duality that, as we
shall see, continues well into the present era. So, for exam-
ple, Joe Louis was at times portrayed in cartoons taken
straight out of the minstrel songbook: slow-thinking,
sleepy, shuf_ing, and chicken-eating. By the 1940s, how-
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ever, Joe Louis was embraced as an all-American hero—
especially after he enlisted in the army in 1942. As one
sportswriter greeted the news of his enlistment: “We are all
one in America now,” in a commentary re_ecting the ex-
tent to which Louis’ persona and career had come to stand
in for the nation as a whole in a moment of national peril.27

A long and growing line of black sports heroes, from Jackie
Robinson to Michael Jordan, would play out similar
though changing dualities. And especially in this later case
(Jordan), the nexus between production and consumption
and race would be exposed in all of its complexity.

One other important new site of racial confrontation
emerged on explicitly cultural terrain early in this century,
one that re_ects some of the complexity of the growing
linkage between race, culture, and consumer society, and
one that still has resonance for the racial problematic we
are still trying to unravel. In 1915, the year Jack Johnson
was defeated by the new “White Hope,” Jess Willard,
D. W. Grif~th’s Birth of a Nation opened to rave reviews
and determined protests. The ~lm was a cinematic rendi-
tion of Thomas Dixon’s racist novel The Clansman. The
brutal racism of Dixon’s novel was softened at its edges,
but both novel and ~lm celebrated the redemption of the
Old South from the alleged ravages of political domina-
tion by blacks and northern carpetbaggers during Recon-
struction. Here I want to draw attention to some striking
features in the reaction to the ~lm that mark it as a depar-
ture in the representation of race and the resistance to it.28
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Woodrow Wilson’s famous response upon screening
the ~lm in the White House was: “It was like writing his-
tory with lightning.”29 In ways Wilson himself could not
have imagined, his analogy speaks powerfully to what was
indeed at stake, focusing attention on this medium’s new-
found power—one that, like lightning, can illuminate and
do great harm. Lightning, an elemental, primitive force, is
also associated with the modern—as in electricity, where
it is tamed and harnessed to domestic ends.

It was a power that blacks, led by the recently formed
National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), quickly grasped, and they mounted
protests from Los Angeles to New York to Boston in an ef-
fort to squash Grif~th’s ~lm. As ~lm historian Thomas
Cripps has shown, however, this protest centered on ef-
forts to censor the ~lm in whole or in part, a move that
even many of the NAACP leadership were ambivalent
about and one that ultimately failed. Indeed, there is an
uncomfortable irony in the fact that one of the laws that
NAACP lawyers invoked to stop the ~lm was the one pro-
hibiting the showing of boxing ~lms, which originated in
the attempt to censor ~lms of Jack Johnson’s victory over
Jim Jeffries.30

The Birth of a Nation opened a chapter in the struggle
to control the image and imagery of blacks in the elec-
tronic age that continues to this day. Interestingly, the
NAACP has been at the center both of these earlier efforts
and of recent protests against the absence of black charac-
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ters in prime-time television shows. The organization’s
program during the 1930s is usually identi~ed with the
campaign it mounted for federal lynching legislation, but
at the same time the organization protested the stereo-
types broadcast in the radio show Amos ’n’ Andy. Here too
the response was somewhat ambivalent; for reasons that
Melvin Patrick Ely has detailed, the show was widely pop-
ular with blacks as well as with whites. Despite its direct
links with the minstrel tradition in style and substance,
the show was also a source of both technical innovation
and complexity in its portrayals of black character. It was
only after the Second World War that the campaign
against it succeeded, and then perhaps less because of a
uni~ed black opposition (which never quite materialized)
than because of the changing nature of TV sponsorship,
which made commercial support for controversial shows
risky.31

As George Lipsitz has shown, the link being forged be-
tween the consumption of goods and the consumption of
entertainment was completed in 1950s television.32 In yet
another one of those sad ironies, therefore, the victory
over Amos ’n’ Andy came when—in the TV medium—
black actors replaced whites wearing blackface. Indeed,
even before the show was taken off the air, some sense of
the change over the intervening years can be glimpsed
from contrasting the scenes, ~rst in Chicago’s Washing-
ton Park, circa 1931, where Gosden and Correll were feted
by a huge black audience led by the Chicago Defender, and
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then twenty years later, when their black successors were
reviled and ignored.33

There are two larger points in this story for our
purposes, however. First, blacks—out of “their place”—
could and would choose to mobilize to protest the show-
ing of racist ~lms like The Birth of a Nation or radio shows
like Amos ’n’ Andy, something scarcely contemplated dur-
ing the minstrel era of the nineteenth century. Second,
they were not alone in recognizing the new social power
involved in these media; at least some of those who sought
to defend the racial status quo realized that power as well.
In 1943, for example, the Board of Censors in Memphis,
responding to race riots in Los Angeles and Detroit that
year, resolved to ban any movie “in which an all negro cast
appears or in which roles are depicted by negro actors or
actresses not ordinarily performed by members of the col-
ored race in real life.”34 Thus not only was the representa-
tion of history contested (as in The Birth of a Nation), but
in this instance the possibility of even imagining an alter-
native future. Indeed, this proactive rather than reactive
response—to create new imaginaries rather than react to
old—characterizes part of today’s struggles in this venue,
as suggested by the recent NAACP-led protests against the
absence of black characters in prime-time TV program-
ming (rather than against the nature of their characteriza-
tion).35

I am well aware that the story I have told thus far—of
the growing linkages between the politics of race, the rise
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of a consumer society, and the growing commodi~cation
of culture—is one that relies heavily on selected vignettes,
mere snapshots if you will from a epic drama. Other schol-
ars are elaborating more-detailed narratives and ~ne-
grained analyses of some of these phenomena. There is
work, for example, going beyond the simplistic observa-
tion that the civil rights movement unfolded on TV, to
look at the role of radio in the 1940s and other develop-
ments that literally mediated the relations among peoples
and powers;36 work also that interrogates the signi~cance
of the fact that the weapons of the weak in this case in-
volved consumer boycotts and picketing of downtown
merchants;37 work that follows the racial confrontations
that unfolded in the domain of culture and cultural repro-
duction, which entailed in turn intimate links with the
evolving consumer society. All these issues and media-
tions have come to the fore with full force in the cultural,
political, and economic life of the late twentieth century.

Here I hope to have put these later developments into
that larger frame of historical reference, thus indexing
some of their broader, enduring social implications. The
fact that Amos ’n’ Andy was among the very ~rst national
broadcasts on the new medium of radio in the late 1920s
and then again on television in the 1950s forms a kind of
symbolic bookend to the presence of blacks in American
culture today, when in much of the rest of the world—
and especially for people in the street—African-American
sports and cultural ~gures constitute a kind of synecdoche
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for America.38 It may be said that a similar bookend is
formed by Joe Louis, American hero of the 1940s, and
Colin Powell, American hero of the 1990s. Something is
going on here, a very complex something that I may not
succeed in fully teasing out here, although I hope at least
to have begun the process of taking its measure.

Speaking to the NAACP convention in 1922, a representative of the
Negro Press Association urged the organization to do
something “to offset the dangerous daily newspaper that
ridicules and burlesques us in picture and story.” They
must recognize that “the rules of yesterday do not apply in
this hour of new determination. The old things have passed
away, now henceforth and forever. We must be up-to date
in thought, word, and deed, or ‘lose our ventures.’”39 These
words were spoken at the mere beginning of the consumer
society that today colonizes practically the whole of our
lives; now image and imagery have achieved a centrality in
modern life, enhanced by technological instruments that
break down space and time and veritably recreate the pub-
lic sphere. What are the implications for racial discourse
and practice of those transformations?
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Race, Nation,

and the Global Economy





I
have suggested that my goal is to trace a history not
just of racist constraints but also of the conditions of
possibility for resistance to racism. The racial regime

of the pre-Fordist era was organized to transport
racialized groups to places of labor and to keep them
physically in place—whether on slave plantations, in
sharecroppers’ cabins, in convict labor gangs, or tied to
indentured contracts. Resistance, individual and collec-
tive, most often took the form of escape from those places.
Openings within those spaces for frontal attacks on the
system of racial oppression occurred only for brief mo-
ments, and then usually in the context of life-and-death
struggles among the white ruling classes, the American
Civil War and Reconstruction being the most obvious
such moment.

The racial regime that evolved in the Fordist era was of
a very different sort, involving more-complex constraints
but also more diverse possibilities for resistance. A high-
powered consumer society could be vulnerable to more
diversi~ed and effective attack by a demographic minor-
ity. First, a mass-production economy called forth mass-
production unions whose vulnerability to unskilled scab
labor made them more receptive to black members than
the traditional crafts-based unions. Second, the state be-
came a powerful and interested player with business and
labor in the management of the national economy, mak-
ing it a potentially decisive arbitrator of private-sector
con_icts in which state or political interests were per-
ceived to be at stake. Third, mass-consumption outlets



and products depended on national markets, making
them vulnerable to locally focused but nationally publi-
cized protest campaigns.

Of these potential vehicles for social change, however,
only the targeting of the consumption regime would prove
a consistent and effective strategy of social change for Afri-
can Americans. In some ways the 1915 campaign against
The Birth of a Nation, _awed though it may have been, was
arguably a prototype of the nationwide product-boycott
campaigns that would become crucial weapons in later
struggles. In any event, consumer boycotts, locally or-
ganized but nationally conscious, emerged very early as
weapons for racial justice.1

By contrast, the other two vehicles of social change not
only were more indirect but also proved more ambivalent
and uncertain. The federal state would belatedly and al-
most always ambivalently assume an active role in pro-
moting social change; indeed, sometimes different parts of
the state bureaucracy took contrary positions on fostering
changes in the status quo.2 Racial integration of the union
movement did not begin until the late 1930s, and the
unions’ slow and ambivalent embrace of campaigns for ra-
cial justice was ultimately stillborn by the early 1950s.3

Moreover, the most promising and widespread mass
movement for racial justice peaked on the eve of funda-
mental changes in the political-economic base of labor
militancy, that is, post-Fordism, which further limited the
effectiveness of labor activism as an avenue to social jus-
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tice. Here I want to probe the constraints that this latest
political-economic transformation imposes on our
thought as well as our actions, and the necessity to think
differently about racial justice in this new era.

The Mixed Legacy of the

Civil Rights Movement

Revisiting the Civil Rights Movement a generation later
perhaps enables us to see the ways in which it grew out of,
or at least found its material for fashioning, an effective re-
sistance in the changes wrought by the Fordist era. Charles
Payne and others have detailed many of the social trans-
formations set in motion by the Second World War, trac-
ing them to the grassroots level of speci~c families and
communities.4 Others have pushed back to the 1930s and
to various movements and personalities, like Ella Baker,
who later challenged the dominant black male leadership
and organizational structures, in the process laying the
basis for the emergence of a youth movement of a special
character. Baker’s biography also re_ects, however, the
signal impact of the urban spaces and ideological ferment
that shaped her own formative years as she literally trained
on Harlem streets for the civil rights revolution to come.5

What has emerged from all this is a theory of social-
change process consistent with the developments I have
outlined earlier. The political movement depended in the
~rst instance on the demographic movement to cities,
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southern as well as northern. The civil rights revolution
was born in northern cities and southern towns, not on
plantations, which had imprisoned black folk for much of
their history in America, ~rst as slaves and then as share-
croppers or leased convicts.

Beyond the grassroots level, we can make similar ar-
guments about the con~guration of the organizational
leadership. I have emphasized the emergent role of the
state, which was crucial in many ways—often despite its
own intentions—in reframing the context for social ac-
tion of all sorts. But we might also note the growing im-
portance in this period of entities we now call NGOs
(nongovernmental organizations). Edward Filene had
pioneered one such institution, the Twentieth Century
Fund, to press his case for state support of a consuming
public. But many others _ourished, and some of them
lent crucial ~nancial support during the 1930s and later to
civil rights insurgencies, support that state bureaucracies
were unwilling or politically unable to provide. Perhaps
the best known of these connections was the Carnegie
Corporation’s funding of Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 report,
An American Dilemma, which in its very title altered the
intellectual polarity of race relations issues from the older
“Negro Problem” to a white problem.6 For two decades
after Myrdal’s report the race problem would be discussed
as a moral failing of white Americans rather than as a
problem of black de~ciency. In the 1930s the Garland
Fund gave ~nancial support to the NAACP’s initial school
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desegregation efforts; in the 1960s the Taconic and Stern
Family funds aided voter registration work in the deep
South.7 The relations between philanthropists and activ-
ists were not uncomplicated of course, but they were cru-
cial nonetheless in creating “space” for new strategies and
tactics of opposition as well as for mobilization.

Finally, within the South itself mushrooming college
enrollments—aided at least in part by the post–Second
World War G.I. bill (another form of inadvertent state in-
tervention)—produced a generation prepared to chal-
lenge the racial status quo, with their bodies as well as
their minds. Again, in this case, too, there was plenty of
ambivalence, misdirection, and contradiction. The ~nan-
cially dependent, often pusillanimous administrators of
most southern colleges were not only not prepared to
support any revolution, but they did all they could to
stymie it—threatening, punishing, and expelling student
leaders. The tide of change was much too strong for them
to resist, however; college students still joined direct ac-
tion protests in droves and were essential to their success.

In the northern cities there were parallel changes as
blacks slowly made their way into industrial workplaces.
Here, too, a new space opened up for resisting the racial re-
gime, especially in those industries in which black workers
were able to ally themselves with leftist unions. The racism
within the American labor movement has been well docu-
mented, as has its ambivalent, often hostile relations to the
black insurgence of the 1950s and 1960s.8 Nonetheless, in
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the social-geographic landscape of American race rela-
tions, unions provided one of the few spaces in which ordi-
nary, working class blacks and whites met, not only to ne-
gotiate the racial terrain but to envision a common future.9

The closing of those spaces during the reactionary 1980s,
when the union movement declined dramatically, drove
home the implications of their absence, _awed or not.

By and large, however, these developments in the
workplace did not link up with those in the broader com-
munity. As we all know, the American Civil Rights Move-
ment unfolded not on shop _oors but within a social and
cultural terrain. Not only did its confrontations emerge at
sites of consumption rather than of production, its relation
to the labor movement was by turns weak, ambivalent, and
hostile.10 There were many reasons for this lack of con-
vergence: the basic conservatism of American labor, the
antileftist purges during the McCarthy era, and the crucial
decisions taken to foster a higher standard of living rather
than to push for more-fundamental social change.11 For
their part, postwar black leaders inherited a well-earned
distrust of American labor and, with some notable excep-
tions, had little personal experience in that arena.12

The implications of this missed connection are made
evident when we compare the American movements with
their counterparts in Brazil and South Africa a decade or
two later. Sociologist Gay Seidman has shown that at criti-
cal moments both in the Brazilian resistance to dictator-
ship in the 1970s and in South African resistance to apart-
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heid in the 1980s, decisions were taken to link social and
labor movements that had hitherto developed along dif-
ferent trajectories. There are striking similarities in the
social and institutional bases of support for the social
movements in all three countries: the dramatic urbaniza-
tion of the population, the power and vulnerabilities of a
multinationally-based auto industry, and the existence of
nongovernmental entities that trained workers for the in-
surgence (one in South Africa was very similar to Tennes-
see’s Highlander Folk School). Despite those similarities
both the South African and Brazilian movements di-
verged from the pattern found in the United States. They
succeeded in creating broad-based alliances focused not
only on material gains but a new relation to the polity, a
new citizenship.13

That this did not happen in the American movement
—at least not on a national level—may well be a deter-
mining factor in our current situation. Only in isolated lo-
calities did such labor-community alliances unfold, most
notably in Memphis in 1967–68, and signi~cantly enough
at a time when most observers assumed the Civil Rights
Movement was dead.14 Thus although the U.S. movement
put an end to petty apartheid and unleashed the great po-
tential of grassroots communities (some of which was re-
alized or re_ected in local and national political cam-
paigns in the ensuing decades), in general its most radical
potential was contained. Unable to challenge the political-
economic status quo either substantively or conceptually,
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progressive forces could only ~ght rearguard actions to
defend comparatively limited socioeconomic reforms. At
the beginning of the twenty-~rst century, the social ad-
vances won by the 1960s movements are threatened by a
broad front of conservative politicians and intellectuals.

Efforts to account for the stalling of progressive change
have blamed the socially and ~nancially costly Vietnam
War, the backlash of disaffected white working and middle
classes, and the shift of focus to the more intractable social
problems of northern inner cities. It may be, however, that
a broader set of changes framed all these developments,
changes that move the discussion beyond the idiosyncra-
sies of American political realignments.15 The downturn in
progressive politics coincided with the advent of post-
Fordist political-economic developments. That the United
States was on the leading edge of these developments may
help explain why the kinds of alliances possible in Brazil
and South Africa never took place in this country. Al-
though the argument would need a great deal more devel-
opment than it is possible to give it here, we could posit
that the kind of labor-social movement alliance that devel-
oped in Brazil and South Africa was dependent on condi-
tions produced in a Fordist political economy. Once those
conditions ceased to exist, such an alliance faced an im-
mensely more dif~cult task. By this logic, the best time for
an American movement like that in South Africa would
have been the 1940s and early 1950s, not the 1960s and
1970s.

96 The Problem of Race in the Twenty-~rst Century



The Post-Fordist Regime

What changed in the late twentieth century that could so
profoundly affect movements for social justice and even
the very meaning of race?

Obviously, some features of the Fordist era are still
quite visible. We still have an economy dominated by
multinationals and mass consumption—only even more
so. Indeed, our collective economic fate depends on the
ever-increasing purchases of automobiles, houses and
their furnishings (those closely tracked durable goods).
The black role in production via consumption is even
more pronounced: Aunt Jemima—a caricature born on
the eve of the Fordist era at the 1893 Chicago World’s
Fair, one in whose bosom the new commerce and the old
racial culture were united—has been joined by a plethora
of black images and symbols that sell us everything from
cars, appliances, and sneakers to getaway vacations. So
what’s new?

First, since the 1970s, mechanisms for mobilizing cap-
ital and productive resources have become more geo-
graphically dispersed and yet more institutionally power-
ful than ever before. Second, the changed geography of
economic relations has created new geographies of social
and cultural relations as well, quite literally created new
spaces of social interaction and imparted new meanings
to those relations.16 As I noted earlier, the creation of
global relations of labor and consumption is to some ex-
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tent constitutive of the advent of modernity, and, as Du
Bois suggested, the Atlantic slave trade formed its nexus.
In some ways, the changes set in motion in the late twenti-
eth century can be thought of as the further unfolding of
that trend; the old is not entirely effaced, the new never
entirely new. And yet, there are also radical changes in the
time-space dimension of the contemporary world that
taken altogether constitute an epistemic shift of historic
proportions.

One of the formative moments for the post-Fordist
economy was the late 1960s, when major industries seek-
ing lower labor costs and less state regulation moved parts
of their production to offshore sites in developing coun-
tries, especially to the Caribbean basin and southeast Asia.
Within the developed economies this shift in the locus of
part of their production paralleled a signi~cant reduction
in industrial labor, generally referred to as “deindus-
trialization.” A short time later the partial breakdown of
the Bretton Woods international ~nancial system (with
respect to currency exchanges) and a Third World debt
crisis set in motion radical changes in how investment
capital _ows were managed and by whom. New ~nancial
service providers emerged and, with them, new technolo-
gies and technical expertise that fostered innovations in
the mobilization and management of capital.17

Central to this new economic nexus was a new
sociospatial phenomenon that Saskia Sassen has dubbed
“global cities.” Preeminent among these were cities like
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New York, Tokyo, and London that emerged as the service
centers for the global economy and enabled a concen-
tration of professional expertise to manage transnational
production sites and investment capital _ows. These “stra-
tegic nodes in the organization of the world economy,” as
Sassen describes them, brought together new forms of
telecommunications and a concentration of complemen-
tary professional services (law, accounting, computer pro-
gramming, and so on) and, with these, created a new inter-
nationally linked elite.18

Highly paid and highly urbanized, this new elite class
of “service workers” required services of its own, leading
to the growth of a poor, nonunionized, and largely immi-
grant working class in those same global cities. Some of
these workers are employed in small, sweatshop enter-
prises making luxury goods for the newly emergent elites.
Others are found in the informal economy of household
help, gypsy cabdrivers, street vendors, and the like.19 The
immigrants among this group were set in motion toward
these global cities by the dislocations prompted by the
1960s and 1970s investments in offshore production in
their countries of origin. Much like the industrialization
of the early nineteenth century, this one drew women out
of traditional economies, ~rst into the wage-labor pools
of their native land and then channeled them into im-
migrant streams and the low and casual wage labor sectors
of developed countries. Thus the new service sector and
sweatshops in the global cities are strikingly feminized.
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Like all immigrant groups historically, these newly dis-
placed workers are prone to self-exploitation, often ac-
cepting lower wages and worse working conditions than
natives or exploiting unpaid family labor in small shops
and stores. All of which sets the stage for new racial ten-
sions between the native-born and immigrant workers in
those same global cities.20

The scale and nature of this new immigration have re-
cast the problem of race in the modern world.21 Prac-
tically every member of the industrialized economic elite
of nations—the so-called G-7 countries—has witnessed
politically dangerous and sometimes violent xenophobic
outbursts against this new class of immigrants. In much of
the developed world the boundaries of race and the
boundaries of the nation are politically and conceptually
intertwined. Racial issues are also issues of national integ-
rity. Unlike in the early twentieth century, however, race
no longer follows a color line. The racialized other may
well be white and hail from the Caucasus. Nevertheless, as
ostensibly indigenous citizens of the G-7 nations watch
their birthrates decline, the need for immigrant labor
grows and, with it, a collective anxiety about national and
racial integrity.22

Flowing from these material and socioeconomic changes is a
palpable change of our contemporary habitus. Some years
ago David Harvey suggested that there had been “a sea-
change in cultural as well as in political-economic prac-

100 The Problem of Race in the Twenty-~rst Century



tices.” He argued that we now literally experience time
and space in new ways and that this experience is related
to or expressed in a “time-space compression” in the very
organization of contemporary capitalism as well as in our
cultural forms and practices.23 Perhaps Harvey’s insights
can provide a point of departure for our analysis of the
implication this new economic nexus held for racial is-
sues.

I suggested at the outset that there is a new indetermi-
nacy in our measures of racial phenomena and an inscru-
tability that confounds our understandings of them—all
of which is strikingly congruent with descriptions of the
deindustrialized, globalized, service economy in which we
now live. As Harvey suggests, it is an economy that gives
new meaning to the Shakespearean (and later Marxian)
line: “All that is solid melts into air.” Not only is capital in
some sense “~ctive,” but corporate ownership—and thus
responsibility—can itself disappear at “warp speed” into
an opaque cyberspace. The stock-market investment in-
struments called “derivatives,” though much maligned
recently, re_ect the fragmented, recombinant quality of
much modern stock ownership. One may own not actual
shares of companies, but shares of the rights to buy or sell
their stock or their debts at a given moment, under given
conditions.24

In the novel Germinal, Emile Zola satirized the nine-
teenth-century French stockholders of an oppressive min-
ing company as self-satis~ed bourgeois who clipped their
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coupons but took no responsibility for how the companies
they pro~ted from were managed. Today we might well
~nd it practically impossible to trace the actual links be-
tween an individual investor and any speci~c, material
corporate enterprise. Meanwhile corporations spend mil-
lions to cultivate an image of social responsibility (“good-
will”) in general, while making decisions about downsiz-
ing and outsourcing that take no responsibility for any
actual living communities.

What work does race do in this political economy?
First of all, it is clear that although race may indeed do
conceptual work in this economy, blacks-as-a-race have
no economic role. Despite the dramatic rise in the num-
ber of middle-income blacks and, by historical measures,
their visible integration into major institutions of the na-
tional life, one of the clearest consequences of the trans-
formed economy has been the massive exclusion of blacks
from the formal economy. And with that exclusion comes
the loss of the standard of living and social securities en-
visaged for industrial workers under a Fordist regime. In
contrast to Jesse Jackson’s witticism, quoted in the pre-
ceding chapter, at the dawn of the twenty-~rst century,
everybody does not have a job. Indeed, whereas under ear-
lier regimes racialization was linked to the mobilization of
blacks into productive relations, it is now marked by the
exclusion of a signi~cant plurality of black people from
productive relations.

Of course, this story—of deindustrialization, the ser-
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vice economy, and the so-called underclass—is by now a
familiar one. Less familiar, or at least both complicating
and suggesting new approaches to this story, are the new
relations between production and consumption, between
both of these and the state and the nation, and how all of
them ~gure in the delineation of new social spaces and a
new transnational racial regime.

As modes of production and consumption undergo
radical change, so too do the roles and responsibilities of
the state. First, nation-states have become much less au-
tonomous, and in some ways less powerful, in the face of
new information technologies and global capital volatility.
Eric Hobsbawm has suggested that the palpable growth of
nationalism may well re_ect the less visible decline of
nation-states as structures around which collective identi-
ties can be effectively formed.25 Indeed, governments have
surrendered more and more control to multinational
bodies like those established by GATT, the World Bank,
and the International Monetary Fund in an effort to gain
some leverage over market forces. And rather than disci-
plining the markets, even “~rst-world” governments are
increasingly disciplined by the markets. Thus was France
rewarded or punished by the ~nancial markets a few years
ago according to how far its government succeeded in re-
ducing social welfare spending. And even the all-powerful
United States has from time to time found its credit rating
and interest rates somewhat dependent on draconian re-
ductions in its welfare state.26
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The powers that de~ne our livelihoods are increasingly
located in transnational processes and follow different so-
cial and moral logics. Thus as Zygmunt Bauman puts it:

The way in which the world economy operates today (and

there is today a genuine world economy) favours state or-

ganisms that cannot effectively impose conditions under

which economy runs; economy is effectively transnational

—and in relation to virtually any state, big or small, most of

economic assets crucial for the daily life of its population are

“foreign.” The divorce between political autarchy (real or

imaginary) and economic autarky seems to be irrevocable.27

At the dawn of the twenty-~rst century, not only does
everybody not have a job, but the conventional economic
wisdom is that it would be bad for the economy if every-
body did. Some structural unemployment is necessary, we
are told—to keep in_ation down. Every interest-rate hike
approved by the Federal Reserve gives renewed credence
to the old Marxian charge that the welfare of capital de-
pends on maintaining “a reserve army of unemployed.”28

Other parts of the state apparatus, traditionally more
sympathetic to the needs of labor and the poor, are under
increasing pressure to withdraw their support. The impact
of such policies on the poor are obvious, but the recently
emergent black middle class is especially at risk as state
functions are retrenched. This historically novel class dif-
ferentiation within the black population—an upper mid-
dle class, a working class, and the so-called underclass—
was highly dependent on the expansion of state activity
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and expenditures under the Fordist regime. Thus the em-
ployment of that middle class is heavily concentrated in
the public and/or public-contracted sector; and its wealth
consists largely of salaries rather than ~nancial assets.29 A
great deal of attention has been given recently to the bifur-
cation of the American black class experience; that is, that
there are historically high levels of both social-economic
inclusion and exclusion.30 We might complicate that
image by noting the very real vulnerability at both ends of
the class structure.

The meanings, anomalies, and ambivalences produced
by these transnational pressures are complicated further
by the fundamental, continuing changes in our habitus—
our everyday, lived, built, and perceptual environments.
Housing, one of the new terrains of racial confrontation
that emerged in the Fordist era, is no longer a simple mat-
ter of segregated neighborhoods but of gated commun-
ities, a phenomenon of privatized urban space that has
emerged in locales as disparate as Los Angeles and São
Paulo.31 Unlike the images from the Sweet case and Detroit
in the 1950s, however, such communities may well have at
least a token black or other minority presence. Are they, by
virtue of that fact, any less racial?

Race and Racism in an

Economy of Symbols

Just as Fordism eventually changed the way people lived
and how they thought about how they lived, so has/will
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the post-Fordist social order. Musing over whether the
new inequality has produced new social forms, Saskia
Sassen concludes that the new global-city elites have em-
braced an ideology of consumption strikingly different
from those found in Fordist-era suburbs. “Style, high
prices, and an ultraurban context characterize the new
ideology and practice of consumption, rather than func-
tionality, low prices, and suburban settings.”32 Dip-
lomatic historian Walter LaFeber ~nds a radically new
mode of cultural transmission among nations. Cultural
in_uences were once carried across national boundaries
by migrants, elite travelers, or a literate readership. Now
via television satellites culture moves “with the speed of
sound,” reaching billions of people in an instant.33

In both time and space, local and global venues, the
meanings, modalities, and consequences of consumption
decisions have fundamentally changed. No longer simply
a matter of Henry Ford’s workers having the means to buy
an automobile or a house to keep the economy purring,
consumption now permeates—even regulates perhaps—
practically all aspects of social life, including our politics.
“Values” and “identities” have become consumables—
they are packaged, advertised, and purchased. Our exis-
tence has never before been so commodi~ed; our under-
standing, our knowing never before so dependent on rep-
resentations of, symbols of putatively underlying realities
that are not otherwise apparent; our perceptual universe
never before so fragmented and _uid. Our social world is
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littered with the cultural equivalents of ~nancial “deriva-
tives.”

Is it possible that the whole complex, post-Fordist sys-
tem depends upon this habitus, much as the fragmenting,
reductive qualities of the computer are necessary to con-
struct a stock market derivative? Our ~n-de-siècle politi-
cal economy simultaneously promotes “homogenization”
and “differentiation.” It requires each of us individually to
desire different goods that signify our distinction and in-
dividuality; but it also requires us to accept the same basis
of evaluation, the same kind of commodity so that pro-
duction can be viable.34

In a global marketplace, therefore, all commodities
are cultural, and they thrive on real and simulated differ-
ences—on containable signs of difference, on distinction.
A pair of bluejeans, Nike running shoes, Suchard choco-
lates, a BMW are not just clothing, food, or a means of
transportation. Among other things they variously con-
note American casualness, a virile leisure class, the French
“smart” set, well-being and power.

All this suggests that in this post-Fordist world we are
more dependent than ever on a veritable “economy of
symbols.”35 Of course, the unwritten codes embedded in
signs and symbols have always been crucial to our ability
to negotiate our way through our everyday worlds. But
the material and psychic shocks of the time compression
of this era have intensi~ed the process of such symbolic
negotiation.36
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Could it be that in such a marketplace, black bodies—
no longer a means of production—have become a means
of consumption? Could it be that Michael Jordan, the
model for Suchard chocolates, Grace Jones modeling as
an automobile37—or for that matter, Colin Powell—not-
withstanding their general attractiveness otherwise can
now become meaningful as signs, not despite their black-
ness but because of it? Could it be that the issue now is less
the utter ignorance of other cultures, as in times past, but
too great a surface (sound-bite) familiarity; less stereo-
types of the other than the voracious consumption of its
metonymic parts? It is dif~cult, perhaps impossible, to
answer such questions de~nitively. Dif~cult to know even
how such propositions might be tested. A closer look at
some of the icons of the new economy might help us tease
out some of the work that race does.

I suggested earlier that it might be possible to trace an
interesting trajectory from Jack Johnson at the opening of
the Fordist era through Joe Louis at its maturation (inci-
dentally Louis also worked in the auto plants of Detroit
before turning to professional boxing) down to Michael
Jordan today. Already evident in those earlier black sports
~gures was the tendency to turn them into texts on which
the nation could work out its tensions and anxieties—
much like the work minstrel shows did in the antebellum
era. The articulation of race and consumption was merely
emergent in the Johnson-Louis era, however. In the sell-
ing of Michael Jordan it has come full circle.38
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Not only is the Jordan phenomenon rife with the
fragmentation and contradiction discussed earlier, it is
thoroughly embedded in and re_ective of the post-Fordist
economy. Notwithstanding the incredible basketball skills,
competitive character, and magnetic personality Jordan
brings to the mix, his professional success is ultimately
built on two powerful multinational capital enterprises—
the National Basketball Association and Nike. (And in re-
cent years they, of course, have been built largely on him.)
Through the marriage of new communications technol-
ogy, aggressive capitalist expansion, and image, both of
these enterprises _ourished in the late twentieth century.
The NBA merged television and slick advertising to trans-
form a sport in crisis in the 1980s into a domestic and inter-
national cultural and economic marvel in the 1990s. By the
peak of Jordan’s career in 1997, the number of TV sets per
hundred of the world’s people had doubled. Conse-
quently, when Jordan announced his retirement from bas-
ketball on January 13, 1999, a Japanese newspaper banner
headline read: “Jordan Retires! Shock Felt around the
World.” Although basketball was a minor sport in Japan,
Air Jordan sneakers sold for as much as $1,000 a pair and
“were collected like jewels.”39

Nike, meanwhile, though founded in little Beaver-
town, Oregon, secured its startup capital, made its shoes,
and earned most of its pro~ts overseas. Moving from one
Asian country to another in search of lower wages, Nike
was a veritable archetype of a post-Fordist multinational.
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In a well-worn pattern, noted earlier, its overseas labor
force was heavily feminized; 90 percent of the workers in
its Vietnamese plant, for example, were women.40

But if Michael Jordan’s career was made by Nike’s
multinational reach, Nike’s success was just as surely built
on Jordan’s image. Indeed, that image, in silhouette, is
copyrighted by Nike. Some of the troubling aspects of the
enterprises built on Jordan’s image are well known. The
~rm paid Jordan $20 million annually to promote its
products, which was more than the total annual wages
earned by Indonesian workers who made the shoe. Little
girls in those same plants earn the equivalent of under $2
for an eleven-hour day, making shoes that sell for $70 to
$150 in the West and that cost $5.60 to make. Michael
Jordan is merely a cog—albeit a highly paid cog—in the
complex machinery of the post-Fordist economy, how-
ever. Through that well-known logo based on the image
of his black body soaring through the air is revealed the
now intimate connection between a new international
political economy, a transnational pattern of consump-
tion, and black identity. Jordan, it has been observed,
“was an image much like the Swoosh.” Or, as Phil Knight,
the entrepreneur behind Nike’s success, explains it: “You
can’t explain much in 60 seconds, but when you show Mi-
chael Jordan, you don’t have to. People already know a lot
about him. It’s that simple.”41 What Jordan sold was not
just a product but a life-style. “Just do it!” is now familiar
to youth across the globe and needs no translation.
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What can it mean that kids all over the world, in many
different languages, can say, “I want to be like Mike”? Does
this phenomenon still lie within the orbit of the racial? Just
posing the question might be startling to some because
Jordan is widely celebrated as a ~gure who transcends
race. With some poignancy his friend and fellow bas-
ketball great, Julius Irving, observed that Jordan seemed
“less a person than something of a 24-hour commodity.”42

The conjunction of those two observations—a person
who transcends race; a commodi~ed personality—may
well speak to a central issue in the social transformation
that has engaged us. What can it mean that a commodi~ed
Jordan “transcends” race when just a few years earlier the
premier black professional players were routinely denied
endorsement contracts because it was assumed that their
endorsements would not sell products to whites?43 Indeed
what does it mean to transcend race in a sport from which
blacks were ~rst excluded and then had their eventual suc-
cess attributed to racial biology?44

Certainly, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
meanings of race and racism are not suf~cient to explain
such phenomena. One of the standard de~nitions of rac-
ism assumes that it is always a response to an alleged infe-
riority of the racialized other,45 but contemporary racial
images often refer merely to difference, exoticism, and
sometimes even to an ostensible superiority.

And with that observation we can return to that other
enigmatic icon of the new racial regime, Colin Powell.
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Powell’s successful, if brief, courtship of American public
opinion has also been attributed to his ability to tran-
scend race—the “un-Negro.”46 But again, what can it
mean to claim that Powell transcends race in a political
culture that is saturated with racially coded images and
language? Just three years before Powell’s phantom can-
didacy unfolded, a political observer began an analysis of
American politics with the following characterization:
“considerations of race are now deeply embedded in the
strategy and tactics of politics, in competing concepts of
the function and responsibility of government, and in
each voter’s conceptual structure of moral and partisan
identity.”47

But leaving aside the poisonous racial climate in
which Powell’s potential candidacy unfolded, any claims
to racial transcendence beg the question: Why Powell? If
the answer is character or the appeal of his biography,
then both his race and the overcoming of racism are part
of the story. Or, alternatively, it is a life story—like Jor-
dan’s—ostensibly in which race “didn’t matter.” Either
way, a crucial “truth” about the national character and
identity appears to be af~rmed—its justice, its fairness, its
color-blindness. Though invisible, race does its work. It is
conceivable that the need for that work to be done re_ects
the dif~culty in de~ning and sustaining an integrated,
psychologically satisfying identity under contemporary
social conditions.48 As at other moments in American his-
tory, then, race is the medium through which other fun-
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damental con_icts in the social system are “lived” and
“fought through.”

It remains to be seen whether some of this work that
race does today, and will no doubt continue to do, is rela-
tively innocuous or harmful. Which way it cuts may de-
pend on whether and how the relatively benign images of
the Michael Jordans and Colin Powells of the world artic-
ulate with—or perhaps are actually dependent on—those
of ghetto youth and “welfare queens.”

This issue may well be the key to unraveling the mean-
ing of race in the twenty-~rst century. In sorting through
all this we might again take note of the Geertzian observa-
tion that a game is often more than merely a game. Like-
wise it may be that symbols cannot always be con~ned to
the safe terrain of the merely symbolic. So mundane an
aspect of our everyday lives as the clothing we wear, whose
labels are sewn onto the outside of the garment, suggests
the pervasive link between symbol and the hard currency
of the economic. When ghetto kids kill each other for a
pair of brand-name sneakers, it brings home that this
economy of symbols is not just serious; it’s deadly seri-
ous.49

I introduced this discussion with the observation that, like Du
Bois, we might need to reach an understanding of our
present and future by reexamining our past. Even as I em-
phasize the novelty of the present moment in history—a
new political economy and a new racial regime—I am also
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cognizant of shards of our racial past sedimented in this
brave new world. Take the slogan of the Memphis move-
ment that unfolded in the twilight days of the civil rights
era, its possibility for catching and shaping the winds of
change nationally perhaps snuffed out with the life of
Martin Luther King Jr. on that fateful balcony. In 1968 the
Memphis workers marched under the banner “I am a
man.” The slogan strikingly echoes the one emblazoned
on nineteenth-century abolitionist banners protesting the
slave trade. For Memphis workers it invoked the issue of
identity, indeed a claim—in the broadest terms—to citi-
zenship, to membership in the polity as the covering ra-
tionale for what was essentially a labor action. For victims
of the slave trade it was a claim to, a plea for, recognition
of a common humanity.

In each of these senses it resonates yet again with the
condition of the most recent victims of the racialization
process in this global economy. I mentioned earlier that
sweatshop workers in our era are to be found not just in
East Asia but also in East Los Angeles. I was referring to a
case brought to light a few years ago of Mexican and Thai
women laboring under slavelike conditions in sweatshops
in Los Angeles, making goods for the luxury consumer
market. The word “slavelike” in this case is not hyperbole.
Once discovered, these workers brought suit under laws
based on the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion—the one outlawing slavery. They are not the last
such workers to be discovered in such straits; and all such
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discoveries continue to raise the issue of how race, labor,
and citizenship are to be articulated in the twenty-~rst
century.50

In some sense, perhaps, these poignant images take us full circle
from the economy of symbols to a hard-edged political
economy—or more accurately perhaps to where race and
political economy join up with the superconsumption of
our post-Fordist era. But we have also, in some more dis-
turbing sense, returned to those ships plying their way
across the Atlantic laden with human cargo—humans
shorn of a place in a bewilderingly transformed world.
Perhaps, more than ever, we can feel—and in more than
simply a historical sense—our fate linked with theirs.
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of Race





B
y the time my one-year-old daughter has reached her
eighteenth birthday, fully a century after her grand-
father’s birth, the issues discussed in these pages may

be of mere historical interest, re_ecting a time long since
passed when visions of the future were more blurred and
imaginations more limited. Perhaps African Americans
will no longer be at the center of racial debate and policy,
much as the intensity of Americans’ interest in Native
Americans in the nineteenth century declined in the twen-
tieth. Like Native Americans, too, perhaps blacks will have
become less the object of deep social and political concern
than of symbolic manipulation; some signs of such a trend
are discernible even in today’s symbolic economy of racial
imagining. Perhaps other racialized groups among a now
globalized labor force will have taken their place, perhaps
not. Or perhaps race will no longer even be an issue.

Perhaps. But two decades will probably not have com-
pletely altered the themes and patterns evident in a tor-
tured history now four centuries old. Indeed, as in the
past, the enduring power of race may lie in its ambiguity,
its mutability, its parasitism, all of which continue to
make effective resistance to it dif~cult. If we assume that
racism may still limit African Americans’ aspirations and
life chances in the year 2017, what can we say to our chil-
dren today to arm them for the inevitable struggles of that
future?

We might begin by telling them that for all its camou-
_age, racism can nonetheless be recognized by the work it
does, by its effects. Any ideology, any ostensible truth, any



revered common sense that sti_es their chances for self-
realization because of who they are is likely to be racism,
sexism, or both.

We can tell them that however formidable and endur-
ing the noxious weed of racism may seem, the ground that
nourishes it can also destroy it. This is the paradox em-
bedded in the preceding pages: racial ideologies and con-
straints are shaped by the historical-material moment—
the habitus—of a given era, but that same habitus provides
materials and means for resistance to those ideologies and
constraints. In the era of bound labor, slaves found ways to
break their chains and escape. In the Fordist era, con-
sumers interrupted the free _ow of goods and services on
which the economy depended. Perhaps in a post-Fordist
era so imbued with racial imagery and so dependent on
global networks of communication and labor recruit-
ment, we can also forge global networks of resistance. In a
political economy so dependent on the manipulation of
symbols and imagery, perhaps we can simply refuse to be
manipulated and create alternative images of a nonracial-
ized future.

But such a response exposes a second paradox: only
those acting outside the dominant racial ideas and con-
straints of their era can effectively seize the means of resis-
tance to them. The tiny minority who act outside the con-
straints of their times in fact help to de~ne those times.
We must be able to imagine a different future if we are to
be able to change the present and thus shape that future.
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We cannot abolish racism while trapped within its own
conceptual terrain.

From a distance statements like this may seem to blur
into those of many contemporary neoconservatives who
argue for a color-blind approach to racial problems. They
are a mixed lot: some seem to think that American society
is already color-blind, while others think that it can soon
become so; some make patently racist arguments, while
others seem to be genuinely struggling to ~nd a way out,
though apparently embarrassed by what a messy job it is to
clean up racism’s mess. Nonetheless, most of them seem
skeptical of the necessity for or desirability of righting ra-
cial wrongs through state action (the main way collective
will is expressed in modern democratic societies). In my
view such positions _y in the face of the overwhelming
contemporary evidence that racism permeates every insti-
tution, every pore of everyday life. Justice in our courts,
earnings on our jobs, whether we have a job at all, the qual-
ity of our life, the means and timing of our death—all form
the stacked deck every child born black must take up to
play the game of life. To later generations these wrongs—
and the need for collective efforts to right them—will be as
clear as the wrongs of slavery were to those born after 1865,
or of segregation to those born after 1964.

When I say that we must move from racism’s terrain in
order to break its spell, therefore, I mean something very
different. Martin Luther King Jr. was fond of saying that
“the moral arc of the universe is long but it bends toward
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justice.” Trouble is, the life of any given individual is con-
siderably shorter than that of the universe. Our children
don’t have time to wait for the cosmic _ywheel of justice to
right itself or, for that matter, for the government to do its
job. Therefore, notwithstanding the tenacious grip, the
heavy weight of racism on every institution, on every dis-
course, on every relationship, black children must live as if
the world were otherwise, as if it were color-blind. They
must claim their rightful lives now, living as if race were
not a constraint on life, as if they were not “black.”

By that I do not mean that African-American children
should deny their blackness—nothing would be gained
and much lost by such a response to racism. Rather I
mean that they must deny the meanings now attributed to
being black. Or, to frame yet another paradox, they must
claim their “blackness” yet live beyond it. They must not
confound race with peoplehood. Taking pride in our an-
cestors’ histories and struggles is the beginning of our
self-fashioning—it makes us who we are. But a legacy
should be a point of departure, not a destination. There is
a difference between being nourished by our history and
being consumed by it.

Certainly the history of African Americans contains
some complex and dif~cult truths. Historically, to be Af-
rican American has been to live on the razor’s edge of am-
biguity and seeming indeterminacy. The homespun prov-
erbs abound: “to make bricks without straw,” “to make a
way out of no way.” Only our singers, our poets, and a few
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of our intellectuals have had the wit to name it. Du Bois
called it a “double consciousness”; Ralph Ellison hailed
“the harsh discipline” of African-American cultural life.
More often an unnamed yet lived experience, it is a time-
less resource embedded in our personal histories and
memories. From that lived experience come, to borrow
Toni Morrison’s haunting phrase, “stories to grow on.”
Stories for our children to seize and claim as their own.
Stories of a people who pulled something from deep
within themselves that little in their visible history and
circumstance would have seemed to warrant.

What, then, can I tell my daughter if the problem of the twenty-~rst
century is still the color-line? “Like many who have gone
before you, you must struggle against injustice with all
your might. You must refuse to be racialized or to
racialize others. But at the same time you must also live as
if the world were otherwise. You must reach out and
claim it as your own. I know that is a lot to ask. It will cer-
tainly require a dif~cult heroism and a subtle resistance,
as well as exposure to the risk of being misunderstood by
your peers and elders. But perhaps . . . just perhaps . . .
when enough people do as you do, racism will indeed
have no future.”
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